


Praise for The Tale of Genji

“An enormous achievement.”
— The New York Times Book Review

“Both epic and intimate, [Genji] is a gorgeous evocation of a time and
place that have long since disappeared. But it's also an exploration of
feelings and relations between men and women, as fresh and beguiling
to readers today as when it was first written. A new translation that
makes Genji accessible to contemporary readers is a landmark event.
[Tyler's translation] has clearly been a labor of love. In his beautifully
written translation he tries to get as close to the original as possible,
immersing us in eleventh-century Japan. Mr. Tyler's translation is richly
embellished with footnotes that flag for us everything that Murasaki and
her contemporaries would have taken for granted. All in all, Mr. Tyler's
translation is likely to be the definitive edition of The Tale of Genji for
many years to come.”

— The Wall Street Journal

“The Tale of Genji set an insanely high standard for anything that came
after it. This latest edition is reader friendly at every turn, with generous
footnotes, character lists and lots of illustrations to show what robes
looked like, or swords, or houses. You have to reach for comparisons to
Tolstoy or Proust to convey just what a captivating experience this story
can be.”

—Newsweek

“Tyler's delicate ear for the language of the original helps breathe new
life into the story of Genji.”

—The New Yorker

“Though [Murasaki's] setting was the royal Japanese court of one
thousand years ago, her characters managed to draw the reader into
their passion and terrors in an uncannily modern way. [Tyler's
translation is] beautifully readable... it sets a new standard. Not only is



this new English edition the most scrupulously true to the original, it
also is superbly written and genuinely engaging. We are blessed to have
Tyler's help in reading it.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review

“The remarkable thing about Genji is... that it is a masterpiece, the
oldest full-length novel in existence, and still very much alive. It is even
livelier in the new translation by Royall Tyler. Tyler skillfully catches the
erotic flavor, the vivid characterizations, and the allusive poetry of this
classic.... Readers will quickly find themselves immersed in a strange
and distant culture whose inhabitants' loves, rivalries, suffering and
follies we can identify with our own.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“An astonishingly rich, absorbing drama that has stood, and will
doubtless continue to stand, the severest tests of time and changing
literary fashions. There is nothing else on earth quite like The Tale of
Genji. Utterly irresistible.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review) “One of the undisputed monuments
of world literature. Tyler offers a version that effectively captures the
indirection and shades of Murasaki's court language. A major
contribution to our understanding of world literature; highly
recommended.”

—Library Journal (starred review) “Widely recognized as the world's

first novel, as well as one of it's best... painstakingly and tenderly
translated by Tyler. An epic narrative; it is also minutely attentive to
particulars of character, setting, emotion—even costume. Tyler clearly
intends his [translation] to be the definitive one. It is richer, fuller and
more complicated than the others. Tyler's formality of tone offers readers
a more graceful, convincing rendering of this one thousand-year-old
masterpiece. Scholars and novices alike should be pleased.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review) “Tyler has long shown himself to
be one of the finest translators of Japanese in our era. In producing this
new Genji translation, he has been able not only to draw upon his own



skills as a writer, but also to build on the efforts and accomplishments of
his predecessors... the Tyler version is by far the most helpful to the
general reader.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“[Tyler] has crafted an elegant translation that remarkably renders this
eleventh-century tale in language so lively, vivid and transparent, one
could easily believe that the book was written by some gifted
postmodernist. Royall Tyler devoted space to explaining, through the
introduction and footnotes, nuances of the time, helping help us place
them into a modern context. This edition of The Tale of Genji is
beautifully realized, both as a translation and as a seamless art object.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer
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Introduction

The Tale of Genji was written a thousand years ago in Japan, but
anyone can read it today. The notes are useful but not required. So great
a classic, written in an ancient language about a vanished world, has
been studied intensively, but its characters' thoughts and feelings remain
as fresh as ever.

If Genji contains digressions, parallel plots, stories within stories, and
shifts of view, so do many other long novels. Some readers feel the tale is
not really a narrative but a series of more or less independent stories, but
that is not an unfamiliar phenomenon either, since novels published as
newspaper serials often come in more or less self-contained installments
or sequences of installments. In any case, others find in it greater unity
and design. Many extended novels like Genji treat the history of a family
from differing standpoints, revealing secrets that the reader then shares
while they remain unknown to certain of the characters. Other aspects of
Genji may recall folktale or legend, tragedy or opera. It is true that the
nineteenth-century English novel does not prepare the reader for a
heroine (Murasaki) who dies two-thirds of the way through, for a hero
(Genji) who dies a little later, between chapters, or for a closing chapter
that ties up no loose ends. These things and others, such as the
possibility of multiple marriage enjoyed by the men, certainly set the
tale apart from the more familiar works. They also make it particularly
intriguing.

The last third of the tale, after Genji's death, puts new characters
onstage, in a new kind of setting. Starting out like an uncertain epilogue,
this section soon takes on a life of its own, and the darkness and
imperfection of its world serve to heighten the brilliance of Genji's. The
failings that seemed so striking when they were Genji's pale beside the



blunders and the folly of those who succeed him, and his remembered
stature only grows. Nostalgia for his time builds, and against it the
troubles of the characters in the late chapters seem both fated and
pitiable.

The tale achieves this effect by making the characters and their settings
throughout seem so real. The narrative is not expansively descriptive,
but the telling touches it provides are just those that nourish a living
image in the mind. Many people over the centuries have taken it for a
record of life itself in its own time. The experience of reading it
resembles that of looking through a small but very clear window into a
complete and spacious world.

In its richness and variety, The Tale of Genji rewards not only reading
but rereading. Greater familiarity with it reveals new depths. The
reader's first glimpse of Murasaki is then no longer one of an unknown
girl with a story that may be over in a few pages, but of a great woman
seen in childhood as Genji himself saw her. The springs of later success
and failure become clear, and so, too, the early movements of passion.
Rereading may also heighten an awareness of the more profoundly
unusual aspects of the work. Most of the tale is quite understandable as
the working out of familiar human emotions, but in the long run the
undercurrents that shape lives can be seen to be deeper and more
powerful, if less personal, than the commonplaces of ambition, love,
resentment, and pride. The tale's repeated references to karma, or
destiny, and the supernatural then take on new meaning.

The Stature of the Work

The Tale of Genji must be the oldest novel still widely recognized today
as a masterpiece. Its author was a woman whose work ranks in Japanese
literature and culture as the Homeric epics, the works of Shakespeare,
and Proust's Remembrance of Things Past do elsewhere. Within a few
decades of its completion in the early eleventh century, it was deemed a
classic, and writings on it multiplied over the centuries. The great poet
Fujiwara no Shunzei (1114-1204) even declared study of it to be
indispensable for anyone who would compose poetry, and his words



were long remembered. The tale's popularity also made motifs from it
perennially prominent in Japanese painting.

In modern times, scholarly and popular publications on Genji are still
accumulating rapidly. Four major twentieth-century writers translated it
into modern Japanese, one of them three times, and many others, too,
have done modern translations. Scholars build careers on it. Genji is not
just a book but a cultural phenomenon. It has been turned into movies,
plays, dance, modern novels, Kabuki, comic books (manga), musical
theater, and opera. A scene from it appears on a current banknote.
Arthur Waley's pioneering translation (1933), followed by Edward
Seidensticker's (1976), have made it famous in English, and there are
also complete translations from the original into German, French,
Russian, Chinese (two), and Korean. Others into Czech, Finnish, and
[talian are under way. This new English version joins a distinguished and
growing company, which is as it should be for so great a classic.

A Short Summary of the Tale

A major ambition of many ranking gentlemen in the world of The Tale
of Genji—the court in the imperial city that is now Kyoto—was to
present a daughter to the Emperor or the Heir Apparent. For this reason
the Emperor normally had a range of recognized relationships with
women, less because of sexual acquisitiveness on his part than because
he was required to make his prestige relatively widely accessible to the
members of the upper aristocracy. Below his single Empress (Chiigii) he
had several Consorts (Nyogo) and, lower still, a certain number of
Intimates (Koi). His Mistress of Staff (Naishi no Kami) in theory a palace
official, easily could also be in practice a junior wife. These imperial
women were not equal. An Empress was normally appointed from among
the Consorts, but by no means did all the Consorts have any realistic
hope of such success, and the Intimates had none at all. Their birth rank
was too low, and they lacked the necessary weight of political support.

Genji, the hero of the tale, is an Emperor's son by an Intimate who has
lost her father and so has no support of any kind beyond the Emperor's
personal devotion to her. It is not enough. The Emperor longs to appoint



Genji Heir Apparent over his firstborn, who is the son of a Consort, but
he knows that the court would never stand for it. He therefore decides to
remove Genji entirely from the imperial family by giving him a surname
(the Japanese Emperors have none), so that he can serve the realm as a
commoner and a senior government official.

The name he receives, Minamoto, was first conferred on a historical
Emperor's son in 814 and so has appropriate associations. When the boy
receives it from his father (in chapter 1, “The Paulownia Pavilion”), he
becomes “a Genji”—that is to say, a bearer of the Minamoto (gen,
another reading of the same character) name (ji). This device allows him
to belong to both realms, the imperial and the common, and so gives
him maximum scope as a character.

Some contemporary readers insist that The Tale of Genji is less about
Genji himself than about the women in it—their feelings, their
experiences, their fates. However, it is to Genji that the narrative returns
again and again during his life. He is, so to speak, its home. That is why
this summary will follow his story, passing over in silence along the way
a great many characters and scenes. It is meant neither to exaggerate
Genji's importance nor to replace a reading of the tale, merely to orient
someone about to start the book.

At the end of chapter chapter 1, Genji is married to the daughter of a
particularly powerful courtier. No one consults him on the matter, and in
fact he is too young for the marriage to affect him very much. His wife,
known to readers as Aoi, continues to live at her father's, which was
normal, while he remains in residence at the imperial palace. (For the
meaning of “known to readers,” see “Narration, Courtesy, and Names”
on page xxi.) His mother died too soon after his birth for him to have
known her, but he hears that his father's future Empress (Fujitsubo)
resembles her closely, and in his earliest adolescence he comes to adore
her. In time he will secretly make love to Fujitsubo, and their son will
succeed to the throne.

Still, Fujitsubo is really beyond his reach, and he longs for someone
who can be his alone. He finds this special love in a little girl who looks



just like her. Murasaki, who is Fujitsubo's niece, is about ten when he
first sees her. He brings her up personally, and when she is old enough
he marries her. She is the true, great love of his life, and her death
(chapter 40, “The Law”) destroys him. In the meantime, however, he will
have known many other women.

As a boy Genji seems to love Fujitsubo because people say she looks
like his mother, and he is quite conscious of what draws him so
uncannily to Murasaki. Much has been made of these substitutions, some
readers suggesting that all Genji's other women are equally standins for
his mother. However, the narrative up to the time of his death does not
encourage that view. Fujitsubo dies in chapter 19 (“Wisps of Cloud”) and
vanishes from his reported thoughts after chapter 20 (“The Bluebell”).

In chapter 2 (“The Broom Tree”) the teenage Genji listens while three
young men share the secrets of their love lives. This is the famous “rating
women on a rainy night” conversation, which opens his eyes to wider
possibilities. Later in the same chapter he goes exploring, and in several
succeeding ones he begins more affairs. This behavior has led to his
being called a playboy, a profligate, or worse. However, several of these
chapters are extremely amusing, and the author may have used him only
to present the varieties of a youthful lover's folly in a series of brilliant
episodes, ranging from tragic obsession to utter, hilarious disaster.
Moreover, the narrator insists several times that Genji never forgot any
woman he had once known, and the tale bears this out.

Genji the lover is devastatingly handsome, charming, and eloquent,
and he seems to enjoy throughout his life absolutely unlimited material
means. As a very young man he naturally has little weight or
responsibility in the world at large, but increasing age and rank, as well
as his extraordinary natural gifts, soon begin to make him a political
force, hence to stiffen political opposition against him. Being Genji,
always out for adventure, he cannot resist making love to one of the
daughters (known to readers as Oborozukiyo) of his chief political
enemy, and disaster strikes when the gentleman finds him in bed with
her. Unfortunately, the girl's older sister (the Heir Apparent's mother) is



not only powerful but evil tempered. In her outrage she sets out
immediately to destroy Genji, and he has to retreat into self-exile.

He goes to Suma, a stretch of shore on the Inland Sea that is now
within the city limits of Kobe, and since he is in disgrace he must leave
Murasaki behind. The narrative dwells at length on the poignancy of his
suffering as he languishes in the wilds. Then a great storm threatens his
very life. He has strange dreams of his late father and of other
supernatural beings. As soon as the storm begins to subside, an eccentric
and wealthy gentleman (the Akashi Novice) arrives by boat to invite him
to be his guest a little farther along the shore, at a place called Akashi.
Genji accepts.

At Akashi, Genji comes to know the gentleman's daughter (the lady
from Akashi), who is pregnant when at last he is called back to the City.
He already has a son (Yiigiri) by his first wife, who died some years ago,
and of course there is also his secret son by Fujitsubo, the future
Emperor Reizei. This new child, his last, is a girl, and in time, after
Reizei's long reign, she will be the Empress. It is she who will lift Genji
toward the supreme good fortune of a ranking nonimperial noble: that of
being the grandfather of an Emperor.

After his triumphant return from exile (chapter 13, “Akashi”), Genji is
above all a man of power. Although still susceptible to the charms of
certain women, he does not actually consummate any new affairs. He
seems concerned mainly with beauty and prestige.

