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CHAPTER 6

ROMANTIC ENTREATY IN THE KAGERO DIARY
AND THE LETTERS OF ABELARD AND HELOISE

John R. Wallace

hen one’s lover loses interest in the romantic relationship, to what

words might one turn to recuperate that relationship? Passages
trom The Kagerd Diary (tenth-century Japan) and The Letters of Abelard and
Heloise (twelfth-century France) offer premodern, literary examples of
such romantic entreaties from substantially different cultural contexts.! In
comparing these passages, I will leave aside any evaluation of the effective-
ness of their arguments, since both passages are only steps in the progres-
sion of a larger rhetorical movement. Further, such an evaluation would
lead us toward the individuality of the authors, the specific nature of the
romantic relationships in which they found themselves, and the diverse
cultural contexts that inform their approaches. All these are valuable areas
of analysis. However, my interest is in the similarity of some aspects of
these two passages; similarities that, I contend, result from the shared
specifics of the situations: individuals out of romantic favor making en-
treaties to now disinterested lovers. Despite considerable cultural differ-
ences, I will identify remarkably similar rhetorical choices: literary forms
specifically selected by the writers that in essence require responses from
their spouses, complexity of composition that skillfully incorporates sub-
stantive arguments, and accusations of failed obligations that are supported
by social standards to which the husbands subscribe. It is my position that
these common factors are more basically informative as to the authors’
choices than are differences resulting from dissimilar cultural contexts, dif-
ferences that so often are seen as keys to a subtle understanding of texts.
“Understanding,” in the context of this essay, means to recognize how fun-
damentally constrained the rhetorical possibilities of the romantic entreaty
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can be. In closing, I note that despite impressive rhetorical efforts, both
writers essentially fail in what might be considered their goals.

The letters that we have between Heloise {1100 or 1101-1163 or 1164)
and Peter Abelard (1079—-1142) are correspondence between the two after
they took monastic vows. An innovative dialectical philosopher and popu-
lar teacher at Mont-Sainte-Genevieve (the center that would develop into
the University of Paris), Peter Abelard was at the pinnacle of his early ca-
reer when the Canon Fulbert, owner of the house where Abelard lived, re-
cruited him as a tutor for his niece. Fulbert’s niece Heloise, already
renowned for her learning, was approximately 17 at the time, while
Abelard was in his late thirties.> As Abelard recounts it in his autobio-
graphical The Story of His Misfortunes [Historia calamitatum], “Her studies al-
lowed us to withdraw in private, as love desired, and then with our books
open before us, more words of love than of our reading passed between us,
and more kissing than teaching.”

When Heloise became pregnant, the two fled Paris. Abelard attempted
to make amends with Fulbert by marrying his niece (over her objections),
but his subsequent treatment of Heloise was misconstrued by Fulbert as an
affront. The uncle consequently bribed Abelard’s servant to admit secretly
into Abelard’s bedroom two men who, Abelard tells us, attacked and cas-
trated him. Abelard then left Paris to begin his life as a wandering scholar,
requiring Heloise first to become a nun before he himself became a
monk.* They never lived together again. Around 1132, after about ten years
of near silence from her husband, Heloise unexpectedly obtained a copy
of his Misfortunes. Heloise’s letter, in Latin prose, uses this occasion to con-
tact him and plead for a more regular correspondence.® In many ways it is
similar to the Japanese poetic entreaty of Michitsuna no Hana.

