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Kireji, Caesura, Atmosphere:
A Preliminary Cross-Cultural and

Philosophical Comparison

Alberto Parisi (author)

Abstract

This article offers a preliminary cross-cultural and philosophical comparison between the
Japanese kireji (Y)415) and the European caesura (and enjambement), with particular attention
to their relation to atmosphere. Although kireji — “cutting words” such as ya, kana, or keri — is
widely recognized as a defining feature of hokku and haiku, its function has remained, across
centuries of commentary, theoretically elusive. To address this impasse, the article shifts the
discussion in two directions. First, it places kireji in dialogue with European poetic devices that
perform a similar operation, above all the caesura and enjambment, drawing on Giorgio
Agamben’s philosophical account of poetry as founded on a non-coincidence between sound and
sense. Second, it turns to Keiji Nishitani’s reflections on hokku and kireji as a theory of how
poetic cuts disclose a “place” prior to the division between inner mood and external events —
what can be described, in contemporary terms, as an atmospheric dimension. By bringing
Agamben and Nishitani into dialogue, the article proposes a non-subjectivist account of poetic
atmosphere: by making the gap between sound and sense explode, kireji and caesura allow the

poem to open back onto the world, onto atmosphere as the shared “place of things.”

Keywords: kireji; caesura; hokku; haiku; poetry; atmosphere; Agamben; Nishitani.

1 Introduction

Among the most characteristic, widespread, and significant elements of Japanese poetry — and
especially of the tradition known nowadays worldwide with the name of haiku — is the mysterious device of
the kireji (Y)417). With the word kireji, literally “cutting characters or words” — from kire (5J41), “to cut,”
and ji (F°), “character” or “word” — the Japanese literary tradition refers to a series of exclamations and

other specific grammatical particles turned exclamations that often appear within a haiku — if not at its very
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end — introducing a pause or break in both rhythm and meaning. As I will soon show, although this device
is taken to be central to the haiku, literary scholars and poets have long struggled to clarify exactly what its
“content” or function might be, beyond the simple and yet mysterious act of cutting.

A fascinating suggestion — which has by now become a commonplace in the international haiku world
and seems to be not completely foreign to Japan too — is that the main role of the kireji is to express
something like the poet’s mood or the poem’s “atmosphere.” Although captivating, especially in the context

I in its current form this view risks, on the

of the emerging field of contemporary Atmospheric Studies,”
one hand, to introduce within Japanese literary discourse a fundamentally European metaphysical
subjectivism otherwise absent; and on the other, to leave unanswered precisely the almost millennial
question on what kireji really are.

Indeed, even a brief look at the main available studies of this device suggests something peculiar: it is
as if, as soon as one tried to understand exactly what the kireji is or does, the problem suddenly shifted onto
a different plane. Suddenly, we are not in the realm of the text any longer, but somewhere else, with the
poet or the reader, or perhaps somewhere in between them, in the air. When one takes the kireji seriously,
one has the feeling that it is necessary to look beyond the limits of what poetry is usually understood to be,
and look somewhere else, in another direction. For this reason, to shed new light on the kireji, this article
begins to shift the discourse in two ways that have never really been attempted before: at once
philosophically and cross-culturally. By comparing kireji, for the first time, with very similar poetic devices
from the European tradition — namely the caesura and the enjambment — while at the same time examining
how another discipline, philosophy, has tried to understand both the caesura and the kireji, this article will
be able to show that kireji are indeed atmospheric devices, but in a completely different way from what is
commonly thought.

To do so, the article will first briefly introduce the poetic device of the kireji — its central place in the
Japanese tradition, part of its history, and its supposed link to atmosphere. Then, it will turn to philosophy,
presenting the theory of poetry (or, more precisely, of European poetry) that can be drawn from some short
essays by the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, who explicitly focused on the caesura, and see how it
compares to the theory of poetry found in an essay by the Japanese philosopher Keiji Nishitani. As it will
soon become clear, this comparison between European and Japanese poetic theories will turn into a
comparison between the centrality of the two already mentioned poetic devices: the caesura in European
poetry and the kireji in Japanese hokku/haiku. The hope is that through this comparison, both traditions

could shed light on each other, while learning more about the atmospheric power of poetry.

*I' For an overview of contemporary Atmospheric Studies, see Schmitz (2023), Bhme (2017), Hisayama (2014), Griffero
(2014), Skof and Berndtson (2018), Griffero and Tedeschini (2019).
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2 Kireji: What Are They?

