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A Buddhist View of the Images of Courtesans in the Middle Ages of Japan:
Focusing on the Legends of Ono no Komachi and Izumi Shikibu

Abstract

Ono no Komachi and Izumi Shikibu, the two famous female poets, are
portrayed as lustful women, or even courtesans in the Middle Ages of Japan. Ono no
Komachi is seen as the personification of Buddha or the messiah. Compared to Ono
no Komachi, Izumi Shikibu is seen as the model of female salvation. From this point
of view, the two women play different roles. It also reveals that the two characteristics
are included in the images of courtesans in the Middle Ages of Japan. Why are these
characteristics included in the images of courtesans? This thesis will examine the
images of courtesans in the Middle Ages of Japan from a Buddhist view and will take
the legends of Ono no Komachi and Izumi Shikibu for example.

Chapter 1 and chapter 2 are concerned with the emergence of the images of
courtesans and the ideas of courtesans in the legends of Ono no Komachi and Izumi
Shikibu. Chapter 3 analyzes thoughts on the sin of women and salvation,
characteristics in courtesan tales in the Middle Ages of Japan. Chapter 4 begins by
presenting the Buddhist view of women in courtesan tales in the Middle Ages of
Japan, and then lays out the development of this view based on the history of
Buddhism in the Heian period and the Kamakura period.

From the above chapters, courtesans can be idealized by describing them as
famous female poets or the personification of Buddha. This idealization aims at
Buddhist preaching to women. Courtesans realize the value of self-existence through
literary works. These women are important to Buddhism and men. It is clear that
courtesans are indispensable at that time. The meanings of these legends are
composed of three points: first, an observation of ideal images of courtesans in the
Middle Ages of Japan; second, an observation of preaching methods of Buddhism in
Medieval civil society; third, an observation of the idealization which gives hope of

afterlife to women who take the contempt of women for granted.

Keywords: The images of courtesans, Ono no Komachi(/»#f/]5HT), Izumi Shikibu(F
IR A, nyoninkytisai(2c A ), nyoninzaigokan(Zz A\ JE L)
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