The Kagero Diary was completed by Michitsuna’s Mother (Michitsuna
no Haha, 936?7—995?) in the 970s, when a branch of the Fujiwara clan was
establishing control over the imperial government through marriage poli-
tics. The memoir describes the 20 years of her marriage to Fujiwara no
Kaneie (929-990). Kaneie would become the patriarch of this ambitious
branch of the Fujiwaras, though during much of the time of the memoir
he was still in the early, though promising, stages of his career. Like every
generation of patriarchs of his family since his great-great-grandfather
Yoshifusa (804-872), Kaneie was aggressively pursuing an agenda of ex-
panding influence over imperial decisions via romantic liaisons that estab-
lished blood connections between emperors and members of his clan.
Michitsuna’s Mother thus married into a situation (by her father’s decision)
where the issue of her fertility was of central importance to her family’s
fortunes. As it turned out, she gave birth to only one child, whereas
Kaneie’s primary wife (for aristocrats it was a polygynous society) gave



ROMANTIC ENTREATY 119

birth to the five children to whom Kaneie would grant all the political ad-
vantages. Kaneie proved unreliable from shortly after the consummation of
the marriage, and in their third year together, following the collapse of one
of his romantic affairs, Michitsuna’s Mother writes her husband. The long
poem in her memoirs Book I expresses her worries.

A close look at the construction of Heloise’s and Michitsuna’s
Mother’s arguments to their husbands makes a meaningful comparison of
the passages possible. In her first letter, Heloise pleads for Abelard’s return
to her life, either by his visiting the nunnery to advise her sister nuns or,
if that is not possible, then at least via correspondence. Heloise was in her
early thirties when she wrote this letter, about ten years older than Mi-
chitsuna’s Mother was when she wrote the poem we will read.® Signifi-
cant events had occurred between the parting of the couple and this
resumption of correspondence. When Abelard fled Paris in 1122, Heloise
was taken by him out of the city and placed in a convent at Argenteuil,
where she remained until all its nuns were evicted because of a claim on
the property made by an abbot of a different monastery. In 1129, Abelard
bequeathed to these displaced nuns the Paraclete, the monastery he had
founded at the time of his own exile, and he made Heloise their abbess.
Although it is possible that he might have publicly met with Heloise dur-
ing this time, her letters insist he neglected the Paraclete sisters even as
they struggled to eke out a living in the abbey’s rustic setting. In the few
years after the gifting of the Paraclete, Abelard wrote The Story of His Mis-
fortunes, and Heloise acquired a copy.” She uses this occasion to initiate
correspondence with him, addressing her first letter in a manner that re-
calls the many ways they are bound to one another, a theme that will form
the core of her arguments: “To her master, or rather her father, husband,
or rather brother; his handmaid, or rather his daughter, wife or rather sis-
ter; to Abelard, Heloise.”®

Heloise uses The Story of His Misfortunes as more than just an excuse for
breaking the long silence between them. She says that reading it has “dealt
us [she and her sisters of the abbey] fresh wounds of grief as well as re-
opening the old” (111), and so claims that Abelard has incurred an obliga-
tion to comfort them since his Misfortunes caused the pain. She also uses
Misfortunes as a model of how Abelard can set about consoling them, for if
he can write to a friend in such an act of consolation, then he can as eas-
ily write to her with the same intention and effect. She quotes Seneca
about letters from absent friends: ““Thank you for writing to me often, the
one way in which you can make your presence felt, for I never have a let-
ter from you without the immediate feeling that we are together.”® She
echoes Seneca later in her own words to present the primary goal of her
entreaty: “While I am denied your presence, give me at least through your
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words—of which you have enough and to spare—some sweet semblance
of yourself’1°

Further, she uses his autobiography against him when she argues that
he should correspond with the nuns and her because, by the account of his
own story, they are now his only friends. To help his enemies instead of his
“daughters,” to “throw the pearls of your divine eloquence to the pigs”
(112), to seek to help the stubborn instead of the obedient are all misplaced
efforts. She and the Paraclete sisters are closer to him than the man for
whom he wrote The Story of His Misfortunes. “Think what you owe to your
own,” she writes.!! “You have done your duty to a friend and comrade,
discharged your debt to friendship and comradeship, but it is a greater debt
which binds you in obligation to us who can properly be called not friends
so much as dearest friends, not comrades but daughters, or any other con-
ceivable name more tender and holy.”!2