Albeit not as well-known as their more straightforward alter-ego, the seasonal word or Z&3% (kigo),
kireji are consistently listed within today’s global haiku scene as one of the three defining features of the
haiku form (Blyth 1949; Henderson 1958; Gilbert 2008; Zanotti 2012; Shea and Caldwell 2023).*?
According to the accepted understanding of haiku in the West, a haiku must have three elements: the teikei
() (its fixed 5-7-5 form), a kigo (Z=7E, a seasonal word, namely a word that traditionally refers to a
specific season), and finally a kireji (U)J415) — a cutting word or character. Classic examples of kireji
include particles and verb endings, such as ya (X°), kana (7°7%), and keri (17V), which work almost as
exclamations and have remained in use since at least the Muromachi period.” In this context, discussion
often turns to how the kireji might be translated into English in the first place, or even how it should be
reproduced in English haiku, since English — and most European languages — seem to lack a direct
equivalent (Gilbert 2008; Shea and Caldwell 2023). The attempt to use exclamations or interjections such
as “Ah!” or “Oh!” is often rejected as alien to European poetry — although one day it will be worth asking
whether this is really the case.™

In the Japanese context, the situation is more complicated. The modern haiku tradition — especially in
its avant-garde forms — has often gone beyond the traditional limitations described above (Ueda 1976). Yet,
the kireji remains, if sometimes only in a negative sense, a central feature of haiku.” It continues to appear
in most introductions and guides, as well as in school manuals, while serious literary studies have been
devoted to it even in recent years (Fujiwara 2009; Takayama 2019; Haiku 2021). Following Asano’s (1962)
study of the kireji, the most recent book on the topic is Reona Takayama’s Kireji to kire (2019). Takayama
shows how deeply this device has shaped the theory of waka, then hokku, and finally haiku — even in
contemporary times, namely in the past forty years, during the Heisei era.

As Asano (1963) and Takayama (2019) have shown, the first references to something like a “cut” in
Japanese poetry can already be found in waka theories from the Kamakura period. But the first explicit
mention of the kireji, along with an initial list of eighteen of them, comes only in the Muromachi period, in
direct connection with the hokku — the opening three lines of a renga. According to the standard history, the

kireji was first used in the hokku to mark a separation (or to cut it from) the fsukeku that followed. With the

*2 Interestingly, however, one of the most important scholars of the hokku and haiku traditions in the English language
after Blyth, Makoto Ueda (1976; 1991), almost never refers to them.

3 See Blyth, Haiku, 377-379. For full lists and more precise histories, see Asano (1963) and Takayama (2019).

*4 See on this topic some interesting suggestions in Roland Barthes’ discussion of haiku (2011).

*> For example, the “inventor” of haiku, Masaoka Shiki (1975), mentions kireji but only in a secondary position compared
to the necessary teikei and kigo. 20th-century discussions of kireji as central to the hokku/haiku often go back to the
famous claim by Bashd: “Without a kireji it does not have the form of a poem, but that of a linking verse” (“815-72< T
RFADOEIZHGT, [ AIOHEM). Sanzoshi, “Shirozoshi”.



136 PEAIA AR E TR D

gradual independence of the hokku from the rest of the renga sequence, especially in haikai, both the kireji
and the act of kire grew in importance, since they were supposed to precisely mark a difference from the
following tsukeku. By the 16™ and 17" century, the list of kireji also expanded enormously, to around forty
or fifty of them, before Basho could claim, in his characteristically esoteric fashion: “When used as cutting
words, all of the forty-eight syllabary characters are kireji; when not used so, not a single one is a kireji.”*
Yet, Takayama’s study has also shown, as perhaps already suggested by Bashd’s exaggerating
formulas, how unstable, ambiguous, and inconclusive the history of kireji and its theorizations has been.
The historical commentaries, as much as the modern reflections, on kire (cutting) and kireji, seem unable to
explain either its necessity in haiku or its actual meaning.”” Instead, these questions remain shrouded in
ambiguity and, at times, even in secrecy. For centuries, kireji and kire were treated as fundamental to the
hokku, but at the same time as too complex to be openly discussed. Basho himself warned against speaking

of them, as his disciple Kyorai recalls:

The matter of kireji is something that must be deeply kept secret in both renku and haikai; it must not
be spoken of carelessly to others.” Although I received many teachings from the Master, this alone was

something he said must be kept secret; therefore, with regard to this matter, I refrained for a time."®

Suddenly, the scholar of European philosophy is reminded of Plato’s ban on writing about his most
important teaching, the theory of Ideas (1997) — as if the kireji could not be theorized but only learnt by
living it.

A hint of what kireji is really about can perhaps be found in the contemporary popular understanding
of haiku. In the Western, English-speaking world of the Global Haiku scene a long-standing commonplace
has taken hold: that the kireji signals the mood of the poet or the atmosphere of the haiku itself. This belief,
which naturally captivates the atmospheric scholar, can be traced back to the great systematizer of the haiku

in the West, R. H. Blyth. In the first volume of his Haiku study, he wrote:

Kireji are a kind of poetical punctuation, or the marks piano, forte, cresc., con sordino in music, by

which the composer of the haiku expresses, or hints at, or emphasizes his mood and soul-state."

According to this striking formulation, the kireji would not be even a “word,” but rather a sign that directly

o “H)FI ] 5D, T\ EI S, OS DREE—F b E)F/2 L (Kyoraishé, “Kojitsu”).

*7 In a future discussion of this topic, it could be worth analyzing the findings of this article in comparison to Rydsuke
Ohashi’s well-known aesthetic of kire (1986; 2014), which is explicitly derived from Nishitani’s larger philosophy.

