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Every transition from major to minor in a sonata, every transformation of a myth 
or a religious cult, every classical or artistic formation was, I realized in that 
flashing moment, if seen with a truly meditative mind, nothing but a direct route 
into the interior of the cosmic mystery, where in the alternating between inhaling 
and exhaling, between heaven and earth, between Yin and Yang, holiness is 
forever being created.1

1. Still
A poetic tradition from medieval Japan bears an interesting similarity to the type of work 

called forth by a conference entitled “Still Life?” In a form of poetry called “renga” or “linked 
verse,” one poet would compose the first three lines of a five line tanka. A second poet would 
then compose the next two lines, and a third poet would compose the following three, and so on, 
cycling around a small group for up to a hundred verses. The opening poem of such a sequence 
was composed in accordance with an even more ancient tradition: a short riddle would be posed, 
to which the first verse was expected to respond. Sometimes, instead of a group, a single poet 
would compose the entire sequence. On the first day of the sixth lunar month of 1492, the great 
poet Sōgi wrote a solo renga sequence. His riddle was the two word question: “What road?” His 
response was:

1. It is cool in their shade / yet still more tall may they grow – / this stand of 
young pines.2   

It is interesting to think of “Still Life?” as a riddle in this sense, to which a master like Sōgi 
would reply with one enigmatic breath of syllables, and to which I, working in an entirely 
different tradition, reply with an essay of much greater length.

*
As might be gathered from Sōgi’s cryptic response, the progression of ideas in a renga 

was generally chaotic, like the stones of a Zen garden. Yet, also like Zen, this chaos was entirely 
contrived. The rules governing allowable sequences were actually absurdly strict. As the genre 
emerged, flourished, then declined, the rulebooks defining how renga had to be written 

1 Hermann  Hesse, The Glass Bead Game, trans. Richard and Clara Winston, (New York: 
Picador, 1990), p. 119.

2 Sōgi, “Solo Sequence In One-Hundred Verses Composed on the First Day of the Sixth Lunar 
Month, the Fourth Year of Entoku [1492],” in The Road to Komatsubara: A Classical Reading of  
the Renga Hyakuin, edited by Steven D. Carter (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1987), p. 117.



continually got longer, while the quality of the poems themselves grew proportionally worse. 
These rulebooks were written in a form similar to the Jewish Talmud, except that instead of 
generations of rabbis adding labyrinthine commentary to various interpretations of God’s law, 
generations of renga masters commented on which words were acceptable in which sequence. In 
Shōhaku’s Renga Rulebook of 1501, for example, under the heading “Things That Must Be 
Separated By At Least Five Verses,” the following entirely typical exchange can be found: 

Yoshimoto: Instances of the same word; Instances of the following words and 
subcategories: Day, Wind, Cloud, Smoke.
[*Shōhaku: Instances of this last word should in fact be separated by at least 
seven verses.],
Yoshimoto: Field, Mountain,
Shōhaku: Bay
Yoshimoto: Wave, Water, Path, Night, Trees, Grasses, Birds, Beasts, Insects; 
Instances of the following categories: Love, Travel, Waters, Dwellings; […] 
Instances of the Lamentation category.3

This type of commentary encompassed over thirty pages of printed text in 1501. By the 
beginning of the following century, such books had grown to five or six times that length – and 
by the 18th century, by which point the genre had almost completely suffocated beneath the 
weight of its own tradition, one rulebook ran to over two hundred printed pages.4 For a time, 
however, before being overwhelmed by precedent, the genre thrived, guided by strict adherence 
to much more general principles: first, like the beads of a rosary, each poetic link in the chain had 
to be independent, both in grammar and in meaning; second, no single theme could continue for 
a more than a few links; third, the entire chain could not repeat the same types of images more 
than once. In the words of emperor Juntoku (1197-1242), “one composes linked verse […] by 
continually moving the sequence in unexpected directions.”5 The point of renga was, within the 
context of the strictest discipline, to convey a sense of vibrant freedom and life –  to encapsulate 
the universe, and the dynamism beneath it, in one arch of brilliant creative thought. 