Thus her argument deftly makes use of opportunities presented in Mis-
Jfortunes. Heloise works toward the body of her letter in steps: I have come
upon your story and have become so distressed that I sorely need to hear
directly from you. If you can write him you can write us, with whom spe-
cial relationships have existed from long ago, special relationships with spe-
cial obligations. She steps smoothly from one stage of this argument to the
next, borrowing boldness from double entendres. By ostensibly speaking
nonromantically for her nun’s community, she can contact Abelard. How-
ever, that they suggest personal needs is no one’s secret (—*"not comrades
but daughters, or any other conceivable name more tender and holy”).
Echoing Romans XV: 20, she writes, “You have built nothing here upon
another man’s foundation”’® She compliments him by comparing him
with Paul’s evangelical work, but in the same breath she reminds him of
his special obligation to that which he created. Her words may refer to the
Paraclete, but she speaks also of her own heart that never knew any man
other than Abelard.

In her several letters, Heloise argued variously from the belief that spe-
cial relationships incur special obligations, but in this letter she places the
weight of her words with her relationship as lover and wife:“ . . . you must
know that you are bound to me by an obligation which is all the greater
for the further close tie of the marriage sacrament uniting us, and are the
deeper in my debt because of the love I have always borne for you, as
everyone knows, a love which is beyond all bounds.”!* She writes at length
about the qualities of true love, asserting that she has never been selfish in
her love: “I wanted simply you, nothing of yours.”’> She elaborates on the
ideal that true love is beyond covetousness: “God is my witness that if Au-
gustus, emperor of the whole world, thought fit to honor me with mar-
riage and conferred all the earth on me to possess for ever, it would be
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dearer and more honorable to me to be called not his Empress but your
whore”'® Thus in the conclusion of her letter she argues that the purity of
her love sets for him responsibilities: ““ . . . consider then your injustice, if
when | deserve more you give me less.”!’

In her letter, then, she asks for him to recognize obligations derived
from commitments that come with certain relationships. Their romantic
relationship receives the most elaborate treatment, but the relationship of
teacher to student and their current status as fellow servants to God, with
him as her spiritual superior, are also evoked. Yet Heloise’s letter is laced as
well with accusations—however gently put—that introduce what can be
described as obligations resulting from misdeeds. She reminds him that the
original physical relationship between them was forced upon her: “Wholly
guilty though I am, I am also, as you know, wholly innocent.”'® (In a later
letter he will admit to this: “Even when you were unwilling, resisted to the
utmost of your power and tried to dissuade me, as yours was the weaker
nature [ often forced you to consent with threats and blows.”'?) She fur-
ther charges that his past avowed love for her was nothing but lust: “It was
desire, not affection which bound you to me, the flame of lust rather than
love, so when the end came to what you desired, any show of feeling you
used to make went with it. . .. I wish I could think of some explanation
which would excuse you and somehow cover up the way you hold me
cheap”® She argues from this point in her conclusion: “Is it not far better
now to summon me to God than it was then to satisfy our lust?”?!

Finally, aside from obligations derived from proper relationships and
obligations incurred by guilty actions, Heloise describes herself as entirely
bound to Abelard: “I have finally denied myself every pleasure in obedi-
ence to your will, kept nothing for myself except to prove that now, even
more, | am yours.”** Again, she insists, “My heart was not in me but with
you, and now, even more, if it is not with you it is nowhere; truly, without
you it cannot exist.”> Of his castration she writes that “[it] robbed me of
my very self in robbing me of you.”?* As Kauffman suggests, this equation
I = you places Heloise squarely within the genre of amorous epistolary dis-
course.”> Heloise makes herself Abelard’s possession, one for which he
must care. This has obligations as its reference, but the equation has ro-
mantic appeal, too. It grants the pleasure of ownership and, in stating her
extreme pain, seeks his compassion as well. These are not arguments of
obligation (you should do . . .) but rather entreaties addressing his personal
desire (you would want to do . . .).

