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On the Boundary of “Old Age” in Japanese Medieval Literature

Yang, Chin-chang”

Abstract

In the seventh paragraph of Tsurezuregusa, one of the three major
collections of essays, or zuihitsu as the genre is referred in Japanese, author
Yoshida Kenko writes: “If man were not to age and die, there would be no
sweetness of sorrow. “ By this he means that the world is wonderful because
worldly things are transitory. “The longer you live, the more disgrace you
suffer, so it is proper that you live no longer than 40, ” he adds in the same
paragraph in proposing the age of 40 as the “boundary” marking the time when
you greet the sunset of life and old age. Moreover, with regard to “Noh
performance, ” Zeami presents his views on the “boundary” between “prime”
and “decadence” in Fushikaden, a piece in his Nogakuronshu, by saying that
“Noh declines from age 40.”

The traditional views on the “boundary” between the “prime” of life and
“weakness” and “old age” are thus seen in Japanese medieval literature. Given
this tradition, the question arises: how this kind of “discourse on old age” in
Japanese medieval literature was made through texts during “the medieval
times.” Another question to be asked is what kinds of relating strategies and
thought are found. In this paper, we first compare and contrast the notions of
“old age” between the Chinese and the Japanese, and then investigate and

answer the above-mentioned questions.
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