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In 1867 imperial rule was restored to Japan after seven centuries of restrictive Shogan
law and civil war. During the years of Shogan rule, women had been silenced due to
oppressive laws enacted by factions that vied for control of the country. Though women
in early Japanese history had been known for their writing and had been published in
major anthologies, Shogan rule mandated that women be forbidden education and
access to their classical predecessors. With the return of imperialism, Japan became
more open to the rest of the world, but women were still restricted by the law, and little
effort was made to provide them with educations (Rexroth and Atsumi 175). Suddenly,
in the year 1901, the first expression of a strong, female voice in seven hundred years
was heard. Yosano Akiko, only twenty-three years old, published her first collection of
tanka entitled Midaregami or Tangled Hair. Midaregami, a collection of 389 tanka, was
extremely popular and launched Yosano's career in the literary world. Yosano spoke
loudly through her writing, and her “voice was among the first to be raised and widely
heard after . . . centuries of relative silence” (Larsen 11). She was to go on to write more
than 17,000 tanka, 500 free verse poems, 75 books, including a modern translation of The
Tale of Genji, as well as numerous essays arguing women's rights and women's
education (Rexroth and Atsumi 176).

The appearance of Midaregami on the Japanese literary scene was revolutionary because
of its strong expressions of a woman's thoughts, feelings, and sexuality. Though
women's poetry had always dealt with emotions and love, Yosano did not speak only
in the abstract metaphors past women had employed. Instead, she wrote honestly and
directly, which resulted in some critics accusing her of writing like a harlot: A magazine
called Kokoro no hana even printed a criticism of Midaregami and accused Yosano of
corrupting public morals (Cranston, “Young Akiko" 39). Yet she was wildly popular
and immediately successful. Yosano simultaneously drew from the rich tradition of
classical writers while also expanding her subject matter to give herself a powerful
voice. One only needs to read a few selections from the classics to understand why her
poems were so radical. For example, compare Princess Nukuda's 9" century tanka to
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Yosano's. Nukuda’s reads:

Longing for you,

loving you,

waiting for you,

the bamboo blinds were swayed

only by the autumn wind. (Rexroth and Atsumi 3)
Here is Yosano's:

Beneath my soft skin

Pulses the hot tide of blood

You have never tried

To touch; aren’t you lonely,

O young preacher of the Way? (Cranston, “Carmine-Purple” 96)
The honesty and pride of Yosano’s work was shocking. Her “natural delight in the
young beauty of her own body and the marvel of her awakening emotions . . . [was]
indeed something new in the wistful tradition of Japanese love poetry” (Cranston,
“Young Akiko” 38). Yosano broke with tradition, raising her voice as a woman, and
calling attention to the fact that women too experience sexual desire, not just romantic
love. Thus Yosano, even from her debut, gave voice to the long-silenced desires of
women.

Since Midaregami was so groundbreaking, I believe it necessary to examine selections
from the work in greater detail. I will now focus on it specifically, using my own
translations of three poems as examples that [ believe embody much of the spirit of the
work. These poems were written in the classical tanka (then waka) form, which is
comprised of five lines in a 5-7-5-7-7 syllabic pattern. It is a testimony to Yosano's ability
as a writer that she could use this ancient form to embrace such vital, new subject
matter. Midaregami opens with the following lines:

yoru no ché ni A star who whispered
sasamekitsukishi under the curtain of night —
hoshi no ima wo now fallen to the

gekai no hito no world below, a mortal

bin no hotsureyo with disheveled hair.

Here Yosano identifies herself as once being eternal, Originally she was a star, and now
she has become human. The emotions of her mortal life are expressed through the
image of her tangled hair (Beichman 140). This poem inherently expresses the depth of
Yosano's feelings; the complexity of the contrast between the eternal and the mortal, the
reference to fallen humanity, and the wonderful image of long, tangled hair fraught
with desire all combine concisely within a few lines, leaving the reader stunned by the
vision of this powerful, ardent woman.