Heloise uses Misfortunes as an opportunity to contact Abelard, reminds
him of the web of public and personal obligations to her to which he must
attend, quotes from the classics to add authority to her argument, and re-
iterates her love even as she reprimands him for his willfulness.
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Michitsuna’s Mother married Kaneie in the autumn of 954. She writes
that by the New Year season, his visits to her residence were becoming ir-
regular. Remaining in her own home was not unusual, for in Heian aris-
tocratic culture it was usual practice for the wife to remain in quarters
owned by her family. Although couples sometimes established an indepen-
dent residence, Michitsuna’s Mother is a secondary wife of Kaneie, so his
calling at her home would be normal. A year into the marriage she dis~
covered a love letter intended for another woman. When the next month
he stayed away three nights in a row (the length of the Heian wedding cer-
emony), she used a servant to confirm that he was seeing another woman
(named Machi no Koji no Onna). In the autumn of 957, after hearing that
this woman had fallen out of favor with Kaneie, she then wrote her choka
(long poem), leaving it for him to find. The choka was not the standard po-
etic form—the standard was the much shorter, 31 syllable waka (Yamato
poem). To choose the choka format was in itself a statement, one surely
meant to be a wake up call to her lover.

In her poem (which runs more than 120 lines in English translation),
Michitsuna’s Mother asks Kaneie to behave in more reassuring ways to her
and her young son, who requires Kaneie’s patronage for his career. The
central argument underscores Kaneie’s inadequately fulfilled obligations.
Kaneie had approached Michitsuna’s Mother’s father with his proposal of
marriage and promised to look after his daughter forever. When the father
was assigned a post as provincial governor, he left his daughter in Kaneie’s
care, reminding Kaneie by letter of his commitment. But Kaneie’s visits to
Michitsuna’s Mother’s residence nevertheless became less frequent. Mi-
chitsuna’s Mother writes: “I had heard he [my father] had left / words for
you, those words, / ‘Do not forget her, thus would / it be so, I thought,”?
and later,*“While there is life, rely on me, / you said, I remember it well.”%
But, Michitsuna’s Mother complains:

if I consider the dust piled up
on mountains of our

bedclothes, it cannot even match
the number of nights

that I have slept alone.”®

and,
parting, you said, “See you soon.”
Thinking these words

must be true, our young pine [son]
waits endlessly

mimicking your voice. . . . %
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Coupled with this main argument of unfulfilled responsibilities are Mi-
chitsuna’s Mother’s comments regarding timing. She argues that Kaneie
broke his promises too quickly while she has waited cooperatively for too
long. She complains that his affection for her faltered almost as soon as the
marriage was consummated: “That autumn when first / we met [in phys-
ical intimacy], was not the color / of your leaves of words / so pale even
then . . ”*® Of her endless worrying she writes: “In times past and now
too, / my heart knows no peace,”! and,

yet, I lived in hope

that in spring with the line of

returning geese, you too

would return to your old home [from Machi no Koji’s house].
Time passed and no

eggs were laid, nothing happened, . . . %

These two main lines of arguments form a strong, braided pair. Michit-
suna’s Mother argues that Kaneie’s responsibilities derive from his own
promises; she further argues that such promises should not be forgotten so
very quickly, especially in light of her own patience. By silently enduring
Kaneie’s infidelity for three years, and waiting until the end of his recent
romantic affair to voice her concerns, Michitsuna’s Mother argues that she
has acted well within the bounds of proper behavior, while Kaneie has not.
Because timing was an especially valued part of proper social manner in
Heian culture, Michitsuna’s Mother’s own careful conduct and her accusa-
tions of Kaneie’s misconduct carry especial weight.

