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Death and Banka : Consideration about Banka
Expressions in “Manyoshu”

Emiko Takakuwa

Since ancient times, death has been one of the inevitable facts for human
beings. How should we recognize death and overcome the fact? It was a
subject entrusted to works of literatere. Among them, Waka and poems have
been closely related to theme of human death from oiden times.

Japan’s first Waka collection. “Manyoshu” includes many Waka poems
relations to death. These Waka poems are called “Banka” or monody.
Banka in Manyoshu has its characteristic expressions. These are expressions
asking the will of the dead and responding to them. By nature, the dead do not
belong to the world of the living, and we have to see off the soul to the world of
the dead. The souls of the dead are a continuous concern when compoing
Banka, and the fear of the dead seem to be connected to the expressions
asking the will of the dead. This is because asking the will of the dead is
necessary in order to hear and understand the answer for appropriately seeing
off the soul.

As the times went by, Banka obtained the expressions for grief, and
gradually advanced from the expressions asking the will of the dead and
responding to them, shifting to the expressions for the grief of the composers
themselves who are confronted with real death, and seems to have approached
to “Aishoka” or poems of sorrow in “Kokin-wakashu” poem collection.
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