S E)FOHFTEPELBITRU T ATV AIZGEDL DT, BUTHEMIIEELZ LEWA~EY i <LEF LI
RDHIRIIE, HFITE EE LD (Kyoraisho, “Kojitsu”).

*9 Blyth, Haiku, p. 377.
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expresses — or at least points toward — the mood, Stimmung, or stato d’animo of the poet.

Such a modern, Westernized view — to notice the stress Blyth puts on the subjectivity of the poet,
something quite alien to the haiku, as it will soon be shown again — may however already have its roots in
Japanese theories of the kireji. In one of the earliest texts mentioning this poetic device, from the fourteenth
century, the hokku is defined by the use of the kireji, and we read that the hokku “should set the atmosphere
of the [poetic] gathering in truth,” where the word for atmosphere is here keiki (5t)."'° But even if this
suggestion might point in the right direction, what still escapes us is what this “atmosphere” actually is, and
how the kireji makes it appear. It is as if the literary discussion of this device has reached an impasse.
Within the tradition itself, we cannot say more than this: the kireji cuts and the cuts seem to point towards
an atmosphere. But what this really means remains unclear.

In a beautiful essay, Etsushi Seki has confronted the very problem raised by Takayama — the
impossibility, across this long tradition, of determining what the kireji actually is — by turning instead to
how contemporary poets still use these words.”!! He shows that, although kireji remain theoretically
elusive, poets today still employ them; and, repeating the gesture of medieval literary theorists, he has tried
to map the different meanings or effects that each of these kireji produces in these poems. But the question,
then, remains: what does the kireji really achieve, beyond its single uses? And if the way through tradition
is closed, is it possible to move toward a deeper understanding of the kireji perhaps through another

tradition, or through a different perspective?

3 Giorgio Agamben’s Theory of Poetry: Enjambement and Caesura

The literary discussion of poetic devices in Europe faces problems similar to those encountered in
Japan. Although it has opened somewhat to other disciplines (and at times to other cultural traditions), what
is still missing is a proper philosophy of prosody, of poetic form (Jackson and Prins 2014). This is what
Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben has often claimed (2010), before making the first steps in this
direction, thinking through some of the most important poetic devices of the European poetic tradition in
philosophical terms.

Probably the most famous contemporary Italian philosopher worldwide, Giorgio Agamben is best
known — especially since the publication of Homo Sacer: Sovereignty and Bare Life in 1995 — for his
political philosophy, strongly inspired by Michel Foucault. Fewer people realize that his influential political
reflections, which later expanded into a nine-volume series closing in 2015, rest on twenty years of
metaphysical and ontological studies, shaped by a deep engagement with the history of European

philosophy, as well as with modern thinkers such as Martin Heidegger, Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida,

10 <Y EOFRBITICER DD RLHIZ9 L (Renri Hishé cited in Asano 1963).
*11 E. Seki, “Kire no asobikata,” Haiku 7 (July 2021): 64-69.
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and Gilles Deleuze, among many others. Even fewer would know that another constant thread in his
thought is aesthetics, and above all an almost continual reference to literature and poetry.*!?

Although traces of this can be found in many of his works, it is above all in his 1996 book Categorie
italiane: Studi di poetica e di letteratura — republished in an expanded edition in 2010 and translated into
Japanese the same year (Agamben 2010; 2011) — that Agamben’s theory of poetry, still in a fragmentary
form, comes through most clearly. Agamben takes a somewhat structuralist, linguistic approach to the
question of what poetry is. First of all, it is worth keeping in mind that he does not take a cross-cultural
approach and, therefore, when he talks about poetry, he is talking about European poetry, namely the long
tradition that is usually taken to continuously and quasi-coherently develop from Ancient Greece and Rome,
through the Middle Ages in the shift from Latin to vernacular European languages, to the shapes it takes in
modern European languages. In this context, he begins from the generally accepted and easily noticeable
fact that what seems to define this “poetry” is the fact that it is language written in “verse,” namely through
poetic lines (Agamben 2010). We are immediately confronted with what seems to be a huge difference
between the European poetic tradition and the Japanese one, which usually does not write poetry
straightforwardly in verses, but rather often on a single line — and this is already a difference that would
suggest a comparison between the two would have little to say about kireji.

Yet, Agamben’s theory — based on 20™-century linguistic research on poetry”!® — takes a different
turn: in his opinion, the verse or the line cannot be the true defining feature of poetry. Consider this: a
simple prosaic sentence, perhaps a piece of direct speech, can easily fit on a single line; nevertheless, we
would not recognize it as poetry. What sets poetry apart from prose, what intrinsically defines it, is that
poetry “lives only in the tension and difference [...] between sound and sense, between the semiotic series
and the semantic series” (Agamben 2010, p. 138; 1999, p. 109; translation modified). In other words,
poetry exists when a gap is created between the sound unit, the verse, the semiotic series marked by sound,
and the unit of meaning, the syntactic phrase, namely the semantic series. What does that mean?