For a brief example, let us consider the next few verses of Sōgi’s composition:

What Road?
1.         It is cool in their shade / yet still more tall may they grow – / this stand of 

young pines

3 Steven D. Carter (ed.), “Shōhaku’s Renga Rulebook of 1501,” in The Road to Komatsubara, p 
59.

4 Steven D. Carter, The Road to Komatsubara, p. 38.

5 Quoted in Steven D. Carter, The Road to Komatsubara, p. 30.



2. The winds still to a soft breeze / after an evening shower.
3. The awaited moon / appears over the foothills / as clouds clear away.
4. Even the deep mountain peaks / know that the autumn has come.6

In this paper, I will attempt to resurrect the essence of this poetry in the form of a philosophic 
essay, in response to the riddle “Still Life?”, already initiated with a brief reflection on the 
history of Japanese renga, carried forward through a series of reflections on the relationship 
between language and the world, language and death, and concluded with a surprising hypothesis 
on the relationship between language and life, written in the context of the ecological disaster 
threatening humanity with extinction. 

2. Life
In a commentary on one of his later renga sequences, Sōgi notes that, “while it may be 

that in real life many people leave fine circumstances to take up the hermit’s life, in waka and 
renga only those with a burden of despair should retire from the world.”7 Sōgi, in other words, 
was aware that there was a gap between the language used to describe the world and the world 
being described. However, this gap was taken as a precondition for the possibility of poetry and 
set aside. A few hundred years later, when books of rules had proliferated beyond all reason, 
transforming this inescapable gap into a chasm, the entire genre of renga was discarded, and 
what we now know as haiku emerged as a way to reconnect experience to its poetic expression.   

In Europe, by contrast, the gap between language and the world has often been invested 
with nearly apocalyptic significance. In a hyperbolic diatribe from the 12th century, for example, 
Alan of Lille describes this problem in metaphoric language that would have been fairly 
offensive even in his own day. Noting the fact that in languages like Latin, masculine words are 
paired with masculine words, whereas in the natural world, masculine things are paired with 
feminine things, Alan laments the gulf between word and world by condemning the increase in 
unnatural homosexual love between men at the expense of natural love between men and 
women: 

No longer does the Phyrgian adulterer chase the daughter of Tyndareus but Paris 
with Paris performs unmentionable and monstrous deeds. No longer does 
Pyramus cleave to Thisbe through a cleft in the wall: the little cleft of Venus has 
no charm for him.8  

6 Sōgi, “Solo Sequence In One-Hundred Verses Composed on the First Day of the Sixth Lunar 
Month, the Fourth Year of Entoku [1492],” in The Road to Komatsubara,  pp. 117-19. 

7 Steven D. Carter, The Road to Komatsubara, p. 22-23.

8 Alan of Lille, The Plaint of Nature, translated by James J. Sheridan (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1980), p. 71.



This “argument” occurs not in an essay, however, but in a kind of philosophic story, and in the 
midst of the main character’s jeremiad, Lady Nature appears, weeping, her garments having been 
torn asunder by the assaults of human reason: “On the first section of the garment, man, […] 
tried to run a straight course through the secrets of the heavens with reason as charioteer. In this 
section the tunic had suffered a rending.”9 Lady Nature weeps because everything in the universe 
follows its appointed law except for humans, who act not in accordance with their natural 
instincts but in accordance with a language diametrically opposed to nature. The point of Alan’s 
work, however, is ultimately to lead his readers to the realization that nature is not the proper 
guide for human action: we are beholden in the first instance to God, and to the Word made Flesh 
in the person of Jesus, whose life and death forms a bridge over this otherwise unbridgeable 
abyss. 

*
At the beginning of the 20th century, the same problem was described by Alexandre 

Kojève in his famous commentaries on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Kojève’s description, 
however, is much more violent than Alan’s: “all conceptual understanding (Begreifen) is 
equivalent to a murder.”10 Basically, when the meaning of the world moves from living, breathing 
experience into the concept describing that experience, the meaning ceases to live; it becomes 
fixed, rigid like a corpse. This movement from life to death is murder because humanity actively 
carries it out, working to transform “the purely natural World into a technical World inhabited by 
Man.”11 This transformation is History, whereby an incomprehensible natural world is changed 
into a technological system that can be perfectly comprehended by Hegel’s perfect philosophy. 