Genji's only serious courtship between chapters 14 and 33 is addressed
to a Princess (Asagao), with whom he clearly had some sort of
relationship as a very young man (chapter 2). It comes early (chapter
20), it does not last long, and it is a complete failure. Wondering why he
tries at all, readers have suggested he is nostalgic for Fujitsubo. Perhaps
his rapidly rising stature has reminded him that although he loves
Murasaki deeply, she is not really worthy before the world (as the
Princess would be) of the figure he has become.

By chapter 33 (“New Wisteria Leaves”) Genji has risen to extraordinary



heights. He has built a magnificent complex of four interconnected
mansions, each linked with one of the four seasons and housing a lady
important to him, on land that seems to have passed to him from an
extremely distinguished lover, the Rokujo Haven (Rokujo no
Miyasudokoro, now deceased). This is his incomparable Rokujo (“Sixth
Avenue”) estate. More remarkably, the Emperor, his secret son, has
appointed him Honorary Retired Emperor. There was no historical
precedent for this step at the time of the tale. Genji now towers over his
world.

Then, in chapter 34 (“Spring Shoots I”) Genji responds to an appeal
from his half brother, Retired Emperor Suzaku. As an ineffectual young
Emperor, Suzaku was forced by his mother to persecute Genji and his
allies. Now he is planning to renounce the world, and his favorite
daughter is still very young and immature. He therefore wants Genji to
look after her: in other words, to marry her. Genji agrees. Perhaps he
hopes for a new, younger Murasaki, since this girl, too, is Fujitsubo's
niece. However, she is also the great prize sought by the most ambitious
young men of the court, and she has the one thing that Murasaki lacks:
the rank that would allow her to be a wife even for an Honorary Retired
Emperor.

Alas, that is all she has to offer, since otherwise she is a complete
nonentity. Too late, Genji realizes that he has made a bad mistake. Even
he cannot afford to slight Retired Emperor Suzaku's daughter, but when
Murasaki becomes ill, he abandons her nonetheless for weeks on end to
look after Murasaki. In time this causes a new disaster. A young man
steals in to Suzaku's daughter while almost all her staff are away and
makes love to her (chapter 35, “Spring Shoots II”).

Genji soon finds out, and he is furious. To make matters worse, she is
now pregnant, and in due course she bears Kaoru—a boy wrongly
assumed by the world to be Genji's son. The lover dies of guilt and
shame soon after the birth. Suzaku's daughter becomes a nun over Genji's
strenuous objections. Meanwhile Murasaki is still ill. Genji's new
marriage has been a catastrophe.



Murasaki dies two or three years later, in her early forties. Genji, then
in his early fifties, survives her as a mere shell of his former self. It
appears that after the reader sees him for the last time, he leaves the
world, retires to a temple, and dies within a year or two.

The narrative in the last third of the book—the last thirteen chapters—
resumes after a gap of about eight years. Several major characters have
disappeared from the scene. Chapters 42 to 44 (“The Perfumed Prince”
through “Bamboo River”) are disjointed, but from chapter 45 (“The
Maiden of the Bridge”) on, the tale is all of a piece.

Chapter 42 reintroduces as young men Kaoru and Genji's grandson
Niou, a son of the daughter (now Empress) born long ago at Akashi.
Niou and Kaoru are fast friends, and from chapter 45 on they are rivals
in love.

After a bitter experience of court life, a certain Prince, a widower, has
retired with his two daughters to Uji, a few hours' ride south of the City.
There, beside the Uji River, he has sought refuge in religion, and the
rumor of his noble piety reaches Kaoru, who also feels vaguely out of
place in the world. In chapter 45 Kaoru begins visiting him and hears at
last, from an old woman there, the secret of his own birth. He also
catches a glimpse of the Prince's daughters and longs for the elder
(Oigimi). In fact, he rather wants them both, but he nonetheless tells his
friend Niou about them, and Niou begins to court the younger sister
(Naka no Kimi). Soon he manages to make love to her.

This should commit Niou to Naka no Kimi, but he can seldom actually
make the trip to Uji, and his prolonged absences now convince both
sisters that he has only been toying with her. Oigimi becomes certain
that she will suffer the same fate if she ever accepts Kaoru, and she
decides that she no longer wishes to live. At the end of chapter 47
(“Trefoil Knots”) she starves herself to death, and Kaoru is heartbroken.

In chapter 48 (“Bracken Shoots”) Niou moves Naka no Kimi to his
residence in the City, but in chapter 49 (“The Ivy”) he is obliged by
intense political and parental pressure to accept as his main wife a



daughter of Genji's son Yigiri, now the most powerful official at court.
Kaoru remains in touch with Naka no Kimi, and he now notices that she
is much more like her sister than he had realized. He begins to long for
her after all, and his attentions arouse Niou's jealousy. To deflect them,
Naka no Kimi tells him about a half sister of hers: a third, unrecognized
daughter of the Prince. Readers know this young woman as Ukifune.
Ukifune, she says, looks extraordinarily like Oigimi, and the resemblance
indeed stuns Kaoru when he sees her. Henceforth, he resolves to pursue
Ukifune.

Unfortunately, when Ukifune comes to spend a few days with Naka no
Kimi, Niou discovers her, too. Immediately after that, Kaoru
consummates his union with Ukifune and moves her secretly to the now
empty house at Uji, but Niou still manages to track her down and to
make love to her himself (chapter 51, “A Drifting Boat”).

Ukifune is now caught between the two. Kaoru is a far greater lord
than she could normally expect to marry even as a junior wife, and her
mother is all in favor of him, but Niou excites her much more. Kaoru,
who has been building a house for her in the City, announces the date
when he will come and fetch her, and the tension mounts as Niou plans
to spirit her away first. Unable to choose between them, Ukifune decides
to drown herself in the Uji River.

As chapter 52 (“The Mayfly”) begins, she has disappeared. No body is
found, and to keep up appearances the household arranges a quick, false
funeral. Kaoru and Niou mourn her. However, she has not drowned after
all. Near the beginning of chapter 53 (“Writing Practice”) two monks
find her, speechless and weeping, under a tree. They report their
discovery to their master, a senior cleric, and the cleric's sister, a nun,
looks after her tenderly. She finds that Ukifune is not in a normal state of
consciousness and that she is also suffering from total amnesia. Since the
whole party has only been passing through Uji on a pilgrimage, the sister
takes her home to a place called Ono, where Ukifune's condition remains
unchanged for two months until at last the cleric exorcises her. She then
recovers some of her memory, but she keeps whatever she remembers to



herself. Next she convinces the cleric to ordain her as a nun.

By the end of chapter 53, a year after Ukifune's supposed death, Kaoru
has caught wind of her existence, and in chapter 54 (“The Floating
Bridge of Dreams”) he verifies who and where she is. Determined to see
her again, he sends her a letter by her young half brother, but she refuses
either to acknowledge that the letter is for her or to recognize the boy. In
the book's closing lines, the disappointed Kaoru wonders whether
someone else (presumably Niou) has been keeping her hidden there for
himself.

This inconclusive ending troubles some readers, and it has been
suggested that the author died or was otherwise obliged to leave the tale
unfinished. However, the ambiguity may also be intentional.

The Author

Murasaki Shikibu was born about 973 into the middle-level aristocracy
that supplied provincial governors. She belonged to the vast and, in
some other branches, supremely powerful Fujiwara family, but her given
name went unrecorded, and Murasaki Shikibu is a nickname. “Shikibu”
(“Bureau of Ceremonial”) refers to a post once held by her father, while
“Murasaki” is the name of her tale's fictional heroine. Her father,
Fujiwara no Tametoki (died 1029), served as governor in the provinces
of Harima, Echizen (to which she accompanied him in 996), and Echigo,
and he was also a scholar of Chinese. She married in 998 or 999 and was
widowed in 1001. Her daughter Katako (or Kenshi), later known as Daini
no Sanmi, was probably born in 999 and may have died about 1080. In
about 1006 Murasaki Shikibu was called to serve Empress Akiko (or
Shoshi), no doubt because of her talent for writing fiction. The last
record mentioning her is dated 1013, and she may have died the next
year. Apart from The Tale of Genji she left diary fragments (Murasaki
Shikibu nikki, much of which describes events at the palace in 1008) and
a personal poetry collection (Murasaki Shikibu shii), which was probably
compiled after her death.

Nothing indicates exactly when Murasaki Shikibu began her tale or



when she finished it, but her diary suggests that the work as it existed in
1007 or 1008 was hers, and she has been recognized ever since as the
author of all fifty-four chapters. However, internal evidence suggests that
these chapters were not all written in their present order. The Tale of
Genji contains much brilliant writing, but it also leaves an impression of
brilliant editing.

Few readers or scholars have ever doubted Murasaki Shikibu's sole
authorship, but the surviving evidence in favor of sole authorship is not
that strong. The tale she mentioned in her diary is unlikely to have been
the whole work, and she may have continued writing for years after that,
perhaps with more or less long gaps, while her outlook shifted with
advancing age and her intended audience changed as well. However, it is
certain only that something like the present text existed in 1021, when a
young girl returned from a distant province to the capital and received a
complete copy of Genji from her aunt. In her mature years the Daughter
of Takasue (as she is known) wrote an autobiographical memoir
(Sarashina nikki) in which she described the joy of reading it. Her “over
fifty chapters” suggests the present fifty-four, and she mentions Ukifune,
the heroine of the last four. The evidence in favor of sole authorship is
therefore suggestive but incomplete.

A fifteenth-century scholar is the first person known to have suggested
that Murasaki Shikibu's daughter, rather than Murasaki Shikibu herself,
wrote the last third of the book (chapters 42 to 54). The idea seems then
to have been more or less forgotten until the poet Yosano Akiko (1878-
1942) proposed it in a new guise. Akiko published two pioneering
modern Japanese translations of Genji, and by the time she had finished
the second she believed that Murasaki Shikibu had written only chapters
1 to 33. She attributed chapters 34 to 54 to Murasaki Shikibu's daughter.
Others have questioned the authorship of chapters 42 to 54 or of
chapters 42 to 44, and recent computer analysis has turned up
statistically significant discrepancies of style between chapters 45 to 54
and the rest, as well as discrepancies among some of the earlier chapters.

If Murasaki Shikibu was not the sole author, no known evidence



actually points to her daughter; however, Daini no Sanmi, a
distinguished poet, is the only plausibly identifiable candidate. Some
person or persons could have added new chapters by 1021, as a few
people tried to do later on, and might have preferred for various reasons
to remain anonymous and leave the credit to the tale's acknowledged
originator. The question is unlikely ever to be settled.

Manuscripts and Texts

No manuscript of the tale survives from anywhere near Murasaki
Shikibu's time. The earliest known textual fragments appear in Genji
monogatari emaki, an incomplete set of late-twelfth-century illustrations.
By the thirteenth century the text was becoming corrupt, having been
copied over and over again, and two scholars set out independently to
restore it. One was Minamoto no Mitsuyuki (died 1244), whose work
was completed in 1255 by his son Chikayuki (died 1277). Since
Mitsuyuki served as Governor of the province of Kawachi, his recension
is known as the Kawachi-bon (“Kawachi text”).

The great poet and man of letters Fujiwara no Teika (1162-1241)
began a similar project at about the same time. Teika wrote in his diary
that his copy had disappeared in the 1190s and that he had therefore
begun collecting and collating others. The work was completed in 1225.
Four chapters of his so-called Aobydsbi-bon (“Blue cover text”) survive in
his own hand, and his recension, in later copies, has been standard since
the fourteenth century. All accessible modern editions are based on the
Aobyasbi-bon line. This translation relies on the authoritatively annotated
ones included in three superb compendiums of the Japanese classics:
Shin Nihon koten zenshii (published by Shogakukan), Nihon koten shiisei
(Shinchosha), and Shin Nihon koten bungaku taikei (Iwanami).

There is also a group of manuscripts, called beppon (“other texts”),
apart from the Kawachi-bon and Aobyoshi-bon lines. From the standpoint
of the nonspecialist, especially the reader of a translation, there is no
striking discrepancy between the Kawachi-bon and Aobydshi-bon lines,
but study of the beppon may yet yield insight into an earlier state of the
text.



The World of the Tale

Something essential to remember while reading The Tale of Genji is that
no one in it is ever alone. A lord or lady lived surrounded by a more or
less large staff of women and, just outside, men. The notions of solitude
and privacy did not exist. A lady slept within curtains, it is true, but they
were only curtains, and any number of gentlewomen slept just outside
them on the floor. When a lord went somewhere secretly at night, he
might (at some risk to himself) take only two or three attendants with
him. If he said something privately to a gentlewoman, he managed to do
so in a room already containing a good many of them.

Still, a lord or lady with no one but attendants or household staff
nearby was alone in a way, because in an important sense such people
did not count. Relations between people of standing were what mattered,
and these were not necessarily conducted face-to-face. Good manners
maintained proper distance, which amounted to upholding the accepted
social order. A messenger could not deliver even an oral message to a
great lord in person. His words had to be relayed in, sometimes in more
than one stage. He might not see even the first intermediary, let alone
hear the lord's voice. Domestic space, divided by screens, curtains,
blinds, and so on—objects hardly more substantial than ways of speaking
—similarly upheld distance and inviolate dignity.