The contrast becomes clear through a simple comparison. Let us compare a poem by American poet
Gwendolyn Brooks with the opening line of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. Brooks’ poem, which plays precisely

with this foundational element of poetry, reads:

We real cool. We

*12° Agamben’s first book was on aesthetics (1970), and many other early texts focus often explicitly on modern European
poetry (1982). See also my introduction to Agamben’s “The ‘Dark Night’ of Juan de la Cruz” (Agamben and Parisi
2022).

*13 Tn these essays, Agamben often mentions that he is taking the definition of poetry on the basis of the enjambement,
namely, on the basis of a tension between semantic and semiotic series, from some unnamed and unreferenced “modern
scholars” (Agamben 2010, p. 37; p. 138). I believe he was talking about the theory proposed first by Jean Cohen
(1966) in the wake of Roman Jakobson’s theories and further developed in a now-forgotten collection of essays edited
by linguist A. J. Greimas and titled Essais de sémiotique poétique (1972).
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Left school. We

Lurk late. We
Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We
Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We
Die soon (Brooks 1959).

While the incipit of Anna Karenina reads: “All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in
its own way” (Tolstoy 1967, p. 1). What distinguishes Brooks’s poem from Tolstoy’s prose is what the
European tradition calls enjambment: the poetic device by which a verse ends before the syntactic phrase is
complete, creating a non-coincidence between sound and meaning. In Tolstoy, by contrast, the semantic and
semiotic series — sense and sound — coincide. This is what Agamben argues: poetic discourse, then, is that
discourse “in which this opposition is, at least virtually, possible; ‘prose’ will be the name for the discourse
in which this opposition cannot take place” (2010, p. 138; 1999, p. 109)

Once this has become clear, one can, according to Agamben, explain most poetic devices. “All poetic
devices,” Agamben writes, “share in this non-coincidence, this schism between sound and sense: the rhyme
no less than the caesura” (2010, p. 139; 1999, p. 110). Suddenly we encounter a word — and the poetic
device it names — that seems to be an almost perfect counterpart to the Japanese kireji. Like the kireji, the
caesura comes from the Latin verb caedere meaning “to cut off.” And like the kireji, it marks a pause or
break in the metrical flow of the verse, which also implies a break on the level of meaning, since it can
separate words or phrases that, semantically, belong together. In the poem by Brooks mentioned above, the
caesura falls after the second foot in every verse, and in that specific case, it is marked by a full stop — but it
need not always be marked in this way. Furthermore, as is the case for the kireji in the Japanese tradition,
the European one too has reflected on the caesura for centuries, if not millennia, developing in each
linguistic and then national context slightly different theories of it, and prescribing specific places in the
verse where caesuras should, may, or must not occur (Gasparov 1996; Yeung 2022).

But the device that, according to Agamben, most fundamentally defines European poetry is actually
the enjambment. As previously mentioned, the enjambment is the device by which a verse — the poetic line
— comes to an end while the sentence or unit of meaning continues. It is this rhetorical figure that allows the
shortest poem in Italian to count as a poem: “M’illumino / d’immenso” — “I am illumined / with
immensity” (Ungaretti 1969, p. 65). The line “I am illumined” comes to a close, but the sentence “I am
illumined with immensity” does not, thus making the first line “overstep” into the next line — the literal
meaning of enjamber in French is “to overstep.” What is fascinating, and perhaps rarely noticed, is that the

enjambment can be read as a special case of caesura. It is, in fact, a “terminal caesura’: a cut that occurs a
ijambment b d | f It is, in fact, a “t 1 ” t that t
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the end of the line, separating in sound words that, on the level of meaning, are inseparably joined.

This is what Agamben takes to be the essence of European poetry, and it is worth noting something
peculiar here. If this reading is correct, Agamben seems to suggest that poetry itself (or one should say,
European poetry too) is fundamentally defined by cuts: caesuras and enjambments. At the same time,
completely cross-culturally unaware, Agamben might have also provided a first linguistic/philosophical
understanding of what kireji do: kireji are words that seem to accentuate the non-coincidence between
sound and sense in poetry. Yet a fundamental difference seems to remain between caesuras and kireji: while
caesuras are simply pauses or breaks, kireji are words — or rather exclamations or interjections — that cut.

It is not by chance that Agamben’s discussion of the caesura also culminates in a reflection on
exclamations. While caesuras, as already mentioned, seem at first to have little to do with exclamations,
there are moments in European poetry where the two coincide. For example, the 18®-century German poet
Holderlin once described the caesura as the “pure word” — a description that recalls how, in Japanese, the
kireji is precisely a cutting “word” (Holderlin 1975, pp. 247-258; Benjamin 1996; Lacoue-Labarthe
1989)."14 But it is in the contemporary Italian poet Giorgio Caproni that Agamben finds an exemplary
instance of caesura and interjection becoming one and the same.

