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Matsuo Basho’ s Rhetoric:
Song Literature and the Innovation of Hokku

Huang, Chia-hui*
Abstract

Matsuo Bashd’ s interest in Chinese poetry is well known, and it
is often pointed out that he used these influences to breathe new
life into a stagnant early modern poetry scene. Based on the fact
that Basho has made references to the idea of “exquisitely novel”
(koki soshin), this paper examines the influences of Song period
literature on the process through which he renovated haikai poetry.
In doing so, I will show the following. 1. Basho internalized the
“poetic thinking” of Song literati. 2. Basho aspired to the virtue of
Song literati, and practiced it himself through the literary
exchanges with his hosts. 3. He made use of uniquely Song period
rhetorical styles.

Based on an analysis of Basho’ s technique alone, one has to
conclude that the novelty of his hokku had its roots in both Song and
Tang literature. However, this paper shows that the “poetic thinking”
that made Basho search for “novelty” in the first place, has more in
common with the Song period than with the Tang period. This paper
thus sets forth the thesis that Song literature was not merely an
important influence on Bashd’ s technique, but that it constituted
the conceptual inspiration for the creation and practice of “novel”
haikai.

Keywords: Matsuo Basho, Song literature, hokku, novelty, poetic
thinking
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