This is particularly striking in scenes of courtship. In many the man
complains about having to talk to the woman through one of her
gentlewomen. Of course, he cannot see her, and he may have no idea
what she looks like. He will not normally see her even if she speaks to
him in her own voice, since she will still be in another room, behind a
blind and a curtain, and the curtain will remain even if she allows him
into the room where she is. If he then takes it upon himself to brush her
curtain aside and go straight to her, he will by that gesture alone have
claimed something close to the final intimacy.

Such fastidious manners do not suggest the atmosphere of blithe
permissiveness that moralistic readers down the centuries, and quite
close to our own time, have found in the tale. On the contrary, they are



meant to defeat erotic spontaneity. The language is similarly reticent.
Yume (“dream”), for example, is the stock literary word for sexual
intercourse between lovers. Some readers have wondered whether the
men and women in the tale ever actually do anything, since they seem to
spend their nights merely chatting, but katarau, which ostensibly means
that, actually refers to other intimacies as well. (The same euphemism
exists in medieval French and probably in many other languages.) The
verb “see” can also be stronger than expected. A man who “sees” or “is
seeing” a woman (a standard expression) is at least to some extent
sharing his life with her, and Genji's having “seen” Utsusemi in a pitch-
dark room (chapter 2) means bluntly that he has possessed her. With all
the conventions of architecture, furnishings, and manners designed
precisely to prevent a suitor or visitor from seeing a woman, the effect of
an accidental glimpse (through a crack in a fence, a hole in a sliding
panel, a gap in a curtain) could be devastating. In fiction, where the plot
may hang on such a moment, kaimami (“seeing through a crack”) is an
understandably common motif. Of course, a man may also peer through
a promising crack on purpose. Perhaps he should not, but at least in a
tale the world might not go round so interestingly if he refrained.

In the language of the tale, yo no naka (“our world,” “life,” “le monde”)
also means the relationship between a particular man and woman. As
often elsewhere, this aspect of life was especially absorbing for women
because they so depended on men for their place in “the world.” A
woman had only one refuge outside a stable relationship with a man: she
could become a nun. This did not mean that she joined a convent, an
established monastic community. Instead, she took a certain level of
religious vows, had her hair cut short, wore plain, discreet colors, and
stayed at home. This radical step was not taken lightly.

A good many women in the tale become nuns this way. Among the
men, Genji thinks constantly about leaving the world, and Kaoru after
him, but neither one ever acts. The only man who becomes a monk
roughly comparable to the kind of nun just described is the eccentric
Akashi Novice, and the only one who has himself fully ordained is



Retired Emperor Suzaku. Whatever their dreams of peace and piety, the
men simply do not have the same incentive as the women.

The Pattern of Hierarchy

In an ideal image that Japan adopted from China, the Emperor faces
south to survey his realm, flanked by his two Ministers: the Minister of
the Left (the Emperor's left, the east) and the Minister of the Right. That
is why in history, as in the world of the tale, the imperial palace
compound is located in the north of the capital city, facing south, and
why the residences of the nobility all face south as well. It also explains
the government's bilateral symmetry. Many official organs had Left and
Right components, and in the tale this division appears in the titles
borne by their officers. The reader meets, for example, a Chief Left
Equerry and an Aide of the Right Palace Guards. In the early chapters
the same symmetry appears in the power struggle between the faction
represented by the Minister of the Left and Genji, and that of the
Minister of the Right and his daughter, the mother of the Heir Apparent.
The City was also divided administratively into Left and Right. Court
music and dance, too, were divided into Left and Right repertoires, and
contests, from wrestling to poetry, were divided into “east” and “west”
sides.

All offices were associated with a numbered rank, from one down to
nine. These ranks were divided into full (“third rank”) and junior
(“junior third rank”) levels, and at the fourth rank and below, the full
and junior levels were further subdivided into upper and lower grades
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(“junior fourth rank, upper grade” “junior sixth rank, lower grade”).
Numbered ranks are not prominent in the text, but the characters are

acutely aware of them.

The Emperor stood above this numbered system. The narrator may call
him “without rank,” or words to that effect, rather as something
infinitely precious is “beyond price.” However, significant imperial
offspring, both male and female, also had their place on the ladder of
rank. An example is the Princess whom Genji marries. The degree to
which Genji must honor her is soon a burden, and the burden becomes



still heavier when she is promoted in rank.

The Emperor was not obliged to recognize all his children, particularly
those from socially or politically insignificant mothers, but most of the
imperial children prominent in the tale are recognized. Except for Genji
himself, they are Princes and Princesses. In this book, a Prince (His
Highness) is therefore an Emperor's son whom that Emperor has formally
acknowledged and appointed to a suitable rank. The same can be said of
a Princess (Her Highness). However, “Princess” also covers an imperial
granddaughter in the male (not the female) line. For example,
Suetsumuhana is a Princess because she is the daughter of the Hitachi
Prince, whereas Aoi is not a Princess although her mother is one,
because Aoi's father (the Minister of the Left) is a commoner. The
personally daunting Aoi is of very high standing, and her father is
exceptionally powerful. Her weight in her world is incomparably greater
than that of the pathetic Suetsumuhana, whose father is in any case
dead. Nevertheless, Suetsumuhana carries an aura of imperial quality
that has not come down to Aoi. So do other Princesses in the tale, even
ones as disadvantaged as Oigimi and Naka no Kimi. Most of these
Princesses, whether first or second generation, inhabit a twilight zone
between imperial prestige and what seems to have been regarded as
sturdy commoner banality. A Princess can seldom marry without
marrying down (to a commoner), and that is reason enough that in
principle she should not marry at all; but as Retired Emperor Suzaku
observes in “Spring Shoots I,” she may be dangerously vulnerable to
scandal if she does not. Her position is often unhappy.

An Emperor who does not appoint a son as a Prince, but who
nonetheless prefers not to consign him to oblivion, can give him a
surname, which makes him a commoner. This is what Genji's father does
for Genji. In English, Genji is often called “Prince Genji,” but the usage
of this translation forbids that. “Prince” is a title formally conferred by
an Emperor on a son whom he wishes to recognize fully and to retain in
the imperial family. Before Genji receives his surname he is an imperial
son whose station in life remains to be determined, and afterward he is a



comimoner.

The Buddhist hierarchy glimpsed in the tale also deserves a word. A
ranking cleric is likely to be the brother of a distinguished official, a
Prince or Princess, or even an Emperor. Examples are Murasaki's great-
uncle, Suetsumuhana's brother, and probably the cleric who exorcises
Ukifune. The upper levels of the Buddhist hierarchy were often staffed
by sons of the highest aristocracy.

Narration, Courtesy, and Names

The narrator of Genji is acutely aware of social rank and assumes the
reader is, too. She seems to be a gentlewoman telling a tale to her
mistress, and the way she refers to the characters is in most cases
extremely discreet. The rare personal name she mentions is that of an
intimate male subordinate to a great lord or an occasional page girl.
Normally she refers to a character by official or customary title, if any.
Those who have one include court officials, male or female, and
Buddhist clerics. Officials move from title to title in the narration as their
careers progress.

A gentlewoman is designated by her meshina (“service name”), which,
as in the case of the author herself, alludes to a government organ or
post associated with a male relative. Several gentlewomen in the tale
therefore have the same meshina—for example, Chiijo (literally,
“Captain”) and Jija (literally, “Adviser”). In this book these meshina are
transliterated rather than translated, so that in practice they look like
names. Princesses as well as several Princes are known by number—for
example, First Princess (Onna Ichi no Miya), Second Princess (Onna Ni
no Miya), Third Princess (Onna San no Miya), or Third Prince (San no
Miya).

Women without a title or a meshina may have no personal appellation
at all in the narration. Aoi, Genji's first wife, is an example. Readers call
her Aoi only for convenience. “Murasaki,” like “Aoi,” resembles a name,
but the word actually starts out as a common noun alluding to Fujitsubo,
and it does not refer regularly to Murasaki until much later in the book.



A great lady (like, in historical practice, a great lord) may also be
designated by the place where she lives. Fyjitsubo, for example, lives in
the Fujitsubo (“Wisteria Pavilion”), a pavilion in the palace compound,;
Rokujo lives on Rokujo (“Sixth Avenue”); and the normal designation for
Murasaki in a large section of the work is Tai no Ue (approximately, “the
mistress [ue] of Genji's household, who lives in the wing [tai] of his
residence”). Other female characters are identified as daughters. Oigimi,
the traditional appellation of the elder Uji sister, simply means “elder
daughter”; Naka no Kimi means “younger daughter.”

Keeping track of the characters easily in the original requires an almost
instinctive grasp of its world, supported by memory and by the discreet,
context-dependent clues that the narration provides. That is why readers
long ago assigned the characters consistent designations after all. Most of
the women's (Ytigao, Oborozukiyo, Hanachirusato, Tamakazura, Ukifune,
and so on) are words from poems by them or addressed to them. An
outstanding example among the men, with their changing titles, is
Genji's oldest friend and colleague, To no Chiijo. To no Chiijo first
appears in the tale (chapter 1) as a Chamberlain Lieutenant (Kurodo no
Shosho), an initial appointment, and rises in time to the lofty office of
Chancellor (Okiotodo). However, the title by which readers know him
for convenience means Secretary Captain; it is the one he has in chapter
2. Genji, too, goes by his changing titles. The word “Genji” hardly
appears in the text.

This translation follows the usage of the original in spirit, if not always
in the letter. A character with an official or customary title (Captain,
Commander, Minister, Mistress of Staff, and so on) keeps it, and all such
titles are translated. A woman who lacks such a title appears as she does
in the original, so that women distinguished only by the occasional
“Princess” (Miya), “daughter” (himegimi), “his darling” (onnagimi), and so
on remain unnamed. To assist the reader, each chapter begins with a list
of characters (including designation in the translation, age, and
customary appellation). Where necessary, a note provides a spot
identification by customary appellation. Only these appellations appear



in the notes.

For the most exalted personages the translation also adopts certain
forms of address that acknowledge the social tie between the fictional
narrator and the character, or among the characters themselves.
Examples are “His Excellency” for a Minister or Chancellor, “Her
Highness” for a Princess, “Her Majesty” for an Empress, and “His
Eminence” for a Retired Emperor. Since this usage conveys recognition
of community (only someone in a Minister's own social world would call
him “His Excellency”), use of the title proper may be exploited in English
to convey distance. In the early chapters “the Minister” designates
preferentially the Minister of the Right, the political enemy of “our”
(Genji's) side, whereas “His Excellency” is Genji's father-in-law, the
Minister of the Left.

The only traditional name used throughout is that of Genji himself,
although his current title appears in direct speech or interior monologue.
The term of address reserved for him after his return from exile is “His
Grace.” Strictly speaking, “His Grace” might correspond better to the
title of Honorary Retired Emperor, which he receives only much later,
but the unique prestige he comes immediately to enjoy justifies this
liberty, which identifies him consistently to the reader while also
acknowledging his supreme distinction.

This feature of the original text has been retained to preserve the
character and structure of the social world that the narrator brings to
life. The fictional narrator speaks from within this structure, and for her,
good manners require conventional discretion. As a gentlewoman to a
great lady, she of course stands high in the overall population of her
time, counting from peasants up, but peasants and so on do not belong to
her world. Hers is that of the court, in which she has a modest place. Her
language must acknowledge this place, and it must also convey the way
her characters would think and talk about each other if they were real.

To put it another way, the absence of personal names from the
narration is another distancing device that screens a lord or lady's person
from the outsider's gaze. The holder of an official title, man or woman,



could properly be identified by that title or, sometimes, by residence, but
a personal name, even if recorded in a genealogy, was too private to use
in speech. The way the narrator refers to people affirms less their
individuality than their position in a complex of communally
acknowledged relations that was of absorbing interest to all. To give the
characters invariant designations (in effect, personal names) would
therefore be to shift the narrator's courtly stance toward a modern
egalitarian one. Sometimes it would also be to confuse a character (who
could not possibly know the traditional nickname of someone else in the
book) with the reader; to make one character privy to another's intimate
secrets; or even to make a character, or the narrator herself, speak with
offensive familiarity.

Poetry

Happily, the strictures of formality still left room for another mode of
communication, one outside the domain of hierarchically marked
language. This was poetry, then considered the noblest of all the arts. In
poetry people could address each other from the heart. Many early
anecdotes tell how an eloquent poem by someone of very low rank,
addressed to a superior, gained the person recognition as a fellow human
being. All of Japan's early literature includes poems (prose fiction may
have first crystallized around them), and The Tale of Genji contains 795.
Readers down the centuries have often valued them even above the
prose.

In the world evoked by the tale it was possible to speak or write a
poem for oneself, but poetry was first of all a matter of social necessity.
Courting required an exchange of poems, as did many other moments in
life, and someone distinctly inept at it was socially disadvantaged.
People learned to write by copying poems, they acquired the language of
poetry by memorizing a great many examples, and they confirmed what
they knew by composing more themselves. Although many poems in the
tale are spoken or written spontaneously, their spontaneity actually
reflects a mastery of complex rules of diction, vocabulary, and form.
Some poems achieved great heights of poignancy, passion, elegance, or



wit. Among the characters in The Tale of Genji, the “best poet” is said to
be the lady from Akashi.

The poems in question are called tanka (“short song”), waka (“Japanese
song”), or simply uta (“song”). Each consists of five subunits of 5-7-5-7-7
syllables, for a total of thirty-one. Tanka are usually written in one
unbroken line. They have no rhyme, which would be too easy and too
low in variety to be interesting, and no meter, since the language does
not lend itself to that either. Their character as poetry arises from a
range of sophisticated devices, including wordplay, that make most of
them extremely difficult to translate.

