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A Comparative Reading of Shunkin Sho and
“Barbara of the House of Grebe”

Akimasa MINAMITANI

World Civilizations

Abstract
When Tanizaki Jun'ichiro wrote Shunkin Sho (1933), he used “Barbara of the
House of Grebe,” the second story of Thomas Hardy’s A Group of Noble Dames
(1891), as a source of inspiration. This essay is an analysis of Hardy’s story and an
attempt to ascertain what elements Tanizaki incorporated into his novelette, while
appreciating what he modified to suit his artistic intentions. In the process, a number

of controversial issues concerning Shunkin Sho are discussed in detail.
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In the pause which followed, the ticking of the clock in the hall seemed to grow loud ; and
he turned a little aside to remove the mask. She breathlessly awaited the operation, which
was one of some tediousness, watching him one moment, averting her face the next ; and when
it was done she shut her eyes at the dreadful spectacle that was revealed. A quick spasm of
horror had passed through her ; but though she quailed she forced herself to regard him anew,
repressing the cry that would naturally escaped from her ashy lips. Unable to look at him

longer, Barbara sank down on the floor beside her chair, covering her eyes.®
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... and such was the strange fascination of the grisly exhibition that a morbid curiosity
took possession of the Countess as she lay, and at his repeated request, she did again look out
from the coverlet, shuddered, hid her eyes, and looked again, all the while begging him to take

it away....?

L UAEB I —MbhELBET - 2 2L T, ROEIC H[E L “virtuous tortures” %
L. N—NTERNTITbEbY, LT,

The third night, when the scene had opened as usual, and she lay staring with immense
wild eyes at the horrid fascination, on a sudden she gave an unnatual laugh ; she laughed more
and more, staring at the image, till she literally shrieked with laughter: then there was

silence, and he found her to have become insensible.®
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The year passed, and he did not return; and it was doubted if he were alive. Barbara’s
contrition for her unconquerable repugnance was now such that she longed to build a church-
aisle, or erect a monument, and devote herself to deeds of charity for the remainder of her
days. To that end she made inquiry of the excellent parson under whom she sat on Sundays,
at a vertical distance of a dozen feet. But he could only adjust his wig and tap his snuff-box ;
for such was the lukewarm state of religion in those days, that not an aile, steeple, porch, east
window, Ten-Commandment board, lion-and-unicorn, or brass candlestick, was required
anywhere at all in the neighbourhood as a votive offering from a distracted soul—the last
century contrasting greatly in this respect with the happy times in which we live, when urgent
appeals for contributions to such objects pour in by every morning’s post, and nearly all
churches have been made to look like new pennies. As the poor lady could not ease her
conscience this way, she determined at least to be charitable, and soon had the satisfaction of
finding her porch thronged every morning by the raggedest, idlest, most drunken, hypocritical,

and worthless tramps in Christendom.?
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