The final stage of history occurs only when human beings fully accept the absolute 
finality of death: “Logos becomes flesh, becomes Man, only on the condition of being willing 
and able to die.”12 According to Kojève, no other animal is capable of understanding what death 
is, and then choosing death over life; by being able to make such a choice, human beings show 
themselves to be entirely free from nature, able to recreate the world however they desire. In a 
comical denouement to this noble progression, however, the civilization that becomes free by 
being able to die for freedom ends up recreating the world such that this kind of choice is no 
longer possible. In short, it is only because there is a gap between language and reality that the 
animal homo sapiens becomes human; when this gap has been closed by technology, when the 

9 Alan of Lille, The Plaint of Nature, p. 98.

10 Alexandre Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, translated by James H. Nichols 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1969), p. 140. Italics in original.

11 Alexandre Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, p. 145.

12 Alexandre Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, p. 148. Italics in original. 



world has been transformed into a home where ideal and real are no longer opposed, humans 
lose their spirit and revert to the level of animals, who 

would construct their edifices and works of art as birds build their nests and 
spiders spin their webs, would perform musical concerts after the fashion of frogs 
and cicadas, would play like young animals, and would indulge in love like adult 
beasts.13 

Interestingly, the only alternative that Kojève sees to the absolute annihilation of the spirit in 
indifferent technological mush is what he calls the “Japanized man,” who “is in principle capable 
of committing, from pure snobbery, a perfectly gratuitous suicide.”14 For Kojève, to be human 
means to understand the absolute finality of death, and yet still be willing to risk one’s life to 
change the world; at what Kojève calls “the end of history,” however, it is no longer possible to 
change the world, because all possible spiritual and political stances have already been 
thoroughly explained by Hegel’s philosophy. Therefore, these Japanized men and women kill 
themselves not to change the world, but simply from pride, to assert their superiority over those 
who are afraid to die.
  

3. ?
Much as the Japanese tradition calls for a single breath of syllables in response to its 

opening riddle while our tradition calls for an entire essay, so too is the written response to death 
much shorter in Japan. In contrast to a Christian monk like Copernicus, who left a whole 
cosmology to the world after his departure, the Japanese monk leaves only a few poignant lines, 
in a tradition of death poetry stretching back over a thousand years. The poet-monk Saigyo 
(1118-90), for example, wrote the following tanka before he died: 

I wish to die
In spring, beneath
The cherry blossoms,
While the springtime moon
Is full.15 

Greatly influenced by the style of Saigyo’s poetry, the haiku master Matsuo Basho (1644-1694) 
wrote a much less hopeful poem on the occasion of his own death: 

13 Alexandre Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, p. 159.

14 Alexandre Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, p. 162. Italics in original. 

15 Yeol Hoffmann (editor), Japanese Death Poems: Written by Zen Monks and Haiku Poets on  
the Verge of Death, p. 48.



Fallen ill on a journey,
My dream goes wandering
Over withered fields.16

Although there is a profound beauty in the idea that at the moment of death one would have the 
presence to compose such lines, most Japanese poets, knowing such a poem was expected of 
them, would spend their final few days thinking about what exact syllables they would like to 
bequeath to posterity, as a final statement on their journeys in this world. As a human being alive 
today, in the midst of a terrible ecological crisis, it seems sensible to give this ancient Japanese 
tradition a modern twist, and give thought to the death poem of Lady Nature, whose garments 
were ripped in the 12th century, who Francis Bacon strapped to the rack in the 16th, and who was 
declared dead in the first half of the 20th. However, resurrecting also the long forgotten 
philosophic style of Alan of Lille, let us compose a death-dialogue instead, in the form of a short 
exchange between Japanese philosopher Ueda Shizuteru, whose words will be in the category of 
“lamentation”, and Lady Nature, who will speak from the category of “hope”:

Ueda Shizuteru: “Just like the asphalt in a metropolis, the cement of the uniform world 
system is gradually yet thickly covering the entire world, including so-called outer space, and the 
thickness of this covering corresponds to the hollowness of the vacuum that is being spread.”17

Lady Nature: “I, bringer of harmony to opposition, declare an end to the war between 
language and the world. By opposing me, humanity becomes one with me; by ripping my 
garments, you reveal the hidden strands of DNA, the language of life, which transformed mute 
stone into beating hearts, the sun’s fire into philosophic thought. Technology, emerging in 
horrific dichotomy with what has been, now harmonizes with the melody of evolution, as the 
power that enables life to continue its growth, a four thousand million year explosion that began 
in the oceans, filled them, covered the continents, and now explodes outward over the 
atmosphere, to build an ecosystem of biospheres, encased in technological skin as your own 
blood contains the Cambrian ocean, your guts the bacteria from the geysers of my birth. As the 
language of DNA transformed the earth, so will the language of technology transform the void, 
as the gushing forward of the same creative act that bequeaths to matter forever the capacity to 
love, praise, and die – a new iteration of God’s call – “let there be!”, the Word made Flesh, 
through which the cosmos was, is, and will continue to be born forever.”   