Pier Paolo Pasolini (1960) had already noticed that, in Caproni’s poems from the 1940s and 50s,
which interestingly often take the closed form of the sonnet, exclamations such as “Ah!”, “Oh!”, or “Ahi!”
suddenly began to appear. What Agamben observed, however, is that these interjections often occur
precisely where, according to Italian metrical convention, a caesura should fall. The example given by both

critics is as follows:

Le carrette del latte ah mentre il sole
sembra pungere i cani!

The milk carts uh while the sun
seems to sting the dogs! (Caproni ,p. 126)

Agamben argues that in this verse the caesura, which is “a disjunction — at least a virtual one — between
semantic and semiotic series,” coincides with the interjection aki, which is itself a “radical fracture of the
syntactic progression” (2010, p. 152). We could highlight the meeting point of these two disjunctions in the
following way: “Le carrette del latte | ahi | mentre il sole.” Thus, the effect is doubled and “it is as if the
silent virtual pause of the caesura suddenly became a scream” (2010, p. 152).

With such a formulation, a perfect counterpart to the Japanese kireji seems to emerge within European

poetry. Agamben calls this new device a “screamed caesura” and describes its effect as follows:

*14 Friedrich Holderlin, “Anmerkungen zum Oedipus,” in Simtliche Werke, Frankfurter Ausgabe, vol. 16 (Frankfurt am
Main: Stroemfeld/Roter Stern, 1975), 247-58.
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This ‘screamed caesura,” which is certainly among the most extraordinary metrical inventions of
Caproni [...], marks the point of maximum tension of the prosodic energy of the verse. [...] The
interjection ‘ahi’ does not replace the verb, as Pasolini thought, but rather works as a tensor, pushing the
metrical segmentation to the point of deflagration (2010, p. 153).

The interjection, taking the place of the caesura, pushes the gap between sound and sense to its limit —
so much so that it drives the metrical segmentation of the poem (the prosodical cutting, we might say) to
the point of deflagration. Yet, in this case, Agamben leaves unexplained what the “deflagration” of the
schism between sound and sense ultimately entails.

One can grasp what this “explosion” of the non-coincidence between sound and sense might mean by
turning to a final implication of Agamben’s theory of poetry, which might also help appreciate the kireji in
a new light. The question Agamben (2010; 1999) poses in another, well-known essay titled “The End of the
Poem,” is as follows: if poetry is defined by enjambment — by the very possibility of a gap between sound
and sense—then what happens when the poem ends? Indeed, at that moment, enjambment is supposed to
become impossible. When a poem reaches its final line, with or without a full stop, the semiotic and
semantic series, sound and meaning, which in poetry are supposed to stay disjunct, seem to be destined to
finally coincide. Writing or reading a last verse, Agamben (2010; 1999) argues, means confronting the
possibility of the impossibility of poetry itself: the possibility that poetry might cease to be poetry
altogether.

But then how could a poem end? Or even how could a poem end well? European poetry itself,
Agamben (2010; 1999) claims, has developed various strategies to confront this intrinsic impossibility,
such as special devices and even special forms; but it has not always succeeded in finding a satisfying way
to conclude a poem.”® Agamben turns to the most famous poet from the Italian tradition, the Medieval
poet Dante, who seems to have reflected precisely on this problem with the words: “Most beautiful are the
endings of the last verses, if they fall, with the rhymes, into silence.”*'® Beautiful poems, according to
Dante, are those that have the ability to fall with the rhymes into silence, which paradoxically means not to
end with a rhyme, in the perfect coincidence of sound and meaning that the rhyme represents, but rather
those poems that are able to preserve this gap into silence. But what does this mean? Or rather, what would
an enjambment look like that managed to preserve this gap, to let semiotic series and semantic series go

their own way, letting sound and meaning continue to live in their impossibility to ever meet?

*15° A hypothesis worth considering in the future is that the kireji and the act of kire also respond to this very problem in
the haiku tradition. Perhaps one reason the hokku was able to become gradually independent from the rest of the haikai
composition is precisely that, turning as it does around a cut — with or without a kireji — it felt like a better ending for the
poem than most zsukeku. For this reason, the hokku may have been able to emerge as an independent form within the
haikai tradition.

*16 “Pylcerrime tamen se habent ultimorum carminum desinentiae, si cum rithmo in silentium cadunt.” (Cited in Agamben
2010, p. 142; 1999, pp. 113-114).
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A beautiful ending, then, would consist in an enjambement — a terminal caesura — that is still able to
overstep onto something. However, this something is not another line of the poem, which would be

impossible, but another space altogether:

Or perhaps, on the contrary, sound and sense are now forever separate, without any possible contact,
each perpetually on its own? In this case, the poem would leave behind but an empty space, in which,
according to Mallarmé’s words, “nothing will have taken place but the place (vien n’aura eu lieu que
le lieu). [...] The double intensity that animates language does not find peace through a final
understanding, but it sinks, so to say, in the silence of a fall without end (Agamben 2010, pp. 142-144;
1999, pp. 114-115; translation modified).

