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Taira no Shigemori in the Tale of the Heike:
A Warrior whose Description Lacks Arms and Armor

Le YU

Taira no Shigemori has been considered a key character in the Tale of the Heike,
whose words reflect the ideology of the writer and foreshadow the fall of the Heike
Family. However, most research focuses solely on his words expressed in the
work. In contrary to those, this article explores the descriptions of him unequipped
with arms and armor, even on the verge of battle. Analyzing these descriptions, it
becomes clear what the work considers ideal political and social order.

The descriptions of Shigemori in the Tale of the Heike contradict those in the Tale
of the Hogen Rebellion and the Tale of the Heiji Rebellion, which portray Shigemori
as a bellicose warrior and describes in detail how he fights in battles. On the other
hand, in the Tale of the Heike, he is portrayed as potentially mighty and competent
as a general, despite his strong unwillingness to exert his military power. Within the
work, it can be observed that his self-restraint is considered extremely important to
avoid wars and makes him the ideal general of the time.

This article also proposes that the descriptions of his ideal ways as a general
play a significant role in the whole work. Despite that, his death is written in the
third volume and then he is barely mentioned again. He is the only one among the
main characters who is described with a strong will for self-restraint and constantly
making efforts to resolve conflicts and strife. With his potential military power and
abstinence, Shigemori is suggested in the work to be a qualified general capable of
supporting the emperor’s governance. Although Shigemori has never been described
together with the exemplary emperor Takakura, the separate descriptions of the two
indicate the possibility to achieve fair and honorable governance when a competent
general and an exceptional emperor cooperate. This cooperation ultimately leads to

the ideal political and social order the writer of the work seeks.
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