Besides such arguments based on promises and norms (publicly sup-
ported principles), Michitsuna’s Mother approached Kaneie at the level of
personal emotions. In portraying herself as helpless, she seeks his romantic
sympathy. Comments such as “my heart flows in a river / of tears, the bay
never fills” occur so frequently as to approach a refrain. She depicts herself
as karmically and emotionally bound to him in ways that prevent her from
escape. “What heavy load of sins from former lives binds me to you?”*
She contemplates leaving him but confesses:

What if I were to go to a world
where the tears of grief

would not fall onto my sleeves?
But if [ place on

the scales spending my life without
meeting you, I know

in a moment, 1 would be

wanting you again.>*
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Yet in confessing love in these terms, in a backhanded way she also hints
at the specter of leaving him. She writes: “I would leave / but I do not**
(The hint is not lost on Kaneie. Angrily he replies, “Do not wait . . . / right
now, become bound / to someone unbound.”*®)

While Michitsuna’s Mother describes herself as loving Kaneie so much
that she will not leave him, she expresses her anger, too. Noting how
meaningless is her son’s mimicking of her husband’s promise to return, she
writes: “Each time I hear it, / I think ill of you.””’

In summary then, at the emotional level Michitsuna’s Mother secks
Kaneie’s compassion for her anxiety about her future and that of their son.
In the indirect discourse of describing how destitute his absence makes
her, she reaffirms her affection for him. However, at the same time she in-
timates how she may well break off her relationship with him. Finally, her
shards of anger add to the complex mix of emotions in the poem.

In terms of literary form, sentiment, arguments employed, and evoca-
tions of social expectations, both epistolary pleas are significantly similar.
Generically, it is clear that each woman selected the one literary form that
was most likely to require a response from her lover. Heloise’s letter blends
a request for a letter of consolation [epistola consolatoria], similar to the one
Abelard granted to someone less close than her, and a letter seeking advice
[epistola deprecatoria).®® Michitsuna’s Mother delivered her appeal by verse
in a culture where one who left romantic poems unanswered was deemed
heartless, or socially maladroit. The weightier choka, especially one built
around a plea for greater care to marriage promises, would be all but im-
possible to ignore. Kauffman has argued that Heloise has both used and
transgressed the formal requirements of her selected genre. The Kagerd
Diary, on the other hand, is essentially the first memoir of its kind and so
cannot be considered as challenging genre restrictions in the same way.
Nevertheless, the writers’ stances toward discursive restrictions are identi-
cal, with both women verbalizing more of their discontent than a wife of
their day “should.”

For her letter, Heloise fashioned a careful balance between the profes-
sional (her request for guidance in managing the nunnery) and personal
(her need for Abelard’s presence to strengthen her). Michitsuna’s Mother
similarly pairs public elements (Kaneie’s marital obligations) and private
ones (her romantic loneliness). The effect of this pairing is not to give the
poem a sense of logical balance, as with Heloise; rather, it underscores the
source of Michitsuna’s Mother’s intense unhappiness, since her loneliness
results from his broken promises. In other words, attention to public and
private needs serve mainly to intensify the poem’s emotion. The overall ra-
tionality of Heloise’s letter, in contrast, is one of its outstanding features and
a critical component of her rhetoric. Her interweaving of the public and
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private relationships that Abelard and she have enjoyed makes a double-
pronged argument for the completeness of Abelard’s debt.

Both passages are extraordinarily well constructed. In Heloise’s case, this
care is evident in the prose’s lucidity and the regulated flow of the argu-
ment, both in its transitions and in how she builds her case in steps lead-
ing up to the final request: “it is a small thing I ask of you and one you
could so easily grant. . . . I beg you to restore your presence to me in the
way you can—by writing me some word of comfort, so that in this at least
I may find increased strength and readiness to serve God.”* By the time
this diminutive request is made, the weight of the reasons put forward in
the letter for granting it are so substantive that the favor would be difficult
to ignore. From beginning to end, her letter is structurally impressive. The
completeness and balance of her argument, together with the wide range
of textual sources from which Heloise draws, afford the reader a strong im-
pression of the author’s intelligence. The breadth of her studies, the depth
of her thought on ethical issues, and her rhetorical virtuosity are all in ev-
idence in the letters. Further, it is also a common observation by Western
classical scholars that her writing style in and of itself is admirable in its
Latin eloquence.

