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Lamentations in Medieval poem: Life and Death
in Poems Lamenting the Death of Bifuku Mon-in
no Kaga in Kenkyu 4 (1193)

Yuko Takayanagi

Even at the death of a family member, we have to confront and accept it to
overcome our sadness and loss in an effort to live our own lives. What
exactly should we do? And what can we do to give advice, support and
comfort for the bereaved? What correlation exists between life and death for
present-day people and those for medieval people who lived different social
contexts and different thoughts from ours? Fujiwara no Shunzei, one of the
most noted medieval poets and compiler of Senzai Wakashu, composed a
series of poems lamenting the death of his beloved wife, Bifuku Mon-in no
Kaga. The objective of this study is to analyze the poems to examine
medieval people’s views of life and death.

It was in Kenkyu 4 (1193) that Shunzei lost his beloved wife, Bifuku Mon-
in no Kaga. He wrote a series of poems lamenting her heath and compiled
them into Choshu-so. Now known as Poems Lamenting the Death of Bifuku
Mon-in no Kaga, they are very interesting in that they help us understand
precisely how he confronted his wife’s death. -

Shikishi naishin’no (Princess Shikishi), Shunzei’s contemporary in the
profession, also came to understand from this series of poems how Shunzei
accepted his wife’s death. Being one of the best poets in Skin Kokin
Wakashu, Shikishi naishin’no wrote a poem in response to Shunzei's and
sent it to him. The poem represents Shikishi naishin’'no looking
sympathetically at Shunzei confronting the reality of his wife’s death and
trying hard to get over his sadness and loss.

Instead of expressing his sadness as it is, Shunzei borrowed words and
expressions from the Tale of Genji. In other words, he depicted the once-in-
life experience of his wife’s death, using allusions to the existing literary
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work. Such a classicist approach was possible precisely because the
community of medieval people shared knowledge of the Tale of Genji. By
understanding the texts of the Tale of Genji, they could also share emotions
like sadness. Also, Shikishi naishin’no correctly understood Shunzei’s
artistic intention but her response to his poems was not within the shared
context of the Tale of Genji. Why? What was her intention? This study
analyzes the two poets’ styles and subject matters to explore their different
attitudes towards the death of a family member and accordingly differences
in views of life and death between them.
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