The poems in this book follow the tanka's syllabic form and are divided
into two centered lines, one of 5-7-5 syllables and the other of 7-7.
Syllabic count is, of course, not natural as a form in English, but it sets
the language of the poems off appropriately from that of the prose.
Observing it often requires more words in translation than the
polysyllabic original readily supplies, but the result suits poems
integrated into a prose narrative. However, the poems quoted in the
notes do not follow this form, being translated for basic meaning only.
The ones without author attribution are anonymous.

Readers and Reading in the Author's Time

In Murasaki Shikibu's world, the men (apart from clerics) were all
officials great or small. They studied philosophy, history, law, and so on
in Chinese, learned to write the Chinese language, and also composed
Chinese poetry—Chinese being the learned, written, formal language; its
status was similar to that of Latin in medieval Europe. They of course
composed poetry in Japanese as well, but fiction was in principle
beneath their dignity, since it was classified as worthless fantasy—an
idea hardly unique to early Japan. Still, some clearly knew about tales
anyway, and once Genji came to be widely admired, it was men who
most visibly championed its worth.

Women were not supposed to study Chinese, but some did. Murasaki
Shikibu wrote in her diary that she taught the Empress to read Chinese



poetry, although she had to do it in secret. Chinese was considered
unladylike. The tale describes a scholar's daughter who taught her lover
to write Chinese poetry and gentlewomen who liked to fill their letters
with Chinese characters, but such things were plainly not encouraged. A
lady who could read Chinese advertised her knowledge at her peril.

Prose fiction in phonetically written Japanese, with few Chinese
characters, was therefore especially for women. In Genji only women
openly read or listen to tales. In chapter 25 (“The Fireflies”) Genji is
talking to a young lady who has been copying out a tale for herself when
he launches into what is taken to be the author's own defense of fiction.
He seems to know a lot about tales, but he might claim, if asked, that he
has only overheard them being read aloud to other people.

A woman caught in strange or painful circumstances might comb tales
for examples like her own, just as an Emperor might review the formal
histories of China and Japan in search of a precedent for his plight, but
of course a tale's usual purpose was to entertain. A new tale in the
possession of an imperial wife might even make her company more
attractive to a young Emperor or Heir Apparent and so give her (hence
her family) an advantage over her rivals. Paintings play just that role in
chapter 17 (“The Picture Contest”). The Tale of Genji does not mention
anyone writing a tale, but in “The Picture Contest” gentlewomen, as well
as professional artists, paint illustrations for tales.

A great lady like an Empress would have owned copies of tales but
seems not to have read any on her own. Instead she listened while a
gentlewoman read the story aloud, exactly as in the case of Genji itself,
and she herself looked at the pictures. This has led some to talk of
“performance” merely supported by the written text. Seen this way, Genji
might resemble a script intended to accommodate adlibbing and
improvisation, and no doubt some gentlewomen did that well. However,
others believe the tale to be primarily a literary work. Certainly, it was
read silently from the start by lesser people fortunate enough to have
access to a copy. The Daughter of Takasue, for example, wrote that she
shut herself up in her room to read it day and night. Over the centuries,



countless readers have done the same.
Reading The Tale of Genji Today

The women of the world for which Genji was written had households
to run or lords and ladies to serve, and they could be busy with many
tasks, duties, or pastimes. Still, the pace of life was slow. The tale is for
readers who have time. Not only is it long, but it invites a degree of
reader participation—a kind of active absorption—that few
contemporary novels demand.

The narration is never in a hurry, and it follows interweaving, indirect
paths that may break off only to reappear later, like a stream that
sometimes flows underground. This may even have been more or less the
way the intended audience, especially the most exalted among them,
properly expressed themselves, either in conversation or on paper. One
young woman in the tale (the Omi Daughter) has decent looks and
intelligence, but she talks at breakneck speed, and this alone makes her
uncouth. Moreover, having just arrived from the country she does not
understand the courtly world she has so suddenly joined, and she has no
conception of the caution and decorum that should inform her every
gesture. She assumes that if she wants the honor of serving the Emperor
she need only ask, but she just makes a fool of herself instead.
Occasional comments by the narrator suggest that the height of
distinction in a great lady's speech could be for her voice to die away
before the end of her sentence and that a letter written in “ink now dark,
now vanishingly pale” could be particularly elegant. One not only spoke
softly and at a measured pace, one also nurtured ambition with
understatement and well-placed silence.

Moreover, the narration often juxtaposes elements and scenes rather
than stating a connection between them, leaving it up to the reader to
see and define the relationship between one thing and another. The
moments or scenes juxtaposed this way are not necessarily adjacent to
each other. They come together, if they do, only in the reader's mind,
thanks to memory and association encouraged by repeated reading, and
the connection is seldom demonstrably intended because the narrator



says nothing about it. Overlooking such possible links does not make the
tale difficult to understand, but it may make it appear more episodic or
fragmented than it actually is. Is Genji a series of loosely related stories
or does it have a larger narrative structure? The character of the
narration makes it difficult to decide, and to some extent the tale is what
the reader makes of it. Its reticences and silences solicit an informed and
engaged imagination.

The Tale as Fiction and History

The Tale of Genji has often been taken, understandably, for a sort of
documentary on court life in the author's time, but its hero is a plainly
fictional character. Scattered touches also suggest that the tale was
actually conceived as a historical novel and that Genji lived in the early
tenth century, nearly a hundred years before the author's time. For
example, he is a master of the kin, a Chinese musical instrument
prominent in the tale. Historical sources, however, show that the kin
dropped sharply in popularity after the mid-tenth century and that by
the author's time it was no longer played. Sure enough, when the aging
Genji finds himself obliged to teach someone the kin (“Spring Shoots I1”),
he complains that few people play it anymore.

What really betrays the tale as fiction, however, is simply that it is
more beautiful than life. Not every moment or action in it is pleasing,
and many are of course painful in one way or another. Rather, the
narration gives grace and harmony to things that might otherwise be too
tedious or distressing to sustain the reader's interest. It is as though the
author had painted an immensely long and accomplished picture scroll.
The scroll accurately conveys countless details of daily life, depicts
troubling scenes, and generally hints at humanity's more or less
deplorable failings. However, it selects and composes these things into
engaging sequences. At the close of some upsetting passages the narrator
actually observes that one would have wished to paint the scene.

The narrative displays many visually brilliant scenes, and its careful
attention to matters of costume is famous. However, this interest in
beautiful tableaux and in dress does not prove, as some have assumed,



that these nobles really spent all their time organizing visually perfect
moments, any more than the incense blending in chapter 32 (“The Plum
Tree Branch”) shows that they had little else to do but to enjoy incense.
If they had, and if they had always succeeded as well when they tried as
they do in the tale, such scenes would have been superfluous. The Tale of
Genji evokes a world in which many things, much of the time, are really
and truly done right for a change. Still, life's cruelties show clearly
enough through the grace of color and form—the form of manners,
words, and feelings as well as of things. The author saw life very clearly.

All this helps to make the tale more real than history. Its most
celebrated characters live more vividly in the imagination than anyone
known from historical documents, and their lives—their sufferings, their
disappointments, their failings, and their grace—have remained a major
legacy to the centuries that have passed since they were first conceived.
Although invented, they are also immortal. Even Genji's Rokujo estate,
lovingly reconstructed in drawings and models, is by far the most widely
known example of the domestic architecture of its time. That it never
existed makes no difference at all.

The Language of Genji

The words in The Tale of Genji are probably close to those spoken at the
court ten centuries ago. The text consists of expository narration, direct
speech, silent thought (interior monologue), occasional comments by the
narrator, and poems, all in a harmonious style that accommodates
variations of tone and mood, according to context and character. When
two high-ranking gentlemen discuss a delicate subject, their language
conveys the tension between them, and when scholars speak, their
jargon resembles a local dialect.

The style of the tale is indisputably a great literary achievement, but it
is also very difficult. Names are rare, and verbs seldom have a stated
subject. After eight hundred years of Genji scholarship, it is still possible
to argue that this or that speech or action should be attributed to
someone else. Moreover, the vocabulary is relatively restricted and the
available patterns of subordination relatively few. Neither the resources



of the language itself nor the requirements of discretion encourage
clarity of expression, and one feels sometimes as though the author is
pressing against the received constraints of her medium. Still, the
original was undoubtedly clearer then than it is now, and much of its
famous elusiveness may be due to later readers' ignorance of reference,
idiom, and telling turn of phrase.

Three linguistic features of the original deserve special comment. These
are its evenness of flow, the integral role played in it by grammatical
devices that indicate the speaker's social standing with respect to the
person addressed or discussed, and certain modal inflections of the verbs
in the narration.

The original has (with local exceptions) a lovely, smooth flow that
cannot be conveyed in English, which resists such unstressed evenness
word by word and sentence by sentence. However, one can still preserve
the length of some of the tale's many long sentences and at least follow
the original in avoiding blunt statement that might snag the reader's
attention on a solid mental object. For example, the original will say that
“Genji decided to act on his long-standing desire” rather than that “Genji
finally decided to become a monk,” and it will have a father “wish to see
his daughter advantageously settled” rather than have him eager to find
her a good husband. (The text has no stable term for either “marriage”
or “husband.”)

Polite and humble language may be the first issue mentioned when
someone Japanese wonders how the tale can be translated into English
at all. The modern Japanese language still makes it difficult to talk to or
about someone without defining one's standing vis-a-vis that person, and
other languages require similar linguistic acknowledgment of social
relationship; but not so contemporary English, which offers relatively
few means to achieve it. Appropriate diction and choice of vocabulary
can make up the difference a little, and so can added interjections like
“my lord” or “my lady,” but an English translation cannot help sounding
relatively informal.

Certain verbal inflections in Genji and other literature of its time have



become an issue in recent years. The chief of these is -keri, which seems
to indicate a verbal mode (rather than tense) that brings the events
narrated into the present. Some scholars, for whom this quality of
presence or immediacy is crucial to the sociopolitical significance of
women's literature including Genji, hold that to translate such literature
into the English past tense is to remove it from its audience in time and
so to denature it completely. However, English lacks such a verbal mode
of narrative immediacy, and translating into the present would not help,
since the present is still a tense, not a mode, and is in any case difficult
to sustain successfully throughout a long narration. In English, as in
other related languages, a tale is normally told mainly in the past, and as
a matter of naive reading experience it is untrue that events told in this
tense lose their immediacy for the reader or listener. The basic tense of
narration in this translation is therefore the past. However, most
passages of interior monologue are in the first-person present.

Calculating Time

A final matter concerns the months of the year and the ages of the
characters. The text often identifies the numbered month in which an
event takes place, but these are lunar, not solar, months, and they differ
from the months of the modern calendar. A lunar month is roughly six
weeks later than the solar month with the same number. For example,
the first day of the first lunar month is not the first of January, in the
middle of winter, but the first day of spring (mid-February).

By the fifteenth century, scholars had worked out at least the
approximate ages of most of the characters for each chapter, and these
ages are given here according to the Japanese method of counting. In
Japan, a child's first year is the calendar year of birth, and the child
enters his or her “second year” with the New Year. For example, a child
born in the twelfth month becomes “two” in the first month of the next
year, so that age leaps ahead of the Western count. Genji's listed age of
seventeen in chapter 2 means that he is in his seventeenth year and that
his age in English would normally be counted as sixteen. In other words,
all ages given are one year greater than in English usage.



The Illustrations

The illustrations in the text are details redrawn by a contemporary
artist from a wide range of medieval material, mainly painted scrolls
(emaki). Since nothing of the kind survives from the time of The Tale of
Genji itself, these choices are as close as possible to authentic depictions
of objects and scenes in the tale. A few—for example “Playing Go” in
chapter 3—are from Genji monogatari emaki (twelfth century), the
earliest known but unfortunately incomplete set of Genji illustrations.
Those interested in identifying the source of each picture should refer to
the Shogakukan edition of the original text, which includes the name of
the source in the caption.

The figures on the slipcase are from full-book-page block prints
included in one of the many editions of Kojitsu sosho (Compendium of
Ancient Usages), a collection of texts and illustrative material on
ceremonies, properties, costumes, and so on associated with Japan's
court and warrior aristocracies. This particular edition dates from the
first years of the twentieth century. Two are from a section illustrating
Heian court costume. The third, from a section on bugaku dances, shows
a masked dancer performing “Ryoo” (“The Warrior King”).



KIRITSUBO
The Paulownia Pavilion

Kiri means “paulownia tree” and tsubo “a small garden between
palace buildings.” Kiritsubo is therefore the name for the palace
pavilion that has a paulownia in its garden. The Emperor installs
Genji's mother there, so that readers have always called her Kiritsubo
no Koi (the Kiritsubo Intimate), although the text does not.