In Kagerd’s case, there is a dazzling array of poetic structures admired at
the time, especially kakekotoba [pivot words, words selected and placed in
such a way as to generate overlapping grammatical phrases with different
meanings| and engo [related words, words that help bind poetic lines by
associative meanings). While these rhetorical effects are easy to create at a
simple level, complex compositions are far more difficult. Their quality
and proliferation speak volumes for the time Michitsuna’s Mother in-
vested in the composition, as well as her poetic expertise. Some scholars
conjecture that Michitsuna’s Mother was selected by Kaneie as a sec-
ondary wife primarily for this poetic skill. Heian aristocrats held in high
esteem women with poetic skill, but if Michitsuna’s Mother was indeed
Kaneie’s poetic voice, she was displaying the strengths that attracted him
to her in the first place. In this way, she differs little from the choice
Heloise makes to write in the learned prose, which was her common lan-
guage with her scholar-lover and an object of his praise, admiration and,
no doubt, attraction.

While Heloise’s letter and Michitsuna’s Mother’s choka have a thor-
oughly constructed feel about them, they do not lack emotive content.
The authors argued not just the validity of their complaints, but the ve-
racity of their Jove, as well. While Heloise says it plainly, Michitsuna’s
Mother is less declarative, since it was usual for lovers to express their love
indirectly. Both writers, however, emphasize how important their lovers
were for a feeling of completion.
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Both women nevertheless note their displeasure as well, though again
differently. Now it is Heloise’s anger that was moderated—"I was not a lit-
tle surprised and troubled”**—or transformed, such as when she writes,
“Your lack of trust in me . . ., I confess, overwhelmed me with grief and
shame.”*! Michitsuna’s Mother, on the other hand, writes unambiguously
that she has “thought-ill” of Kaneie.Yet in her case, too, the balance of her
comments is with her need for him, not her displeasure with him.

Heloise and Michitsuna’s Mother both present attractive narrative per-
sonas, but again with differences. Heloise’s appeal is in her blend of alert-
ness of mind, organization of thought, and passion expressed in the
language of devotion, obedience, and submission. No doubt these are per-
sonal qualities that Abelard found exciting when_Heloise was his student.
Michitsuna’s Mother also emphasizes how bound she feels to Kaneie,
though in the language of helplessness and patience instead of devotion or
obedience. Within the world of Heian literature, suffering women were
thought attractive, but her intensely distraught state of mind was one of the
problems with which Kaneie also found himself at odds. As he says in his
reply poem to this choka, “ . . . none other / than this complaining is your
sin”*? and,* . . . around Mt. Fuji / the smoke [of jealousy] smolders,”** and
so it is difficult to visit her. Indeed, this self~occupied anxiety even today
divides audience opinion. Part of the reader’s experience of Kagerd is this
problem of evaluating the narrative voice: is her behavior attractive or even
reasonable?

Finally, each writer takes a somewhat different position with regard to
whether she believes her husband loves her. Michitsuna’s Mother describes
that relationship in the terms of a question. The final lines of her poem are:

“while there is life, rely on me,”
you said, I remember it well.

If the white waves roll up

on my shore, this is what

I long to ask them about.**

Michitsuna’s Mother asks whether she can rely on Kaneie; she asks be-
cause she doubts it is so. Romantic pessimism was practically the only ac-
ceptable discursive mode for Heian women, certainly in how they
represented themselves in autobiographical narratives. Michitsuna’s
Mother probably has more cause than many to worry since Kaneie had a
particularly large number of affairs during his lifetime. Further, if Michit-
suna’s Mother’s account of their relationship is accurate, he neglected her
and acted publicly in ways that would advertise his limited interest. For ex-
ample, when Machi no Koji no Onna was relocated to a new residence for
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her childbirth, Kaneie ostentatiously paraded her past Michitsuna’s
Mother’s front gate, though it was not the necessary route.

