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Tanka Poet Miyoko Goto's Path Toward Overcoming Fixed Literary

Forms: An Examination of Broken Meter

HAMADA Mieko

[Abstract] When looking at the expressive forms employed by the
tanka poet Miyoko Goto (1898-1978), instances of “broken meter”
(hacho) are conspicuous. (This refers to transgression of the fixed
numbers of syllables (or morae) that define the stanzaic units of
traditional Japanese poetry, for example by having one or more
syllables over or under the standard number, but also suggests
transgression of other ways in which Japanese poetry was firmly
stylized.). By the time of Miyoko's last poem collection Hana tagitsu
[which requires some further explanation at the end of this abstract],
poems with broken meter account for 86% of her compositions.

In 1929, Miyoko became a member of the Proletarian Poets’
Federation at one point, but soon left it and discontinued her poetry
writing. Her poems from this period were all free verse composed in

colloquial Japanese rather than the classical literary language, and the

essence of this approach can appropriately be understood as broken
meter. The reason was that, although these poems had the rhythms
and lyricism that were the province of traditional tanka at their root,
and she had become aware of the socially disenfranchised in society,
proletarian thought was not what made up the intellectual foundation
of her poetry. The form of writing she used was also the complex old-
style kana syllabary of traditional literature rather than the condensed
modern syllabary.

Miyoko's regeneration as a tanka poet can be traced to 1933, to an
artistic experience at the Louvre Museum that extended over the
period of a month. On seeing Michelangelo’s sculpture of the Dying
Slave, a figure that appears to be on the verge of expiring under a
powerful oppression while at the same time appearing to be in the
throes of ecstasy, Miyoko grasped the domain of tanka composition
that she was trying to achieve for herself. On returning to Japan,
Miyoko founded the poetic journal Risshun [Start of Spring] together
with her husband Shigeru, aiming to assimilate the realms of
traditional tanka poetry and modern tanka poetry. The key to this
attempt turned out to be broken meter (hacho). Miyoko's poems
subsequently underwent a metamorphosis into compositions that took
their underlying tone from the fixed forms of classical-style literary
language as the foundation for their broken meter. With a keen eye
on the changing times, she then went on exploring poetic compositions
appropriate for expressing the states of mind that came pouring out

from the inner recesses of her self. In the postwar period, she
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continued making free use of broken meter, aiming for the assimilation
of tanka poetry of life in the modern age with traditional tanka
composition.

In reconceiving the lyricism that traditional tanka poetry possessed,
Miyoko broke through the link with traditional tanka poetry’s
rhythms, and by means of broken meter, she bound the specific
subject matter of her poems with the well-defined diction of Japanese
poetry. Through this new approach, she attempted to provide poetry
with renewed lyricism and rhythmicality and so to make the leap into
a realm of poetic composition produced out of her own sensibility.
This is where the significance of Miyoko's broken meter is to be
found. Her last poem collection Hana tagitsu [cherry blossoms falling
from branches at the very moment and swirling in the air like snow
blown up in gusts from the ground; the title representing the poet’s
emotion and sentiment likened to cherry blossoms flying about in the
air] presents a distillation of Miyoko's unique new domain of tanka
poetry.

[Key Words] Miyoko Goto, Shigeru Goto, hacho, poetic journal

Risshun, Hana tagitsu
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