What would allow a poem to end well, Agamben argues, is not the final coincidence of sound and sense,
which would imply its annihilation. Rather, similar to the case of the screamed caesura/kireji, it would
consist in the overcoming of this polarity between sound and sense through its exaggeration. And this
overcoming would imply the opening of a new space.

Agamben’s theory of poetry has revealed that European poetry and the long Japanese haiku tradition
might have more in common than first imagined, especially in regard to caesuras and kireji. Furthermore,
we have learned that caesuras and kireji play a central role in poetry because they make possible the
non-coincidence between sound and sense, between semiotic and semantic series, which the kireji and the
screamed caesura make explode, allowing the poem to end beautifully by opening onto a different space.
However, to understand what exactly comes at the end of the poem and the kind of space the kireji and the
screamed caesura open, it is worth turning to a Japanese philosopher and his reflections on poetry, hokku,

and atmosphere.

4 Nishitani on Poetry (hokku), Kireji, and the Place of Things

Interestingly, in Japan too, it is in the work of a philosopher rather than in literary criticism per se that
we can find a fascinating new approach to kireji. In a beautiful late essay titled “Emptiness and Sameness”
from 1982, the Kyoto-School philosopher Keiji Nishitani (1989; 2000) turned precisely to the kireji to
explain the power of poetry. *'7 In “Emptiness and Sameness,” Nishitani takes almost the opposite

approach of Agamben: he does not start from a general structuralist understanding of poetry but from a

*17° Although Nishitani’s discussion of poetry, and the hokku/haiku tradition in particular, could be seen almost as the
conclusion of his larger philosophy of the kire-tsuzuki (B]A1ftX), “cut continuity,” deeply influenced by the philosophy
of his mentor, Kitaro Nishida (Nishitani 1995; Ohashi 1986; Marra 2000; Ghilardi 2019; Fongaro 2026), reasons of
space make it impossible to adequately present it here.
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specific example. He begins by citing a hokku, namely the first three lines of a longer poetic sequence from

1690, in which Bashd also took part. The hokku is by Naito Joso and reads as follows:

SOLEDERIT TR ESR
sabishisa no

soko nukete furu

mizore kana

The bottom of loneliness
falls off:
Oh, falling sleet! (Nishitani 2000, p. 186; 1989, p. 118)

Different translations will be used throughout the article, simply because so much is happening here on a
textual level, but this one in particular by Michael Marra stresses the presence of the kireji — “kana” — in the
last line by translating it with the exclamation “oh.” At least on a superficial level, what the poem is
describing is quite clear: the bottom of loneliness has detached itself from its hinges and is now falling — at
the same time, something else is falling, namely sleet, mizore (3), a mixture of rain and snow, a winter
seasonal word (kigo) in the haiku tradition.

Right away, Nishitani turns to the question of moods and atmospheres, since the poem begins
explicitly with one: loneliness (sabishisa, SULX). He cites the poem and immediately repeats the
conception of the hokku as the place of atmosphere, already encountered in Section 1 of this article. He
writes: “The central mood (kibun, %77 appears in the opening verse, which regulates the entire exchange:
‘the bottom of loneliness falls off>> (Nishitani 2000, p. 186)."'® Yet, he immediately pushes the traditional
understanding of the hokku on another level since he claims that what the poem is doing is to turn the
loneliness into the very “place” (ba, ¥7) in which the natural phenomenon of the falling sleet takes place.
This can seem quite a trivial point but it hides a more sophisticated philosophical argument: what has struck
Nishitani here is that what is usually taken to be an “internal state” pertaining to the mind of human beings,
the mood of the poet, is actually presented as the place where the natural world takes place, as the place
where the sleet is falling.

In everyday discourse, as much as in the history of Western philosophy — for which, Nishitani (2000)
immediately points out, it became one of its main aporia — it is quite normal to say that natural phenomena
arise in connection with moods, through sensory perceptions; yet the two are still seen as different and
separate events, two different realms: one external and the other internal; on the one hand the mizore, on the

other the loneliness. Poetry takes a completely different approach:

Here we have two actions that should become two propositions with separate subjects: the bottom of

M8« ZD LIRS SOLED RIS T EWSAICELIT T D (Nishitani 1989, p. 118).
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loneliness has fallen off, and the sleet falls. On the one hand, we have the inner event of the author
Jos0; on the other, we witness an occurrence related to the external world. But in this poem the two
facts are collapsed into one pattern. Interiority and exteriority are linked together; they become one

single event (Nishitani 2000, p. 187)."1°

Suddenly, in Nishitani’s text, we find an almost perfectly corresponding definition to what scholars today
call “atmosphere” (Schmitz 2023; Béhme 2017; Griffero 2014; Hisayama 2014). An atmosphere, what is
usually called also a mood, the loneliness in this case, does not belong to the subject “experiencing” it nor
simply to its world, but rather corresponds to the very way the world first opens to us. It is, in a way,
neither subjective nor objective.