Heloise’s position is more complicated. A good portion of her argument
rests on the assumption that Abelard will want to comfort her because
theirs was true love; it could not have faded even though they now live
apart. One of the striking things about Heloise’s letter, when compared to
Michitsuna’s Mother’s poem, is her idealism regarding love. To her, love
should be absolute; it should be founded on pure, unselfish intentions that
are supported with binding obligations. In the Heian literary world, love is
an excessive, unstable emotion more likely to engender suffering than ben-
efits.“True love”—mnot really an operable term in Heian literature—will be
marked by its ephemerality. Michitsuna’s Mother’s poem works within this
context, embracing its pessimism even while asking for a more reliable
commitment from her husband.

Heloise for the most part addresses Abelard as if he is the good husband
and Christian who cannot but offer his aid to her.Yet at one point in her
letter, Heloise indeed doubts that such love ever existed in his heart: “I will
tell you what I think and indeed the world suspects. It was desire, not af-
fection which bound you to me, the flame of lust rather than love.”* This
doubt creates a rift at the very foundation of her letter, which Abelard uses
to evade the obligations that he would have to acknowledge if their love
had been true: “My love, which brought us both to sin, should be called
lust, not love. I took my fill of my wretched pleasures in you, and this was
the sum total of my love™* He then says that God loves her better than
did he; thus, she should turn her attention to Him.

Abelard can evade her in this way because of Christian teachings that
put carnal love in opposition to true love. Romantic doubting is more un-
ambiguous in Michitsuna’s Mother’s poem, but it causes less of a problem.
Despite her pessimism about romance, Michitsuna’s Mother can press
Kaneie on the issue of reliability, since a husband should be reliable re-
gardless of whether he has retained his original physical attraction or emo-
tional warmth for his wife. Heloise cannot take this tack, since monastic
vows voided the obligations of marriage. Undaunted, she boldly appeals to
his inner sense of obligation that remains from that relationship.

Heloise’s and Michitsuna’s Mother’s styles of argument differ. Heloise
proceeds step by step, covering the various reasons Abelard should at least
write. She argues broadly and thoroughly then asks for little in the way of
action from him, only increased correspondence.*’ Michitsuna’s Mother,
on the other hand, repeats a simple formula, namely, that her husband has
not acted reliably, that she has long suffered from this, and thus he should
mend his ways. Her request is neither small nor as well defined as is that
of Heloise. These differences of argument reflect the training that the two
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received. Heloise received the highest level of education of the day, study-
ing a similar range of classical subjects as her husband and no doubt learn-
ing some of her remarkable rhetorical skill from Abelard, who was known
for his exceptional expertise in disputation.*® Michitsuna’s Mother’s edu-
cation in the arts (especially poetry) and proper social demeanor was in-
tended to help her solve her problems in a context where a woman was
expected to promote her husband’s career by childbirth and keeping her
problems to herself. Her best recourse was an emotional and poetically at-
tractive appeal couched in passive terms, an appeal that would speak to his
wish and obligation to care lovingly for her, as well as remind him of her
worth.

Despite these different approaches, both writers seek to strengthen
their claims by drawing authority from concepts normative to their cul-
tures, to which their husbands subscribed. Heloise drew on Latin classics
that she had studied with Abelard and the Bible that both accepted as first
authority. She quotes from these texts to add force to her reasoning, of
course, but they also outline the very values under which she argues
Abelard should make his decisions. Cicero’s On Friendship [De amicitia),
which outlines unselfish friendship as one that loyally fulfills one’s oblig-
ations, is clearly one of the texts that she wishes Abelard would recognize
as prescriptive.*’

Besides quoting authority, Heloise evokes social norms by making the
unsatisfactory state of their relationship a public object; she posits a wit-
nessing public that supports her position that he is unfairly neglecting her:
“This is not merely my own opinion, beloved, it is everyone’s. There 1s
nothing personal or private about it; it is the general view which is widely
held.”*® Michitsuna’s Mother also reminded Kaneie that there are those
outside the relationship (her father and son) who are aware of Kaneie's
fickleness.