PERSONS
Genji, from birth through age 12
The Haven, Genji's mother (the Kiritsubo Intimate, Kiritsubo no Koi)
His Majesty, the Emperor, Genji's father (Kiritsubo no Mikado)
The Haven's mother, Genji's grandmother
The Emperor's eldest son, appointed Heir Apparent at 7 when Genji is 4 (Suzaku)
The Kokiden Consort, mother of the Heir Apparent
Yugei no Myobu, a gentlewoman in the Emperor's service
A physiognomist from Koma
The Right Grand Controller (Udaiben)
A Dame of Staff (Naishi no Suke)

Fujitsubo, daughter of an earlier Emperor, enters the palace at 16 when Genji is
11

His Highness of War, Fujitsubo's elder brother (Hyobukyo no Miya)

His Excellency, the Minister of the Left, becomes Genji's father-in-law at 46
(Sadaijin)

His daughter, Genji's wife, 16 at marriage when Genji is 12 (Aoi)
His son, the Chamberlain Lieutenant (To no Chiijo)
The Princess, the Emperor's sister, mother of Aoi and T6 no Chiijo (Omiya)

The Minister of the Right, grandfather of the Heir Apparent (Udaijin)



In a certain reign (whose can it have been?) someone of no very great

rank, among all His Majesty's Consorts and Intimates, enjoyed
exceptional favor. Those others who had always assumed that pride of
place was properly theirs despised her as a dreadful woman, while the
lesser Intimates were unhappier still. The way she waited on him day
after day only stirred up feeling against her, and perhaps this growing
burden of resentment was what affected her health and obliged her often
to withdraw in misery to her home; but His Majesty, who could less and

less do without her, ignored his critics until his behavior seemed bound
to be the talk of all.

From this sad spectacle the senior nobles and privy gentlemen could
only avert their eyes. Such things had led to disorder and ruin even in
China, they said, and as discontent spread through the realm, the
example of Yokihi! came more and more to mind, with many a painful
consequence for the lady herself; yet she trusted in his gracious and
unexampled affection and remained at court.

The Grand Counselor, her father, was gone, and it was her mother, a
lady from an old family, who saw to it that she should give no less to
court events than others whose parents were both alive and who enjoyed
general esteem; but lacking anyone influential to support her, she often
had reason when the time came to lament the weakness of her position.?

His Majesty must have had a deep bond with her in past lives as well,
for she gave him a wonderfully handsome son. He had the child brought
in straightaway,® for he was desperate to see him, and he was astonished
by his beauty. His elder son, born to his Consort the daughter of the
Minister of the Right, enjoyed powerful backing and was feted by all as
the undoubted future Heir Apparent, but he could not rival his brother in
looks, and His Majesty, who still accorded him all due respect, therefore
lavished his private affection on the new arrival.

Her rank had never permitted her to enter His Majesty's common
service.? His insistence on keeping her with him despite her fine
reputation and her noble bearing meant that whenever there was to be



music or any other sort of occasion, his first thought was to send for her.
Sometimes, after oversleeping a little, he would command her to stay on
with him, and this refusal to let her go made her seem to deserve
contempt;® but after the birth he was so attentive that the mother of his
firstborn feared that he might appoint his new son Heir Apparent over
her own. This Consort, for whom he had high regard, had been the first
to come to him, and it was she whose reproaches most troubled him and
whom he could least bear to hurt, for she had given him other children
as well.

Despite her faith in His Majesty's sovereign protection, so many
belittled her and sought to find fault with her that, far from flourishing,
she began in her distress to waste away. She lived in the Kiritsubo. His
Majesty had to pass many others on his constant visits to her, and no
wonder they took offense. On the far too frequent occasions when she
went to him, there might be a nasty surprise awaiting her along the
crossbridges and bridgeways, one that horribly fouled the skirts of the
gentlewomen who accompanied her or who came forward to receive her;
or, the victim of a conspiracy between those on either side, she might
find herself locked in a passageway between two doors that she could
not avoid, and be unable to go either forward or back. Seeing how she
suffered from such humiliations, endlessly multiplied as circumstances
favored her enemies' designs, His Majesty had the Intimate long resident
in the Koroden move elsewhere and gave it to her instead, for when he
wanted to have her nearby.® The one evicted nursed a particularly
implacable grudge.

In the child's third year his father gave him a donning of the trousers
just as impressive as his firstborn's, marshaling for the purpose all the
treasures in the Court Repository and the Imperial Stores. This only
provoked more complaints, but as the boy grew, he revealed such
marvels of beauty and character that no one could resent him. The
discerning could hardly believe their eyes, and they wondered that such
a child should have ever been born.

In the summer of that year His Majesty's Haven’ became unwell, but he



refused her leave to withdraw. He felt no alarm, since her health had
long been fragile, and he only urged her to be patient a little longer.
However, she worsened daily, until just five or six days later she was so
weak that her mother's tearful entreaties at last persuaded him to release
her. In fear of suffering some cruel humiliation even now, she left the
child behind and stole away.

Bridgeway

His Majesty, who could no longer keep her by him, suffered acutely to
think that he could not even see her off.® There she lay, lovely and ever
so dear, but terribly thin now and unable to tell him of her deep trouble
and sorrow because she lingered in a state of semiconsciousness—a sight
that drove from his mind all notion of time past or to come and reduced
him simply to assuring her tearfully, in every way he knew, how much

he loved her.

When she still failed to respond but only lay limp and apparently
fainting, with the light dying from her eyes, he had no idea what to do.
Even after issuing a decree to allow her the privilege of a hand carriage,
he went in to her again and could not bring himself to let her go. “You
promised never to leave me, not even at the end,” he said, “and you
cannot abandon me now! I will not let you!”

She was so touched that she managed to breathe:

“Now the end has come, and I am filled with sorrow that our ways must part:

the path I would rather take is the one that leads to life.
If only I had known...”

She seemed to have more to say but to be too exhausted to go on,



which only decided him, despite her condition, to see her through to
whatever might follow. He consented only unwillingly to her departure
when urgently reminded that excellent healers were to start prayers for
her that evening at her own home.

With his heart too full for sleep, he anxiously awaited dawn. He
expressed deep concern even before his messenger had time to come
back from her house. Meanwhile, the messenger heard lamenting and
learned that just past midnight she had breathed her last, and he
therefore returned in sorrow. This news put His Majesty in such a state
that he shut himself away, wholly lost to all around him.

He still longed to see his son, but the child was soon to withdraw, for
no

Hand carriage

precedent authorized one in mourning to wait upon the Emperor.® The
boy did not understand what the matter was, and he gazed in wonder at
the sobbing gentlewomen who had served his mother and at His
Majesty's streaming tears. Such partings!® are sad at the best of times,
and his very innocence made this one moving beyond words.

Now it was time to proceed with the customary funeral. Her mother
longed with many tears to rise with her daughter's smoke into the sky,
and she insisted on joining the gentlewomen in their carriage in the
funeral cortege. What grief she must have known on reaching Otagi,
where the most imposing rite was under way!

“With her body plain to see before me,” she said, “I feel that she is still
alive even though she is not, and I will therefore watch her turn to ash to



learn that she is really gone.”

She spoke composedly enough, but a moment later she was racked by
such a paroxysm of grief that she nearly fell from the carriage. “Oh, I
knew it!” the gentlewomen cried to each other, not knowing how to
console her.

A messenger came from the palace, followed by an imperial envoy who
read a proclamation granting the deceased the third rank.!! It was very
sad. His Majesty had never even named her a Consort, but it pained him
not to have done so, and he had wished at least to raise her a step in
dignity. Even this made many resent her further, but the wiser ones at
last understood that her loveliness in looks and bearing, and her sweet
gentleness of temper, had made her impossible actually to dislike. It was
His Majesty's unbecoming penchant for her, so his gentlewomen'? now
understood, that had made some treat her with cold disdain, and they
remembered her fondly for the warmth and kindness of her disposition.
It was a perfect example of “Now she is gone.”!3

As the dreary days slipped by, His Majesty saw carefully to each
succeeding memorial service.'* The passage of time did so little to
relieve his sorrow that he called none of his ladies to wait on him after
dark but instead passed day and night in weeping, and even those who
merely witnessed his state found the autumn very dewy indeed.

Carriage

“She meant so much to him that even dead she is a blight on one's
existence” summed up the sentiments of the Kokiden Consort,!> as
merciless as ever, on the subject. The mere sight of his elder son would
only remind His Majesty how much he preferred the younger, and he



would then send a trusted gentlewoman or nurse'® to find out how he
was getting on.

At dusk one blustery and suddenly chilly autumn day,'” His Majesty,
assailed more than ever by memories, dispatched the gentlewoman
dubbed Yugei no Myobu!® to his love's home; then, after she had left
under a beautiful evening moon,'® he lapsed again into reverie. He felt
her there beside him, just as she had always been on evenings like this
when he had called for music, and when her touch on her instrument, or
her least word to him, had been so much her own; except that he would
have preferred even to this vivid dream her simple reality in the dark.°

Myobu had no sooner arrived and gone in through the gate than
desolation touched her. The mother had kept the place up, despite being
a widow, and she had lived nicely enough out of fond concern for her
only daughter, but alas, now that grief had laid her low, the weeds grew
tall and looked cruelly blown about by the winds, until only moonlight
slipped smoothly through their tangles.

She had Myobu alight on the south side of the house.?! At first she
could not speak. “I keep wishing that I had not lived so long,” she said at
last, “and I am so ashamed now to see someone from His Majesty
struggle all the way to me through these weeds!” She wept as though it
were truly more than she could bear.

“The Dame of Staff told His Majesty how desperately sorry for you she
felt after her visit here, and how heartbroken she was,” Myobu replied;
“and even I, who pretend to no delicacy of feeling,?? understand what
she meant all too well.” Then, after composing herself a little, she
delivered His Majesty's message.?*

“For a time I was sure that I must be dreaming, but now that the
turmoil in my mind has subsided, what I still find acutely painful is to
have no one with whom to talk over what needs to be done. Would you
be kind enough to visit me privately? I am anxious about my son and
disturbed that he should be surrounded every day by such grieving.
Please come soon.’



“He kept breaking into tears and never really managed to finish, but he
knew all too well, as I could see, that to another he might not be looking
very brave, and I felt so much for him that I hurried off to you before I
had actually heard all he had to say.” Then Myobu gave her His
Majesty's letter.

“Though tears darken my eyes,” the lady said, “by the light of his most
wise and gracious words...” And she began to read.

“I had thought that time might bring consolations to begin lightening
my sorrow, but as the passing days and months continue to disappoint
me, I hardly know how to bear my grief. Again and again my thoughts
go to the little boy, and it troubles me greatly that I cannot look after
him with you. Do come and see me in memory of days now gone...” He
had written with deep feeling and had added the poem:

“Hearing the wind sigh, burdening with drops of dew all Miyagi Moor,

my heart helplessly goes out to the little hagi frond.”?*
But she could not read it to the end.

“Now that I know how painful it is to live long,” she said, “I am
ashamed to imagine what that pine must think of me,* and for that
reason especially I would not dare to frequent His Majesty's Seat.2° It is
very good indeed of him to favor me with these repeated invitations, but
I am afraid that I could not possibly bring myself to go. His son, on the
other hand, seems eager to do so, although I am not sure just how much
he understands, and while it saddens me that he should feel that way, I
cannot blame him. Please let His Majesty know these, my inmost
thoughts. I fear that the child's dignity will suffer if he remains here, for I
am a creature of misfortune, and it would be wrong for him to stay.”

The little boy was asleep. “I had wanted to see him so that I could
report on him to His Majesty,” Myobu said as she prepared to hasten
away, “but I am expected back. It must be very late by now.”

“I would so like to talk to you longer, to lift a little of the unbearable
darkness from my heart,”?” she replied. “Please come to see me on your
own, too, whenever you wish. You always used to visit at happy, festive



times, and seeing you here now on so sad an errand reminds one how
very painful life is. We had such hopes for her from the time she was
born, and my husband, the late Grand Counselor, kept urging me almost
until his last breath to achieve his ambition for her and have her serve
His Majesty. ‘Do not lose heart and give up,’ he said, ‘just because I am
gone.’ So I did send her, although I felt that if she had to enter palace
service without anyone to support her properly, it might be wiser to
refrain; because what mattered to me was to honor his last wishes.
Unfortunately, His Majesty became far more fond than was right of
someone who did not deserve that degree of favor, but she seems to have
borne the disgraceful treatment she received and to have continued
serving him until the growing burden of others' jealousy, and the
increasing unpleasantness to which she was subjected, led her to break
down as she did; and that is why I wish that His Majesty had not cared
for her so much. I suppose I only say that, though, because her loss has
plunged me into such terrible shadows...” Her voice trailed off and she
wept.

By now it was very late. “His Majesty feels as you do,” Myobu assured
her. “‘I now understand,” he says, ‘how damaging my love for her really
was, because the way I insisted despite my better judgment on favoring
her to the point of scandal meant that it could not have gone on very
long. I had no wish to offend anyone, and yet because of her I provoked
resentment in those whom I should not have hurt, only to lose her in the
end and to linger on inconsolable, a sorrier spectacle now than I ever
made of myself before. I wish I knew what in my past lives could have
brought all this upon me.’ This is what he says again and again, and as
he does so, he is never far from weeping.”

Myobu talked on and at last said tearfully, “It is now very late, and I
must not let the night go by without bringing His Majesty your answer.”
She hastily prepared to return to the palace.

The moon was setting in a beautifully clear sky, the wind had turned
distinctly cold, and the crickets crying from among the grasses seemed to
be calling her to weep with them, until she could hardly bear to leave



this house of humble misery.
“Bell crickets may cry until they can cry no more, but not so for me,

for all through the endless night my tears will fall on and on,”

she said. She could not get into her carriage.
“Here where crickets cry more and more unhappily in thinning grasses

you who live above the clouds bring still heavier falls of dew.
I would soon have been blaming you,” the answer came.?®

This was no time for pretty parting gifts, and she gave Myobu instead,
in her daughter's memory, some things that she had saved for just such
an occasion: a set of gowns and some accessories that her daughter had
used to put up her hair.

