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Motif of “The Tale of Matsura”

INOMOTO Mayumi

Abstract The text of “The Tale of Matsura (Matsura no miya monogatari)” abrupt-
ly ends in the scene of Ben-no-Shoushou’s return home. He came back from China
with regrets about love for the Chinese empress. His quiet life with revived princess
Hua-yang was, however, disturbed by seeing the image of the Chinese empress which
appeared in the memorial mirror. Many researchers have had low opinions of this
contrived ending; nevertheless, this scene in fact includes the most important content
of this story.

Although princess Kannabi still loved Ben-no-Shoushou after he went to China, he
had already lost his romantic feelings for her due to his meetings with “exquisite” la-
dies in China. By interpreting his ruthless behavior from the viewpoint of princess
Kannabi, her story is interpreted as a tragic love story, like the 24™ story of “The
Tales of Ise”.

Princess Hua-yang married Ben-no-Shoushou and conceived a baby. But her hap-
piness was interfered with by his infidelity with the empress. Her similar mind to
that of Lady Murasaki in “The Tale of Genji” is also recognized from the text repre-
sentations.

The Chinese empress also loved Ben-no-Shoushou and met him secretly as a mys-
terious lady in the plum park. But eventually she resolved to break up with him for
his happiness and helped his departure for home. Her philosophy of “breaking off
love relationship for lover’s happiness” could be associated with that of heroes of typi-
cal retirement-from-the-world stories in the Middle Ages.

Early studies on “The Tale of Matsura” understated the importance of the scene of
Ben-no-Shoushou’s return home because it spoiled the consistency of the story; how-
ever, it has become clear that the scene indicated that the motif of this story was the
diversity of three heroines’lament. Their lament varies as follows; princess Kannabi
suffered sadness from “failure in developing the love relationship”, princess Hua-yang
grieved about an “unhappy situation in a once-established love relationship”, and the
Chinese empress represented a deeper relationship in which she was willing to sacri-

fice herself for the lover’s happiness.

Key words: “The Tale of Matsura”, motif, heroines’ lament



