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Japanese Love Poems Selections From The Manyoshu

The Undying Heartbeat of Ancient
Japan: Japanese Love Poems
Selections From The Manyoshu

In  the  hushed  twilight  of  ancient  Japan,  long  before  the
samurai’s code or the bright lights of Edo, a poetic tradition was
being born in the imperial  courts and rustic  villages.  At  the
heart of this tradition lies the Manyoshu, or “Collection of Ten
Thousand Leaves,” the oldest existing anthology of Japanese
poetry. Compiled during the Nara period (c. 600–759 AD), this
monumental work contains more than 4,500 poems. While it
covers  themes  ranging  from  nature  and  travel  to  political
lament, it is the Japanese love poems selections from the
Manyoshu that continue to resonate most deeply with modern
readers. These poems are not mere historical artifacts; they are
living testaments to the raw, aching, and triumphant human
experience of love.

What is the Manyoshu? A Foundation of
Japanese Literature

The Manyoshu is more than a poetry collection; it is a linguistic

and  cultural  treasure.  Compiled  by  various  editors  over
decades, with the poet Otomo no Yakamochi often credited
as  the  final  compiler,  the  anthology  captures  the  voice  of  an
entire society. Unlike later anthologies like the Kokinshu, which
were meticulously edited for courtly elegance, the Manyoshu is
celebrated for its raw and diverse emotional range. It includes
poems  by  emperors,  princesses,  courtiers,  soldiers,  and
commoners.  This  diversity  is  what  makes  the  Manyoshu
Japanese love poems so compelling—they come from every
level  of  society,  expressing  love  in  its  purest,  most  unfiltered
form.

The primary  poetic  form in  the  Manyoshu is  the  tanka  (or
waka), a 31-syllable verse structured in a 5-7-5-7-7 pattern. This
compact form demands precision and emotional economy. In
just five lines, a poet could capture the ache of separation, the
joy  of  a  stolen  glance,  or  the  bitterness  of  jealousy.  The
Japanese  love  poems  selections  from  the  Manyoshu
masterfully use this brevity to create images that linger in the
mind long after the words are read.

The Centrality of Love in the Manyoshu

Love is arguably the most powerful current running through the



Manyoshu. The poems explore the full  spectrum of romantic
experience:

Longing and Separation (koi): The pain of being apart
from a beloved is a dominant theme.
First Flush of Love: Poems capturing the excitement
and nervousness of new affection.
Jealousy and Heartbreak: Honest expressions of
emotional pain and betrayal.
Married Love and Domesticity: Tender poems about
spouses and family life.
Nature as Metaphor: Using seasonal changes, waves,
and stars to represent emotional states.

When readers explore Japanese love poems selections from
the Manyoshu, they encounter a world where emotion is not
hidden behind elaborate metaphors  but  is  often stated with
startling directness. A poet might compare their longing to the
endless ocean or their tears to the morning dew. This blend of
simplicity and depth is the hallmark of the finest Manyoshu love
poetry.

Selections from the Manyoshu: Notable Love
Poems

To truly appreciate the beauty of this anthology, one must look
at  specific  examples.  Here  are  some  of  the  most  celebrated
Japanese  love  poems  selections  from  the  Manyoshu,
showcasing the range of voice and feeling.

1. The Passionate Declarations of Hitomaro

Kakinomoto no Hitomaro is revered as one of the greatest
poets of the Manyoshu, and perhaps of all Japanese literature.
His  love  poems are  marked  by  a  powerful,  almost  volcanic
intensity.  Consider  this  famous  verse  often  cited  among
Manyoshu love poetry examples:

Since you have gone away,
My love for you grows greater,
Like the evening tide
That returns to the shore—
There is no end to my longing.

In this tanka, Hitomaro uses the natural image of the tide as a
metaphor for the cyclical and irresistible nature of his love. The
poem flows with a natural rhythm, moving from personal loss to
a universal image. This ability to connect intimate emotion with
the natural world is a defining characteristic of Japanese love
poems selections from the Manyoshu.

2. The Elegant Sorrow of Princess Nukata

Princess  Nukata  was a  poetess  of  the  court,  known for  her
refined  and  deeply  emotional  verses.  Her  poems  often  speak
from the perspective of a woman caught in the complexities of
courtly love and duty. One of her most poignant contributions to
Manyoshu love poems is this reflection on time and memory:
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If I were sure that you
Would come to see me soon,
I would wait for you,
As the pine tree waits for the moon
On the mountain peak.

Here, the image of the pine tree (matsu), which in Japanese also
means “to wait,” creates a powerful pun and a visual of solitary
endurance. The poem is both a declaration of devotion and a
subtle admission of the uncertainty that plagues all lovers. Such
layers of meaning make the Japanese love poems selections
from the Manyoshu endlessly rewarding to study.