The young gentlewomen who had served her daughter were of course
saddened by the loss of their mistress, but they missed the palace now
they were used to it, and memories of His Majesty moved them to urge
that his son should move there as quickly as possible; but she felt sure
that people would disapprove if one as illfated as herself were to
accompany him, and since she also knew how much she worried
whenever he was out of sight, she could not bring herself to let him go.

Myobu felt a pang of sympathy when she found that His Majesty had
not yet retired for the night. The garden court was in its autumn glory,
and on the pretext of admiring it he had quietly called into attendance
four or five of his most engaging gentlewomen, with whom he was now
conversing. Lately he had been spending all his time examining
illustrations of “The Song of Unending Sorrow” commissioned by
Emperor Uda, with poems by Ise and Tsurayuki;?® and other poems as
well, in native speech or in Chinese, as long as they were on that theme,
which was the constant topic of his conversation.

He questioned Myobu carefully about her visit, and she told him in
private how sad it had been. Then he read the lady's reply. She had
written, “Your Majesty's words inspire such awe that I am unworthy to
receive them; confusion overwhelms me in the presence of sentiments so



gracious.
“Ever since that tree whose boughs took the cruel winds withered and was lost

my heart is sorely troubled for the little hagi frond,”

and so on—a rather distracted letter, although His Majesty understood
how upset she still was and no doubt forgave her.3° He struggled in vain
to control himself, despite his resolve to betray no strong emotion. A
rush of memories even brought back the days when he had first known
his love, and he was shocked to realize how long he had already been
without her, when once he had so disliked her briefest absence.

“I had wanted her mother to feel it was worthwhile to have her enter
my service,” he said, “as the late Grand Counselor at his death had urged
her to do. What a shame!” He felt very sorry. “At any rate, I should be
able to do something for my son, as long as he grows up properly. She
must take care that she lives to see it.”

Myobu showed him the gifts she had received. If only this were the
hairpin that she sent back from beyond, he thought;*!' but, alas, it was
not. He murmured,

“O that I might find a wizard to seek her out, that I might then know

2

at least from distant report where her dear spirit has gone.

A superb artist had done the paintings of Yokihi, but the brush can
convey only so much, and her picture lacked the breath of life. The face,
so like the lotuses in the Taieki Lake or the willows by the Mi6 Palace,>?
was no doubt strikingly beautiful in its Chinese way, but when he
remembered how sweet and dear his love had been, he found himself
unable to compare her to flowers or birdsong. Morning and evening he
had assured her that they would share a wing in flight as birds or their
branches as trees,*? but then she had died, and the resulting vanity of his
promises filled him with unending sorrow.

The sound of the wind and the calling of crickets only deepened his
melancholy, and meanwhile he heard the Kokiden Consort, who had not
come for so long now to wait on him after dark, making the best of a
beautiful moon by playing music far into the night. He did not like it and



wished it would stop. Those gentlewomen and privy gentlemen who
knew his mood found that it grated upon their ears. The offender, willful
and abrasive, seemed determined to behave as though nothing had
happened.

The moon set.
“When above the clouds tears in a veil of darkness hide the autumn moon,

how could there be light below among the humble grasses?”3*

His Majesty murmured, his thoughts going to the lady whom Myobu
had recently left, and he stayed up until the lamp wicks had burned
out.*®

It must have been the hour of the Ox,3® because he heard the Right
Gate Watch reporting for duty. He then retired to his curtained bed, for
he did not wish to make himself conspicuous, but still he could not sleep.
He remembered when morning came, and it was time to rise, how once
he had not even known that daybreak was upon him,3” and again he
seemed likely to miss his morning session in council.

He only went through the motions of breaking his fast and took no
greater interest in his midday meal, until all who served him grieved to
see his state. Those in close attendance upon him, ladies and gentlemen
alike, murmured anxiously about how disturbing it all was. Perhaps he
had been fated to love her, but for him to have ignored the reproofs and
the anger of so many, to have flouted for her sake the standards of
proper conduct, and even now to ignore public affairs as he was doing—
this, they all whispered, was most unfortunate, and they cited in this
connection events in the land beyond the sea.®

In time the little boy went to join his father in the palace. He was
turning out to be so handsome that he hardly seemed of this world at all,
and for His Majesty this aroused a certain dread.®® The next spring, when
His Majesty was to designate the Heir Apparent, he longed to pass over
his elder son in favor of his younger, but since the younger lacked
support,*® and since in any case the world at large would never accept
such a choice, he desisted for the boy's sake and kept his desire to



himself. “He could hardly go that far,” people assured one another, “no
matter how devoted to him he may be.” The Kokiden Consort was
relieved.™

As for the grandmother, she remained inconsolable and wished only to
join her daughter, which no doubt is why she, too, to His Majesty's
boundless sorrow, at last passed away. The boy was then entering his
sixth year. This time he understood what had happened, and he cried.
Toward the end, she who had been close to him for so long spoke again
and again of how sad she was to leave him.

Now the boy was permanently in attendance at the palace. When he
reached his seventh year, His Majesty had him perform his first reading,
which he carried off with such unheard-of brilliance that his father was
frankly alarmed. “Surely none of you can dislike him now,” he said;
“after all, he no longer has a mother. Please be nice to him.” When he
took him to the Kokiden, the Consort there let him straight through her
blinds and would not release him, for the sight of him would have
brought smiles to the fiercest warrior, even an enemy one. She had given
His Majesty two daughters, but by no stretch of the imagination could
either be compared with him. Nor did any other imperial lady hide from
him, because he was already so charmingly distinguished in manner that
they found him a delightful and challenging playmate. Naturally he
applied himself to formal scholarship,** but he also set the heavens
ringing with the music of strings and flute. In fact, if I were to list all the
things at which he excelled, I would only succeed in making him sound
absurd.

During this time His Majesty learned that a delegation from Koma*?
included an expert physiognomist, and since it would have contravened
Emperor Uda's solemn admonition to call him to the palace, he instead
sent his son secretly to the Korokan.** The Right Grand Controller,
charged with taking him there, presented him as his own.



Blinds

The astonished physiognomist nodded his head again and again in
perplexity. “He has the signs of one destined to become the father of his
people and to achieve the Sovereign's supreme eminence,” he said, “and
yet when I see him so, I fear disorder and suffering. But when I see him
as the future pillar of the court and the support of all the realm, there
again appears to be a mismatch.”

The Controller himself was a man of deep learning, and his
conversation with the visitor was most interesting. They exchanged
poems, and when the physiognomist, who was soon to leave, made a
very fine one expressing joy at having met so extraordinary a boy,
together with sorrow upon parting from him, the boy composed some
moving lines of his own, which the visitor admired extravagantly before
presenting him with handsome gifts. The visitor, too, received many
gifts, conveyed to him from His Majesty. News of this encounter got
about, as such news will, and although His Majesty never mentioned it,
the Minister of the Right, the Heir Apparent's grandfather, wondered
suspiciously what it might mean.

His Majesty was greatly impressed to find that the visitor's reading
tallied with one that he had obtained in his wisdom through the art of
physiognomy as practiced in Japan, and on the strength of which he had
refrained from naming his son a Prince. He therefore decided that rather
than set the boy adrift as an unranked Prince,* unsupported by any
maternal relative, he would assure him a more promising future (since,
after all, his own reign might be brief) by having him serve the realm as
a commoner; and in this spirit he had him apply himself more diligently



than ever to his studies. It was a shame to make a subject of him,
considering his gifts, but he was bound to draw suspicion as a Prince,
and when consultation with an eminent astrologer only confirmed this
prediction, His Majesty resolved to make him a Genji.*°

Month after month, year after year, His Majesty never forgot his lost
Haven. After summoning several likely prospects, he sorrowfully
concluded that he would never find her like again in this world, but then
he heard from a Dame of Staff about another possibility: the fourth child
of a former Emperor, a girl known for her beauty and brought up by her
mother, the Empress, with the greatest care. Owing that Emperor her
office as she did, the Dame had served the young lady's mother
intimately as well, and so she had known her, too, from infancy; in fact,
she saw her from time to time even now. “In all my three reigns of
service at court,*” I have seen no one like Your Majesty's late Haven,” she
said, “but the Princess I refer to has grown to be very like her. She is a
pleasure to look at.”

His Majesty approached the mother with great circumspection, eager
to discover the truth of this report. She received his proposal with alarm,
because she knew how unpleasant the Heir Apparent's mother could be,
and she shrank from exposing her daughter to the blatant contempt with
which this Consort had treated her Kiritsubo rival. So it was that she
passed away before she could bring herself to consent. Once the
daughter was alone, His Majesty pressed his suit earnestly, assuring her
that she would be to him as a daughter of his own.*® Her gentlewomen,
those properly concerned with her interests,*® and her elder brother, His
Highness of War, all agreed that she would be far better off at the palace
than forlorn at home, and they therefore insisted that she should go.

She was called Fujitsubo. She resembled that other lady to a truly
astonishing degree, but since she was of far higher standing, commanded
willing respect, and could not possibly be treated lightly, she had no
need to defer to anyone on any matter. His Majesty had clung all too
fondly to his old love, despite universal disapproval, and he did not
forget her now, but in a touching way his affection turned to this new



arrival, who was a great consolation to him.

None of His Majesty's ladies could remain shy with the young Genji,
especially the one he now saw so often, because he hardly ever left his
father's side. All of them took pride in their looks, no doubt with good
reason, but they were no longer in the first blush of youth, whereas the
new Princess was both young and charming, and Genji naturally caught
glimpses of her, although she did what she could to keep out of his sight.
He had no memory of his mother, but his youthful interest was aroused
when the Dame of Staff told him how much the Princess resembled her,
and he wanted always to be with her so as to contemplate her to his
heart's content.

His Majesty, who cared so deeply for both of them, asked her not to
maintain her reserve. “I am not sure why,” he said, “but it seems right to
me that he should take you for his mother. Do not think him uncivil. Just
be kind to him. His face and eyes are so like hers that your own
resemblance to her makes it look quite natural.” Genji therefore lost no
chance offered by the least flower or autumn leaf to let her know in his
childish way how much he liked her. His Majesty's fondness for her
prompted the Kokiden Consort to fall out with her as she had done with
Genji's mother, until her old animosity returned and she took an aversion
to Genji as well.

Coming-of-age ceremony

Genji's looks had an indescribably fresh sweetness, one beyond even
Her Highness's celebrated and, to His Majesty, peerless beauty, and this
moved people to call him the Shining Lord. Since Fujitsubo made a pair
with him, and His Majesty loved them both, they called her the Sunlight
Princess.



His Majesty was reluctant to spoil Genji's boyish charm, but in Genji's
twelfth year he gave him his coming of age, busying himself personally
with the preparations and adding new embellishments to the ceremony.
Lest the event seem less imposing than the one for the Heir Apparent,
done some years ago in the Shishinden, and lest anything go amiss, he
issued minute instructions for the banquets to be offered by the various
government offices and for the things normally provided by the Court
Repository and Imperial Granary, eliciting from them perfection in all
they supplied.

He had his throne face east from the outer, eastern chamber of his
residence, with the seats for the young man and his sponsor, the
Minister, before him.>° Genji appeared at the hour of the Monkey. His
Majesty appeared to regret that Genji would never look again as he did
now, with his hair tied in twin tresses®! and his face radiant with the
freshness of youth. The Lord of the Treasury and the Chamberlain®? did
their duty. The Lord of the Treasury was plainly sorry to cut off such
beautiful hair, and His Majesty, who wished desperately that his Haven
might have been there to see it, needed the greatest self-mastery not to
weep.

All present shed tears when, after donning the headdress and
withdrawing to the anteroom, Genji then reappeared in the robes of a
man and stepped down into the garden to salute his Sovereign. His
Majesty, of course, was still more deeply moved, and in his mind he
sadly reviewed the past, when the boy's mother had been such a comfort
to him. He had feared that Genji's looks might suffer once his hair was
put up, at least while he remained so young, but not at all: he only
looked more devastatingly handsome than ever.




Twin tresses

By Her Highness®® his wife the sponsoring Minister had a beloved only
daughter in whom the Heir Apparent had expressed interest, but whom
after long hesitation he felt more inclined to offer to Genji instead. When
he had sounded out the Emperor's own feelings on the matter, His
Majesty replied, “Very well, she may be just the companion for him,>*
now that he seems no longer to have anyone looking after him”; and this
had encouraged His Excellency to proceed.

Genji withdrew to the anteroom and then took the very last seat
among the Princes,> while the assembled company enjoyed their wine.
His Excellency dropped hints to him about this marriage, but Genji was
at a bashful age and gave him no real response. Then a lady from the
Office of Staff sent His Excellency a message from His Majesty, requiring
his presence, and His Excellency obeyed forthwith.>°

One of His Majesty's gentlewomen took the gifts from his own hands to
bestow them on His Excellency. They included, according to custom, a
white, oversize woman's gown>” and a set of women's robes. On handing
him the wine cup, His Majesty gave pointed expression to his feelings:

“Into that first knot to bind up his boyish hair did you tie the wish

that enduring happiness be theirs through ages to come?”>8
“In that very mood I tied his hair with great prayers bound henceforth to last,

just as long as the dark hue of the purple does not fade,”

His Excellency replied before stepping down from the long bridge®® to
perform his obeisance. There he received a horse from the Left Imperial
Stables and a perched falcon from the Chamberlains' Office. The Princes
and senior nobles then lined up below the steps,®° each to receive his
gift.