*

16 Yeol Hoffmann (editor), Japanese Death Poems, p. 82. Translation slightly altered. 

17 Ueda Shizuteru, “Contributions to Dialogue in the Kyoto School,” trans. Bret. W. Davis, in 
Japanese and Continental Philosophy: Conversations with the Kyoto School, edited by Bret W. 
Davis (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2011), p. 30.



The death poem, we should remember, is as a message to the living. We should also 
remember that it is only in death, when people lose all personal interest, that they become 
capable of speaking the unadulterated truth. It is for this reason that Kojève insists history must 
end before it can be understood – for anyone still in the grip of history, anyone who still desired 
that the world change, anyone still afraid of death, would be unable to separate their 
understanding of justice from the truth of justice, unable to figure out whether their deepest 
beliefs were more than just an ideological façade obscuring selfish investment in an unjust social 
order. For Kojève, it is only by being willing to die, for justice or for pride, that the animal homo 
sapiens becomes human – and even if we do not follow Kojève to this extreme, we can still 
agree that it is only by meditating on death that we, who still live, become capable of 
transcending our own idiosyncrasies in the name of a universal call. 

The Western tradition also contains death poems. In the autumn of 1226, for example, 
shortly before he passed away, St. Francis of Assisi added the following lines to his famous 
“Canticle of Brother Sun”: 

Praised be You, my Lord, through our Sister Bodily Death,
From whom no living man can escape.
Woe to those who die in mortal sin.
Blessed are those whom death will find in Your most holy will,
For the second death shall do them no harm.18 

Jean-François Lyotard reflects upon the death of the Earth in The Inhuman: “the sole serious 
question to face humanity today” is the fact that the sun will die in 4.5 billion years,19 
transforming Husserl’s Ur-Erde “into clouds of heat and matter,”20 and requiring that technology 
transform human beings into a form that can survive on the matter and energy of the cosmos at 
large. Lyotard, however, takes an extremely negative view of this transformation, writing that “it 
is only for the last of men, the nihilist, that […] the rise of the megalopolis to the stars can 
procure an (evil) delight.”21 

The most central death poem of the Western tradition would surely be the words that 
Jesus speaks from the cross, seven statements spread out over the four gospels, which have been 
collated into a meditation traditionally undertaken in the final week of Lent. The fourth statement 

18 St. Francis of Assisi, “Canticle of Brother Sun,” Francis and Clare: The Complete Works, 
trans. Regis J. Armstrong and Ignatius C. Brady (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), p. 39.

19 Jean-François Lyotard, The Inhuman, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), p. 9. 

20 Lyotard, p. 10.

21 Lyotard, p. 198.



in the progression occurs twice: “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”22 The fifth 
statement occurs once: “I thirst.”23 In the meditation, these statements are described with the 
words “abandonment” and “distress.” They would likely be included in the renga category of 
“lamentation.” It seems sometimes that the last two centuries of Western philosophy have been 
one continual meditation on this theme. As the fate of renga demonstrates, however, there are 
times when traditional rulebooks must be discarded to allow room for new thoughts to breathe – 
and sometimes even the rules themselves state that instances of lamentation should be separated 
by at least five other thoughts. I do not wish to deny that lamentation is important. I only insist 
that it is followed, in the Christian cycle, by the themes of “triumph” and “reunion,” and in the 
tradition of renga by any theme at all, provided it is new. Things change; things die – but in 
dying and changing, the world remains alive, remains being born. In other words, the 
fundamental creativity, which the renga poet demonstrates through a constant alteration of 
themes, also flows into time through the bursting forth of technology – and if technology ever 
does enable ephemeral beings such as ourselves to infuse the matter of the universe beyond the 
atmosphere, this is not the spread of asphalt and concrete, as Ueda implies, but of bubbles that 
will still live, and will still write death poems to the world before they pass away. 

22 Matthew 27:47; Mark 15:34.

23 John 19:28.