3. The Unrequited Yearning by Lady Otomo no Sakanoue

Lady Otomo no Sakanoue was a commanding literary figure of
her  time.  Her  love  poetry  is  famous  for  its  strength  and
emotional  honesty.  This  poem  is  a  classic  example  of
unrequited love from the Manyoshu Japanese love poems
genre:

Do not ask me why
My sleeves are wet with dew—
They are not wet from the rain,
But from my constant tears,
Shed for you alone.

The poem rejects a simplistic explanation (“it is not rain”) and
demands  that  the  beloved  acknowledge  the  depth  of  the

speaker’s sorrow. It is both a lament and an accusation. This
direct emotional expression is what sets the Manyoshu apart
from the  more  subtle,  veiled  poetry  of  later  eras.  The  raw
honesty  of  this  poem  ensures  its  place  among  the  most
memorable  Japanese  love  poems  selections  from  the
Manyoshu.

4. The Quiet Devotion of Yamanoue no Okura

While Yamanoue no Okura is famous for his philosophical and
social poems, he also wrote deeply moving verses on domestic
love. His poems about his children and wife are among the most
tender in the entire anthology. This perspective adds a crucial
dimension to the Manyoshu love poetry theme of family:

I envy the clouds
That drift so freely in the sky—
They can look down upon you
Wherever you may be.
Oh, that I were the wind!

This  poem  transforms  simple  longing  into  a  wish  for
omnipresence.  The speaker  desires  not  glory  or  wealth,  but
simply the ability to watch over and be near the beloved. This
sense of humble, protective love rounds out the spectrum of
emotion found in Japanese love poems selections from the
Manyoshu.



Themes That Bind: What Makes Manyoshu Love
Poems Unique

When reading these Japanese love poems selections from
the  Manyoshu,  several  recurring  themes  and  techniques
become apparent.

The Use of Nature as a Mirror

Nature is  never a mere backdrop in the Manyoshu.  It  is  an
active participant in the emotional  drama. Mountains,  rivers,
deer,  plum blossoms,  and  the  phases  of  the  moon  are  all
enlisted  to  express  human  feeling.  This  is  not  merely
decorative; it is a philosophical understanding that humans are
part of the natural world, not separate from it. A poem about
autumn leaves might be a poem about the fading of love. A
poem about a winter storm might express a lover’s desolation.
This deep integration of nature and emotion is a hallmark of
Manyoshu love poetry.

The Concept of Mono no Aware

Although the term mono no aware (a sensitivity to the pathos of
things) was later formalized, it is already fully present in the
Manyoshu.  The  love  poems  are  suffused  with  a  gentle
melancholy, an awareness that all things—including love—are
impermanent. This is not a pessimistic view, but a realistic and
appreciative  one.  The  transience  of  life  makes  love  more
precious.  The Japanese love poems selections from the
Manyoshu often celebrate love precisely because it is fleeting,

like cherry blossoms or the morning dew.

Voices from Every Walk of Life

Few ancient anthologies can boast the social diversity of the
Manyoshu. The love poems are not just from noblemen and
princesses.  There  are  poems  by  frontier  guards  (sakimori)
bidding farewell to their wives, by peasant women lamenting
absent  lovers,  and  by  lower-ranking  courtiers  suffering  the
pangs of social distance. This breadth of perspective gives the
Manyoshu Japanese love poems  a universal quality.  They
speak not just of courtly love, but of the human heart in all its
conditions.

The Enduring Legacy of the Manyoshu Love
Poems

The influence of the Manyoshu on subsequent Japanese culture
is immeasurable. Every major Japanese poet, from the medieval
era to the modern day, has studied and been inspired by it. The
anthology established the tanka as the central form of Japanese
poetry for over a thousand years. The emotional directness and
natural imagery of the Japanese love poems selections from
the Manyoshu set a standard for authenticity that poets still
strive to achieve today.

In contemporary Japan, the Manyoshu is still taught in schools,
quoted  in  popular  media,  and  cherished  as  a  cultural
inheritance. Translations of the love poems have found a global
audience,  connecting  modern  readers  with  the  intimate
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thoughts of people who lived 1,300 years ago. The fact that we
can still feel the sting of a rejected lover or the joy of a reunion
across such a vast span of time is a testament to the enduring
power of Manyoshu love poetry.

How to Read Manyoshu Love Poems Today

For  the  modern  reader  approaching Japanese love poems
selections from the Manyoshu  for  the first  time, here are a
few tips:

Read slowly: Each tanka is a complete universe. Allow
the imagery to form in your mind.

Consider the context: Many poems were written for
specific social occasions. Understanding the situation can
add depth.
Embrace the ambiguity: The Japanese language of the
Manyoshu is often open to multiple interpretations. There
may not be a single “correct” reading.
Feel the emotion: Above all, these poems are meant to
be felt. Connect the ancient words to your own
experiences of love, loss, and longing.

Conclusion: The Eternal Garden of