The delicacies in cypress boxes and the fruit baskets had been prepared
for the Emperor that day by the Right Grand Controller, at His Majesty's
own command. There were so many rice dumplings and so many chests
of cloth,®! certainly more than when the Heir Apparent came of age, that
there was hardly any room for them all. It was in fact Genji's ceremony



that displayed truly magnificent liberality.

That evening His Majesty sent Genji to the Minister's residence, where
His Excellency welcomed him and gave the ensuing rite®? a dazzling
brilliance. The family found Genji preternaturally attractive, despite his
still being such a child, but His Excellency's daughter, somewhat older,
thought him much too young and was ashamed that he should suit her
so poorly.

His Excellency enjoyed His Majesty's highest regard, and the Princess
who had borne him his daughter was moreover His Majesty's full sister.
Both were therefore of supreme distinction, and the Minister of the Right
cut a poor figure now that Genji had joined them, too, despite being
destined one day to rule the realm as the grandfather of the Heir
Apparent. His Excellency had many children by various ladies. By Her
Highness he had, apart from his daughter, a very young and promising
Chamberlain Lieutenant®® whom the Minister of the Right had wished to
secure as a son-in-law, even though he was hardly on good terms with
the young man's father, and whom he had therefore matched with his
beloved fourth daughter. He treated the young man just as well as Genji's
father-in-law treated Genji, and the two sons-in-law got on perfectly
together.

Genji was not free to live at home,®* for His Majesty summoned him
too often. In his heart he saw only Fujitsubo's peerless beauty. Ah, he
thought, she is the kind of woman I want to marry; there is no one like
her! His Excellency's daughter was no doubt very pretty and well
brought up, but he felt little for her because he had lost his boyish heart
to someone else; indeed, he had done so to the point of pain.

Now that Genji was an adult, His Majesty no longer allowed him
through Fuyjitsubo's curtains to be with her as before. Whenever there
was music, he would accompany her koto on his flute; this and the faint
sound of her voice through the blinds®® were his consolations, and he
wanted never to live anywhere but in the palace. Only after waiting
upon His Majesty for five or six days might he now and again put in two
or three at His Excellency's, but he was so young that the Minister did



not really mind, and he treated his son-in-law generously. His Excellency
selected the least ordinary among the available gentlewomen for Genji's
service. These entered with him into his favorite pastimes and looked
after him very well.

His residence at the palace was the Kiritsubo, as before, and His
Majesty kept his mother's gentlewomen together so as to have them
serve him in turn. He also decreed that the Office of Upkeep and the
Office of Artisans should rebuild his mother's home, which they did
beautifully. The layout of the trees and garden hills was already very
pleasant, but with much bustle and noise they handsomely enlarged the
lake. Genji kept wishing with many sighs that he had a true love to come
and live with him there.

They say that his nickname, the Shining Lord, was given him in praise
by the man from Koma.



HAHAKIGI
The Broom Tree

Hahakigi (“broom tree”) is a plant from which
brooms were indeed made and that had the poetic
reputation of being visible from afar and of
disappearing as one approached. As the chapter title,
it alludes to an exchange of poems between Genji and
a woman who has frustrated him by making herself
inaccessible. He writes:



“I who never knew what it was the broom tree meant now wonder to find
the road to Sonohara led me so far from my way.”

She answers:



“Stricken with regret to have it known she was born in a humble home,
the broom tree you briefly glimpsed fades and is soon lost to view.”

RELATIONSHIP TO PRECEDING CHAPTER

The last distinct event mentioned in “The Paulownia Pavilion,” Genji's marriage
to Aoi, takes place when he is twelve. At the beginning of “The Broom Tree” he is
seventeen. The tale says nothing about the intervening years, save for an allusion
in this chapter to at least an attempted affair with Asagao.

PERSONS
Genji, a Captain in the Palace Guards, age 17

The Secretary Captain, Genji's friend and brother-in-law (T0 no Chiijo)

The Chief Left Equerry (Sama no Kami)

The Fujiwara Aide of Ceremonial (To Shikibu no Jo)
His Excellency, the Minister of the Left,
Genji's father-in-law, 51 (Sadaijin)
Genji's wife, 21 (Aoi)
Chiinagon, a gentlewoman in service at His Excellency's
Nakatsukasa, a gentlewoman in service at His Excellency's

The Governor of Kii, a retainer of the Minister of the Left (Ki no Kami)

The Iyo Deputy, father of the Governor of Kii and husband of Utsusemi (Iyo no
Suke)

The daughter of His Highness of Ceremonial (Asagao)
A young woman, the stepmother of the Governor of Kii (Utsusemi)
Utsusemi's younger brother, 12 or 13 (Kogimi)

Chijo, Utsusemi's gentlewoman



Shining Genji: the name was imposing, but not so its bearer's many

deplorable lapses; and considering how quiet he kept his wanton ways,
lest in reaching the ears of posterity they earn him unwelcome fame,
whoever broadcast his secrets to all the world was a terrible gossip. At
any rate, opinion mattered to him, and he put on such a show of
seriousness that he started not one racy rumor. The Katano Lieutenant!
would have laughed at him!

While Genji was still a Captain, he felt at home nowhere but in the
palace, and he went to His Excellency's only now and then. The
household sometimes suspected his thoughts of being “all in a hopeless
tangle”? over another woman, but actually he had no taste for frivolous,
trite, or impromptu affairs. No, his way was the rare amour fraught with
difficulty and heartache, for he did sometimes do things he ought not to
have done.

The early summer rains were falling and falling, while at the palace
seclusion® went on and on, so that he was there even longer than usual;
but although at His Excellency's there was concern and annoyance, they
still sent him clothing of every kind and in the height of fashion, and his
brothers-in-law spent all their time at the palace in his rooms.

One,* Her Highness's son and like Genji a Captain, was a particularly
close friend with whom he shared music and other amusements more
willingly than with anyone else. The residence of the Minister of the
Right,> where the young man was looked after so gladly, thoroughly
depressed him, and he had a marked taste for romantic forays elsewhere.
Even at home he had his room done up in style, and in Genji's comings
and goings he kept him such constant company that the two were
together day and night for both study and music, at which he was nearly
as quick as Genji himself, until he naturally dropped all reserve with
Genji, told him whatever was on his mind, and treated him as a bosom
friend.



Cabinet

It had been raining all the dull day long and on into an equally wet
evening. There was hardly anyone in the privy chamber, and Genji's own
room seemed unusually quiet as the two of them read beside the lamp.
When the Secretary Captain took some letters on paper of various colors
from a nearby cabinet shelf and betrayed curiosity about them, Genji
demurred. “You may look at the ones that do not matter. Some could be
embarrassing, though.”

“But it is just the ones you think so personal and compromising that
interest me,” the Secretary Captain complained. “Even I get perfectly
ordinary letters from ladies of one rank or another, in the course of my
correspondence with them. The letters worth reading are those sent
when the writer was angry, or when dusk was falling and she anxiously
awaited her lover's coming.”

Of course, as he well knew, Genji would hardly leave the important
ones, the ones that must be kept secret, lying about on a shelf in plain
view; he would have them put away somewhere, out of sight, which
meant that these must be of only minor interest. “What a variety!” he
exclaimed as he glanced over each, guessing at the sender and getting
her now right, now quite wrong.® Genji was amused, but with laconic
replies he managed in one way or another to put his friend off the track
and to hide what he wished to hide.

“You are the one who must have a collection,” Genji said. “I should
like to see it. Then I would gladly open this whole cabinet to you.”

“I cannot imagine that I have any you would wish to read.” The



Secretary Captain then took this occasion to observe, “I have finally
realized how rarely you will find a flawless woman, one who is simply
perfect. No doubt there are many who seem quite promising, write a
flowing hand, give you back a perfectly acceptable poem, and all in all
do credit enough to the rank they have to uphold, but you know, if you
insist on any particular quality, you seldom find one who will do. Each
one is all too pleased with her own accomplishments, runs others down,
and so on. While a girl is under the eye of her adoring parents and living
a sheltered life bright with future promise, it seems men have only to
hear of some little talent of hers to be attracted. As long as she is pretty
and innocent, and young enough to have nothing else on her mind, she
may well put her heart into learning a pastime that she has seen others
enjoy, and in fact she may become quite good at it. And when those who
know her” disguise her weaknesses and advertise whatever passable
qualities she may have so as to present them in the best light, how could
anyone think ill of her, having no reason to suspect her of being other
than she seems? But when you look further to see whether it is all true, I
am sure you can only end up disappointed.”

He sighed portentously, whereupon Genji, who seemed to have
reached on his own at least some of the same conclusions, asked with a
smile, “But do you suppose any girl could have nothing to recommend
her?”

“Who would be fool enough to be taken in by one as hopeless as that? I
am sure that the utter failure with nothing to commend her and the one
so superior as to be a wonder are equally rare. When a girl is highborn,®
everyone’ pampers her and a lot about her remains hidden, so that she
naturally seems a paragon. Those of middle birth!? are the ones among
whom you can see what a girl really has to offer and find ways to
distinguish one from another. As for the lowborn,!! they hardly matter.”

His apparent familiarity with his subject aroused Genji's curiosity. “I
wonder about these levels of yours, though—the high, the middle, and
the low. How can you tell who belongs to which? Some are born high
and yet fall and sink to become nobodies, while common gentlemen!?



rise to become senior nobles, pride themselves on the way they do up
their houses, and insist on conceding nothing to anyone. How can you
draw the line between these two?”

Just then the Chief Left Equerry and the Fujiwara Aide of Ceremonial
came in to join the seclusion. The Secretary Captain welcomed both as
enterprising lovers as well as great talkers, and they went straight into a
heated discussion of how to tell women of one level from those of
another. They told some astonishing stories.

The Secretary Captain declared, “On the subject of those who rise high
without being born to it, society does not actually feel quite the same
about them, despite their rank, while as for those who once stood high
but now lack means, times turn bad, and they decline until they have
nothing left but their pride and suffer endless misfortune. Either group, I
think, belongs to the middle grade.

“Even among those known as Governors, whose function it is to
administer the provinces and whose grade is certainly fixed, there are
actually different levels, and these days you can find considerable figures
among them. What is a pleasure to see, more so than any mediocre
senior noble, is a man of the fourth rank, qualified for Consultant,!® with
a solid reputation, from no unworthy stock, and with an easy and
confident manner. His house boasts every luxury, and all those daughters
of his, showered with love and dazzling wealth, grow up in grand style.
Girls like that often do better in palace service than you might imagine.”

“I suppose the thing is to keep an eye out for a father with means,”
Genji said, smiling, and the Secretary Captain grumbled, “I do not know
how you can say that. It does not sound like you at all!”

“When a girl's rank at birth and her reputation agree,” the Chief
Equerry observed, “when she commands general respect but is still
disappointing in her person and her behavior, you obviously cannot help
wondering sadly why she turned out like that. Of course, when her
personal qualities match her rank, you take them for granted and are not
surprised. The highest of the high, though, are beyond my ken, and I had



better say nothing about them.

“Anyway, the really fascinating girl is the one of whom no one has ever
heard, the strangely appealing one who lives by herself, hidden away in
some ruinous, overgrown old house; because, never having expected
anyone like her, you wonder what she is doing there and cannot help
wanting to know her better. Her father is a miserable, fat old man, her
brother's face is none too prepossessing either, and there she is in the
women's quarters, far at the back, where you expect nothing unusual:
proud, spirited, and giving a touch of distinction to everything she does.
Even if she has her limits after all, how could a surprise like that fail to
delight anyone? Compared to someone truly flawless, she of course falls
short, but for what she is, she is hard to let go.” He glanced at the Aide
of Ceremonial, who seemed to take this as a reference to his own well-
regarded sisters, since he kept his peace.

Oh, come now, Genji thought, it is rare enough to find anyone like that
among the highborn! Over soft, layered white gowns he had on only a
dress cloak, unlaced at the neck,'* and, lying there in the lamplight,
against a pillar, he looked so beautiful that one could have wished him a
woman. For him, the highest of the high seemed hardly good enough.

They talked on about one woman and another until the Chief Equerry
remarked, “Many do very well for an affair, but when you are choosing
your own for good, you may not easily find what you want. It is
probably just as difficult to find a truly capable man to uphold the realm
in His Majesty's service, but however demanding that sort of post may
be, it takes more than one or two to govern, and that is why those above
are assisted by those below and why inferiors obey their superiors and
defer willingly to them. Think of the one and only who is to run your
little household, and you realize how many important things there are to
be done right. Even granting that having this she is bound to lack that,
and that you have to take the good with the bad, very few can manage
honorably, and so even if I do not recommend pursuing women forever
in order to compare them all, I can hardly blame the man who is starting
out to make his choice and who, to help himself make up his mind, looks



around a little to find one he really likes—one who does not need him to
tell her how to do every little thing. Things may not always work out
perfectly, but the man who cannot bring himself to abandon a woman
once he has made her his own deserves respect, and his constancy is also
a credit to the woman with whom he keeps faith. It is true, though, that
my own experience of couples has shown me no especially admirable or
inspiring examples. And you young lords'®> who pick and choose among
the most exalted, what height of perfection does it take to gain your
approval?

