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Miyoko Goto and “Mother Poems” During the Showa War Years:

A Discussion of the Second Collection of Tanka Poems, Oka no ue

HAMADA Mieko

(Abstract) The tanka poet Miyoko Goto (1898-1978) has gone down in
the history of literature as the poet of the mother and of maternal
love. However, the “Mother Poems” in tanka form that she wrote
during the war years had by no means anything to do with the
mother as used to whip up fighting spirit nor to do with the myth
that places maternal love as an instinctive love of the mother for her

child, there is something beyond.

Miyoko gave to the world tanka poems that transcended nation and
the people of Japan to express skepticism about war as a menace to
innocent life. She also placed value on the daughter who behaved as a
“party to patriotism.” Thus Miyoko, as the mother of the war years
who had no male child, tried to simulate the role of Mother of Militant
Japan. Such warped state of mind of hers ended up inclining rather
toward a feeling of closeness to the daughter.

The “Mother and Daughter” intersected with the perspectives of “the
Mother of the War Years” and “the Party to Patriotism,” and though
these seem on occasions to be mutually independent; however in
reality the mother is unable to separate from her daughter and unable

to finally deal with the conflict within herself, so that she
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unconsciously ends up dependent on the daughter again. It is a
distinctive characteristic of Miyoko's “Mother Poems” during the war
years that they expose how the abnormality of wartime gives impetus
to that state of mind and complicates it, and that this emerges in her
poems because it was wartime.

The tanka poems Miyoko composed during the war years convey a
heart and mind moved one way and then another in the duality of the
“Public” awareness of her duties as headmistress of the Banko Girls’
School, on the one hand; and her “Private” state of mind. At the same
time, the poems depict the strong will of the tanka poet who
unflinchingly expressed the psychololgy of that conflict between
mutually contradictory aspects. Miyoko was a poet who, precisely
because she was living in a time when speech was not free, could not
help but make poems that speak frankly with her inmost voice. One
might infer that at their very root was a sensibility capable of directly
perceiving skepticism toward the war and fear of it, and that this was
what enabled her to produce tanka poems of a universality that
transcended those times. The strength of selfhood in the mother who
sought to live at the very leading edge of Japan as a modern society
dominated the daughter, denied the separation from herself of the
daughter who sought to become independent, and so formed this body
of tanka poetry that is informed with this intense conflict. In a
struggle that was leading the way toward the future, the energy
required to resist society’s norms was at times directed into herself,

and she tried to assimilate her daughter into the associative linking

expressed as “Mother and Daughter.” This relationship took on
greater clarity because it made its way through the experience of life
in the emergencies of wartime. The voice emerging from Miyoko’s
inmost self cannot be accounted for entirely as the maternal love of
the modern age, and it is a voice of great significance. This is why
Miyoko’s “Mother Poems” transcend their era as a body of tanka

poetry that is worthy of value.

(Keywords) Miyoko Goto, Oka no ue, Risshun, “Mother Poems” of the

war years, ‘Mother and Daughter”
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