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Fumiko Enchi “Komachihenso”:
A Study about the Life of “Beautiful Women”

AKAGI Tomomi

In modern Japanese literature, the issue of “aging and sexuality” has been
depicted in the genre of “Rojinbungaku” (literature written by, and concerning,
senior people). Fumiko Enchi, one of the most prominent female writers in
Japan, addressed this issue head-on. Enchi left a number of completed works
which are called “Rojyomono” (literary works describing old women). Among
these works is Komachihenso. This novel is based on the legend of
Ononokomachi (a beautiful female waka poet), and is characteristic in the sense
that the main character of the story is a beautiful woman named Reiko Ushirogu,
an actress who remained unmarried all her life.

First of all, this study focused on the suffering caused by the beautiful
appearance of the women in this novel (Reiko, and other characters). It aimed
to analyze the background of such a suffering. From this study, I found some
potential leads which could be regarded as some of the causes of their suffering.
For example, masculine way of thinking, such as the tendency to regard “youth”
as an absolute requirement for “beauty”, could be internalized in women’s
minds. It could be this internalization that leads them to stressful situations.
Another lead could be the repression from the people who look at women as
“the sex to be seen” or “the childbearing sex”. This study also revealed that the
main character, Reiko, is relying on spiritual power to overcome the problem
of physical decline, as well as to fulfill her sexual desires.

Moreover, in this study, I pointed out the importance of Mrs.Shigaraki, one
of the characters in this novel. This character had not been focused on in
previous studies. In “Komachishiken”, an essay about Ononokomachi which is
written by Mrs.Shigaraki herself, she analyzed the sorrows of beautiful women,
as well as the mentality of men who cannot help but to seek beautiful women.
As a result of her analysis, she came to feel a kind of sympathy for Reiko and
Mr. Shigaraki (her own husband), even though they had both committed
infidelity. If we take into account this conclusion that she comes to, I put
forward the idea that her existence enabled to describe the personality of Reiko
and Mr. Shigaraki in a more in-depth fashion.

Keywords: Ononokomachi, aging, sexuality
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