However, Nishitani calls this something that is before and beyond both the internal kibun and external
natural events, following Nishida Kitaro’s famous study, the “place” (basho, ¥z f7), of things, or
“emptiness” or even “direct experience” (Nishida 1965). What poetry is able to achieve for Nishitani is the

world as the place of things, as an atmosphere, before the difference between subject and world:

Inasmuch as it overcomes the judgement “this sleet is sad” and goes beyond the realm of the cognitive
discernment that is found in consciousness, the reality of the falling sleet is a place which is cast as an
absolute reality in itself. [...] We would call it a straightforward expression of direct experience. Such
a place is in itself neither subjective nor objective. Rather, it is a basic space that is made possible the
first time by standing on it and seeing it as both a place of subjective emotion and a place of objective
reality or description. This “loneliness” shows such a “place.” [...] The experience of such a reality is
a direct experience — a ‘bodily experience’ (taiken, #5%5%) in the word’s literal sense. Such an event

occurs in the realm of the ‘original thing” (Nishitani 2000, pp. 188-189)."2°

By going beyond grammar and logic, beyond the simple logical claim “the sleet is sad,” linking together

two events without making use of any logical connection, the poem opens on a more original plane that is

1 CXONLEDEPIRITDENSZEEENRFEDLENSZ LT, FEEL UTTNENINOEFTEEL D= SO MmEIC:
LT O OOFEWTHD, ZO—HIIEELEDOLOFDOHKET, 5 ISR CTCOHBKETHS, Ll
ENNZOATIEL, — DDLU D Thbd, NLOFHENROFHTHAL O, WIXIE—BRIICHiBRE S L, 2
N—DDFMI2 > TdH%” (Nishitani 1989, pp. 119-120).

20 “TZDIIZVLNIENS I ZE X 722 A, DFVERICB T 0B OEREZ % 72224, B >0 D%
DOHEN, HHEELTOHANEEIL, ZFOEIMEICBNT, FHITHENTHEEZATHD, [...] »IHNSEEI, B
PR OMI72 RBLEL W MEL THLI, SOWVSYE, ZVE HEL T, BICEBN THEICEBTHAR,
TelLA, FEIEEE AMENDL0h, FENTFE LN ORRENEAMENDILOL, ZNERE~THO TH]
EICENTLD002— BRI O THY, ZZOTSRLE HFEINSTH 1 2RIZL THHOTHD, [...] EH
SEE OB, WIXPDEBEREBRCTHA, ST, SUFBYOBERICBITL 5 Tha, T XTSHNSEFH,
JRARRY 72 TEE | ORISR D22 D T35 (Nishitani 1989, pp. 120-123).
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before consciousness, before subjectivity and objectivity, and yet it even includes our body (faiken).
Through its specific functioning, what the poem affords is a “direct experience” of this thing that is the
sleet.

But it is in the way Nishitani goes on to explain how poetry is really able to achieve such a direct
experience that kireji appear, and the place of things they open up becomes increasingly similar to what is
today called atmosphere. How is poetry able to keep together, in one single pattern, as a single event, what
for grammar and logic would be not just two different events or sentences, but two different realms?
Nishitani’s answer is through “rhythm,” and what gives rhythm to the poem is its “cuts,” and therefore the
“kireji.” He turns once again to the poem above and notices how the particle no (), at the end of the first 5
mora line, cuts the loneliness apart, by turning it, at the same time, almost into the subject of the poem; how
a further cut is inserted in the second line, this time even within the rhythmic 7 mora structure, between the
“bottom falls off” and “the falling,” between “soko nukete” and “furu.” Indeed, it must here be noticed that
“furu” works grammatically as a relative clause of “mizore,” on the following line, creating what in
European poetics would be called an enjambement.

According to Nishitani (2000), what these cuts are able to do, by marking the rhythm of the poem, is,
using a famous expression by Basho, to make the words and images reverberate so much so that what in
cognitive terms we take to be different events and different worlds actually interpenetrate each other,
precisely in the same way they do in our direct experience. In other words, poetry is thus able to transform
into an otherwise linguistically unavailable direct experience of the world. But perhaps both what these cuts
achieve and Basho’s concept of reverberation should be read as one of the most powerful examples of the
non-coincidence between sound and sense that Agamben took poetry to be founded on. And one could even
say, perhaps, that the two events that Nishitani describes — namely, the subjective kibun of loneliness and
the objective falling of the sleet — coincide perhaps with the semantic and semiotic series, respectively, with
the immaterial meaning and the material sound, which the cuts are able to keep apart while holding them
together, thus revealing something before and beyond each of them.

But it is the kireji, according to Nishitani, that is the culmination of this process:

And then, from this mutual reverberation, comes the spontaneous exclamation: “oh” (kana), the sleet!
In this poem, the entire reverberation of words is concentrated in this exclamation. At the same time
that the source of the author’s excitement appears straightforwardly in a simple form, the place of the
original appearance of the reality of sleet — which this poem expresses in its wholeness — is brought

into view (Nishitani 2000, p. 191)."%!

