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A Study of The Incapable Frog from Saibara
—A symbol of a poet’s activity—

Nakada, Koji

In studying the lyrics of the collection of Heian court songs known as Saibara, a standard analysis groups over sixty
existing songs and classifies them by content and style.

In respect to content, the songs can be grouped according to the following three sub-categories: ‘Love Songs’, ‘Non-love
Songs’ and ‘Others’

Regarding style, there are three patterns: “Tanka’ style-by one person with a 5-7-5—7-7 rhythm, ‘Questions and Answers’
style-consisting of multiple persons with different views, and ‘Others.’

The Incapable Frog, the subject of this paper, is the shortest song in Saibara. It consists of the repetition of the phrase,
“The Incapable Frog, earthworm without a bone”. However, there is no established theory that explains the specific
meaning of this phrase.

I believe that it is necessary to understand both the symbolism of the poems as well as the actions of the Heian poets,
since the phrase “The Incapable Frog, earthworm without a bone” is repeated in the earliest imperial waka anthology, “The
Kokin Anthology of Waka Poems”, as well as in its preface for posterity. However, a firm interpretation of the wording of The
Incapable Frog remains elusive.

Keywords: Saibara, frog, earthworm, preface, symbol
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