As for authoritative texts whereto Michitsuna’s Mother might turn, she
did not have Heloise’s resources, since Heian Japan’s classics were written
in Chinese, a language that for at least half a century women had been dis-
couraged from learning. She could have drawn more heavily from past
poems, but widely admired poems did more to confirm her disadvantaged
position than exert any ethical pressure on her husband. She finds a com-
mon discourse not through mutually revered texts, but rather in Kaneie’s
own promises.>!

Asymmetry in romantic relationships is surely one of literature’s major
themes. The chase, betrayal, imbalances of dominance and submission, re-
jection or loss—all make compelling romantic narrative. Heloise and Mi-
chitsuna’s Mother wed while very young to husbands who loomed large
in their lives. The depth of their feelings set against the relative silence of
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the men they address makes for a sometimes bitter and all-too-real read-
ing experience. In my opinion, it is instructive that despite different cul-
tural contexts their strategies turn out to be quite similar. The dominant
guiding principles for these romantic entreaties derive not as much from
their respective, diverse cultural contexts as from a nearly identical basic
situational structure (perhaps it should be called a power structure): two in-
dividuals in disadvantaged positions are appealing for the romantic interest
and proper attention to responsibilities from lovers who have lost interest
in them. The petitioners, in these cases women, are confined by specific
rules of discourse and behavior that they must employ to their benefit,
even as they also must transgress those rules if they wish to pack sufficient
strength into their arguments. Thus, both women write with exceptional
care. They select the literary form that might best work to their advantage,
while drawing on broadly held normative concepts that could provide a
common ground of discourse and reinforce their appeals. Yet, even when
selecting and following these formal requirements, they speak out against
the current treatment of their lovers. Both imbue their writing primarily
with a loving, nonthreatening tone even as they reprimand and complain
or, more precisely, so they are able to reprimand and complain. The balance
they strike between asserting their love, crafting an attractive voice, and de-
claiming their displeasure illustrates well the difficulty of their positions.
They are on the precarious cusp between trusting first their lovers, and
taking society as an ally to press their lovers to redress the wrongs they have
perpetrated.

Ultimately, Abelard will only offer his “presence” in terms of prayers
that Heloise is to recite daily on his behalf, several professional letters out-
lining rules for her nuns, and his corpse, which he requests to be buried at
her nunnery. Kaneie, for his part, will not father another child with Mi-
chitsuna’s Mother; then, after 20 years of an unsettled marriage, he will
cease visiting her almost entirely. Her son will never receive the best of
Kaneie’s attention ({though, being a legitimate son of Kaneie, his career still
progressed better than most.)

One can ask whether these women succeeded in their brilliant dis-
cursive efforts. If the goal had been to change the hearts of their lovers,
then of course we will never know. If their goal had been to recover the
satisfying presence of their lovers, then we should conclude that, at least
by what they have written, they failed more than succeeded. The Heloise
we read of in her letters could hardly have thought her life of getting the
occasional professional letter from her husband was better than their life
together before they had taken monastic vows, and Michitsuna’s Mother
makes it perfectly clear that 20 years of arguments with her husband,
which ultimately led to their parting, was not her idea of a satisfying
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marriage. However earnest and eloquent Heloise and Michitsuna’s
Mother were, the fundamentals of the structure—an individual out of
favor requesting renewed, sincere love—perhaps means that the chance
of successful action, rhetorical or otherwise, was from the beginning sim-
ply too remote.
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