21 ([LIELTEINSEBEXAEOND, ALV LW S EOSEEL H TRLDOTHD, ) TOREKDOZEDIBIZ
IIZOPEANCB T D FEDO O OEDLMNE R I, 1EE OREBYORA D BRI T BTN Th D LFRE
2, ZOADOEFHIRBFSIN THDIEOFE D FEARNRBLDOGE DL DR R RFZINTHAS” (Nishitani 1989, p.
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It is the final kireji that brings suddenly into view the mizore, the sleet, in its wholeness, in its own place,
namely, as an atmosphere. Like in the case of Agamben’s “screamed caesura,” the whole poem becomes
concentrated in the final exclamation (the actual kireji!) “kana,” which cuts the final verse off and onto
something else. What the kireji seems to do is to make it impossible for sound and sense to coincide, by
opening onto another level beyond both sound and sense. It is as if, on the one hand, the final exclamation,
the kireji, cut the mizore out of language, bringing it back to its own place, namely, the atmosphere of
loneliness to which it belonged. On the other hand, it allows the sokku to return to the world itself, where
people are gathered together making verses under the mizore, making also possible one day for this hokku
to be read on its own, giving rise to the haiku tradition.

But Nishitani does not stop there; he also explains how this double return of the mizore to itself and of
the poem to the world takes place. And it is here that the most powerful shift in Nishitani’s conception of
place and poetry happens. Indeed, it is specifically the kireji’s exclamatory nature that is revealed to be the
way in which poetry brings into language the very materiality of the world and of the atmosphere/place of

things, that “bodily experience” he mentioned earlier. And this is because kireji are:

words that are the original form of self-expression of living human beings who are endowed not only
with intellect but also with emotions (joi, 1% &). It is as if human breathing (ikizukai, E.-57>"),
inhalations (ikikomi, J£.iA7+), exhalations (foiki, ™:/5.), and sighs (tameiki, J#E.) are transmitted
together with words. [...] Words such as “kana” in “oh, the falling sleet” or “ya” in the last verse [he
refers to another hokku], logically speaking, are meaningless. And yet, within the thread of “gram” of
living words, they play the most important role, which is the transformation in language of things that

are hard to express (Nishitani 2000, pp. 194-195)."2

With “mizore kana,” with the kireji, namely the exclamation that cuts or the screamed caesura, the poem is
able to make the words reverberate so much that the poem leaves the level of abstract, logical language,
where sound and sense always have to coincide, to reach back onto the reality from which everything
started: the world, in its materiality — the very atmosphere and breath everything shares with everything

else.

125).

2 CIDIRIEE S DTeDIT, EENFMED LG HEEES BT AR, LT 0 NED | AR B R
DTHHEVSEWT, [ EEF27T2DOTHD, WITIFAR DB SDN—RIABCH B B8 h, SHELIIC
HITDHLNSERTHD, [...] [FEDRI DI RNNTRF DO NN TR DA TR ERAN TR R IZN, £ D
SHEDSROIeH TIERDEERE®EZL D, TNbIE, S ORIILEELONE R >Tcb D THD”
(Nishitani 1989, p. 130). In the future, it could be worth comparing this side of kireji Nishitani stresses with
contemporary European discussions of caesura and breath (Heine 2021).
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This paper investigates the dynamic relationship between language and atmospheric
experiences through the concepts of the “hollowness” () and the “real” (3%). Drawing on
Hermann Schmitz’s phenomenology of atmosphere, Toshihiko Izutsu’s philosophy of language
and its magical function, and Shizuteru Ueda’s philosophy of language as well as his
conceptualization of “Being-in-the-Twofold-World” ( —E ft: FLN{F1E), the study examines how
language and atmosphere interact to shape human affective experience. By referencing Izutsu’s
and Ueda’s analyses of poetic expressions, including verses from Manyoshii (Ji%54E) and a
child’s poem, the paper highlights the transformative power of language to create and alter
emotional and atmospheric states. This investigation contributes to understanding the interplay
between the felt-body, language, emotions, and the lived world.
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The question of "What is the Self?" is one of the most fundamental problems in philosophy
and in this presentation I will address this issue from the perspective of a haiku poet and in
relation to the philosophy of atmosphere. One conclusion of the discussion will be that the acting
subject in haiku is an extremely ambiguous entity. Furthermore, it will be pointed out that, in this
art form, the subject can be sublated or sublimated into the atmosphere of the external world.

The discussion proceeds in the following order. First, it will be pointed out that haiku can
approach the atmosphere of the world and its nature by articulating shifting phases of events.
Next, it will be argued that in haiku, sometimes by deliberately omitting the presence of the
acting subject, the sense of reality of the world can be shown at an even deeper level. Then, in
the main part of this presentation, it will be suggested that the subject in haiku can, in some cases,
become an ambiguous entity different from both the narrator and the point-of-view character, and
as an effect, the existence of something beyond the acting subject can be shown in a transcendent
way. Finally, as a supplement, kigo (season words) will be briefly touched upon, because these

terms are among the essential elements that shape the field of atmosphere surrounding our lives.

Keywords: FRPH%F, HEA]
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