“As long as a girl has looks and youth enough, she avoids anything that
might soil her name. Even when composing a letter, she takes her time
to choose her words and writes in ink faint enough to leave you bemused
and longing for something clearer; then, when at last you get near
enough to catch her faint voice, she speaks under her breath, says next to
nothing, and proves to be an expert at keeping herself hidden away.
Take this for sweetly feminine wiles, and passion will lure you into
playing up to her, at which point she turns coy. This, I think, is the worst
flaw a girl can have.

Hair tucked behind the ears

“A wife's main duty is to look after her husband, so it seems to me that
one can do quite well without her being too sensitive, ever so delicate
about the least thing, and all too fond of being amused. On the other
hand, with a dutiful, frumpish housewife who keeps her sidelocks tucked
behind her ears and does nothing but housework, the husband who
leaves in the morning and comes home at night, and who can hardly
turn to strangers to chat about how so-and-so is getting on in public or



private or about whatever, good or bad, may have happened to strike
him and is entitled to expect some understanding from the woman who
shares his life, finds instead, when he feels like discussing with her the
things that have made him laugh or cry, or perhaps have inflamed him
with righteous indignation and are now demanding an outlet, that all he
can do is avert his eyes, and that when he then betrays private mirth or
heaves a sad sigh, she just looks up at him blankly and asks, ‘What is it,
dear?’ How could he not wish himself elsewhere? It is probably not a
bad idea to take a wholly childlike, tractable wife and form her yourself
as well as you can. She may not have your full confidence, but you will
know your training has made a difference. Certainly, as long as you
actually have her with you, you can let her pretty ways persuade you to
overlook her lapses; but you will still regret her incompetence if, when
you are away, you send her word about something practical or amusing
that needs doing, and her response shows that she knows nothing about
it and understands nothing either. Sometimes a wife who is not
especially sweet or friendly does very well when you actually need her.”
The Chief Equerry's far-ranging discussion of his topic yielded no
conclusion but a deep sigh.

“In the end, I suppose,” he went on, “one should settle on someone
wholly dependable, quiet, and steady, as long as there is nothing
especially wrong with her, and never mind rank or looks. If beyond that
she has any wit or accomplishment, simply be grateful, and if she lacks
anything in particular, by no means seek to have her acquire it. Provided
she is distinctly trustworthy and forgiving, you know, she will gain a
more superficially feminine appeal all on her own.

“A woman may behave with comely modesty, put up with things that
deserve reproof as though she did not even notice them and, in a word,
affect prim detachment, until something is too much for her after all,
and off she goes to hide herself away in a mountain village or on a
deserted stretch of shore, leaving behind a shattering letter, a
heartrending poem, and a token to remember her by. The gentlewomen
used to read me stories like that when I was a boy. They upset me a lot—



in fact, they seemed so tragic that I cried—but now that sort of thing
strikes me as foolish and a bit of an act. Say our heroine has a legitimate
grievance; she is still abandoning a husband who no doubt is very fond
of her and running off as though she knew nothing of his feelings, and
all she gains from upsetting him and testing his affection is lifelong
regret. It is simply stupid.

“People keep telling her admiringly how right she was to act, until she
is swept away, and all at once there she is, a nun. When she makes up
her mind to do it, she is perfectly calm and cannot imagine looking back
on her old life. ‘Oh dear, I am so sorry,” all those who know her say
when they come to call, ‘T had no idea you felt so deeply about it.’
Meanwhile, the husband she never really disliked bursts into tears when
he learns of all this, prompting her staff and her old women to say,
‘There, your husband cares for you after all, and now look what you
have done!’” She puts her hand to the hair at her forehead and despairs to
find it so short. Selfcontrol fails, she begins to cry, and she breaks down
again and again each time she has reason to feel a new pang of regret,
until the Buddha himself can only be disappointed with her. As far as I
can see, halfhearted refuge in religion is more likely to get you lost in an
evil rebirth than staying on in the mire of this world.

“Suppose this couple have strong enough karma between them that the
husband finds and claims his wife before she has made herself into a
nun: even so, once they are together again each is bound to worry about
what the other may be up to next, despite the renewed affection that
may come from their having lived through so much. Besides, it is silly
for a wife to quarrel with a husband who is inclined to look elsewhere.
Even if he is, she can always trust him to remain her husband as long as
his first feeling for her still means anything to him, whereas an outburst
like that may alienate him for good. She should always be tactful,
hinting when she has cause to be angry with him that, yes, she knows,
and bringing the issue up gently when she might well quarrel with him
instead, because that will only make him like her better. Most of the
time it is the wife's attitude that helps her husband's fancies to pass. It



might seem endearingly sweet of her to be wholly permissive and to let
him get away with everything, but that will only make her seem not to
deserve his respect. It is too bad when, as they say, an unmoored boat
just drifts away.'® Do you not agree?”

The Secretary Captain nodded. “It is bound to be particularly difficult
when one of a couple suspects the other, someone otherwise loved and
cherished, of infidelity; but although the injured party, being blameless,
may well then be quite prepared to overlook the matter, things may not
go so easily. At any rate, the best remedy when something comes
between a couple is surely patience.” This remark, he felt, applied
particularly well to his own sister,!” and he was therefore both annoyed
and disappointed that Genji was dozing and had nothing to add.

Having appointed himself the arbiter in these matters, the Chief
Equerry continued his exposition of them while the Secretary Captain,
who was eager to hear him out, chimed in earnestly.

“Think of all this in terms of the arts,” the Chief Equerry intoned.
“Take, for example, the joiner who makes what he pleases from wood.
He may turn out briefly amusing things, according to no set pattern and
for only passing, minor uses—strikingly ingenious pieces that he keeps
nicely attuned to fashion so that they pleasantly catch the eye; and yet
one still distinguishes him easily from the true master who works with
success in recognized forms, producing furnishings prized for being
exactly right.

“Or take another example. By the time a skilled artist in the Office of
Painting is deemed qualified to design a whole work, it is not easy to tell
at a glance whether he is better or worse than another. Startling
renderings of what no eye can see—things like Mount Horai, raging
leviathans amid stormy seas, the fierce beasts of China, or the faces of
invisible demons!®*—do indeed amaze the viewer, because they are
convincing even though they resemble nothing real. Yet quite
commonplace mountains and streams, the everyday shapes of houses, all
looking just as one knows them to be and rendered as peaceful,
welcoming forms mingling in harmony with gently sloping hills, thickly



wooded, folded range upon wild range, and, in the foreground, a fenced
garden: with such subjects as these, and there are many, the greater
artist succeeds brilliantly in conception and technique, while the lesser
one fails.

“In the same way, handwriting without depth may display a
lengthened stroke here and there and generally claim one's attention
until at first glance it appears impressively skilled, but although truly
fine writing may lack superficial appeal, a second look at the two
together will show how much closer it is to what writing should be. That
is the way it is in every field of endeavor, however minor. So you see, I
have no faith in the obvious show of affection that a woman may
sometimes put on. And I shall tell you how I learned this, though I am
afraid the story is a little risqué.”

He moved closer to Genji, who woke up, while the Secretary Captain
sat reverently facing him, chin in hand. The Chief Equerry might have
been a preacher preparing to reveal the truth of existence, which was
certainly amusing; but by now these young men were eager to share the
most intimate moments of their lives.

“Long ago,” he began, “when I was still very young, there was someone
who meant a great deal to me. She was no great beauty, as I told you,
and I, being young and inclined to explore, had no intention of staying
with her forever, because although she was home to me, I felt I could do
better, and so now and again I amused myself elsewhere. This drove her
to a pitch of jealousy that I did not like at all, and I only wished she
would stop and be more patient; but instead her violent suspicions
became such a nuisance that I often found myself wondering why she
was so intent on keeping me, since I was really no great prize. I felt sorry
for her, though, and I began to mend my ways after all.

“It was like her to pour all her limited talent into accomplishing
somehow for her husband things that really were beyond her and to be
so cautious about betraying her shortcomings to her own disadvantage
that she looked after me very well indeed, so as to give me no reason for
ever being dissatisfied with her. I had thought her headstrong, but she



did as I asked and humored me quite well; and lest her lack of looks
offend me, she made herself as presentable as she could and hid shyly
from strangers for fear of embarrassing me, meanwhile remaining so
attentive that, as we went on living together, I found myself well
pleased, except for this one detestable failing of hers, which she could
not control.

“Then I thought to myself, She seems desperately eager to please: well,
I must teach her a lesson. I shall threaten her, cure her a little of this
failing, and curb her tongue. I assumed that as long as she really was
that devoted, she would mend her ways if I put on a show of being fed
up and eager to let her go. I purposely acted cold and distant, and when
she grew angry and accusing, as she always did, I said, ‘If you must carry
on this way, never mind the strength of the bond between us, I shall
leave and never come back. If you want to get rid of me, by all means
keep up these absurd suspicions of yours. If you want me to stay with
you forever, you will have to be patient and put up with things that may
offend you, and if you change your attitude, I will like you very well.
Once I am properly established and carry some weight in the world you
will have no rival.”*®

“I was pleased with my sermon, but when I boldly began to elaborate,
she gave me a thin smile and had the effrontery to say, ‘I do not in the
least mind seeing you through these years when you have little credit or
standing, or waiting until you matter. No, that does not bother me at all.
But I do hate the thought of spending year after year putting up with
your cruelty in the vain hope that you will reform, and so I suppose it is
time for us to part.’

“Now I was really angry, and I began saying awful things that she
could hardly accept. Instead, she pulled one of my fingers to her and bit
it, at which I flew into a rage. ‘I can't go out in society wounded like
this!' I roared. ‘My office, my rank of which you seem to think so little—
just how, my fine lady, do you expect me now to hold my head up at all?
As far as I can see, all that is left for me is to leave the world!” and so on.

“Very well,” I went on, ‘as of today you and I are finished,” and I



started to leave, hurt finger crooked. I said,
‘Fingers crooked to count the many times you and I have been together

show that this outrage of yours is certainly not the first.%°
You can hardly hold it against me!’

“Sure enough, she burst into tears and retorted,
‘Talk of outrages: when in my most private thoughts I count up your own,

I believe this time at last I must take my hand from yours.’

“She and I had had a good fight, and although I still did not actually
mean to leave her, I wandered here and there for several days without
sending her a line. It was not until late one miserably sleety night, after
the rehearsal for the Special Kamo Festival,?! as we were all leaving the
palace, that I realized I had no other home to go to than hers. The
thought of spending the night at the palace did not appeal to me at all,
and I knew how cold the company of some coy woman might be; so off I
went, by way of just looking in on her to sound out her feelings,
brushing away the snow and biting my nails with embarrassment, but
still assuming that on a night like this she would welcome me after all.

“Her dimmed lamp was turned to the wall; a thick, comfortable robe
was warming over a large censer frame; all the curtains you would
expect to find raised were up; and everything looked as though this was
the night when she was expecting me back. Well, well! I thought, very
pleased, until I noticed that she herself was not there. I saw only her
usual women, who answered that at dark she had moved to her parents'
house. She had left no touching poem, no encouraging note, nor any
evidence whatever of thoughtfulness or consideration. I felt betrayed,
and although I could not really believe that her merciless complaining
had been meant only to make me hate her, I was annoyed enough to
entertain the idea. Still, what she had left for me to wear was even more
beautifully made than before, and its colors were even more pleasing.
Even after I stormed out of the house, she had still been looking out for
my every need.

“Nonetheless, I could not imagine her to be serious about giving me



up, and I did my best to mend things with her, but while she did not
exactly reject me, did not pester me by going into hiding, and sent me
tactfully worded answers, her attitude amounted to saying, ‘I cannot go
on with you as you have been. I will not have you back unless you
reform.’ I still did not believe she would let me go, though, and to teach
her a lesson I said nothing about wanting to change. Instead, I put on a
show of headstrong independence. She was so hurt that she died. That
taught me that these things are no joke.

“I remember her as the model of a dependable wife. It was well worth
discussing anything with her, whether a passing fancy or something
important. At dyeing cloth she could have been called a Tatsuta Lady, at
sewing she ranked with Tanabata,*? and her skill at both made her a
wonder.” The Chief Equerry remembered her with feeling.

“I would have taken her faithfulness over her wonderful sewing,” the
Secretary Captain remarked to lighten the conversation. “I have no doubt
her marvelous dyeing was a real prize, though. The simplest blossoms or
autumn leaves are dull and dreary when their colors fail to suit the
season. That is why choosing a wife is so very hard.”

Wagon

“Anyway,” the Chief Equerry went on, “I was visiting at the same time
a very gifted woman who made poems with genuine wit and grace,
wrote a beautiful running hand, had a lovely touch on the koto, and had
a way with everything she did. And since there was nothing wrong with
her looks either, I kept my scold to feel at home with and secretly went
on seeing this other woman until I was quite attached to her. After the
one I told you about had died, I was of course very sorry, but now that
was behind me, and I saw the other one often until I noticed, as I had
not before, that she was inclined to be vain and flirtatious, and so, to my
mind, not to be trusted. After that I visited her less often, and meanwhile
I discovered that secretly she had another lover.



“One beautifully moonlit night in the tenth month I was withdrawing
from the palace when one of the privy gentlemen joined me in my
carriage. I myself meant to spend the night at the Grand Counselor's,??
but the fellow insisted he was concerned about a house where someone
was expecting him that very evening, and the place was just on the way
to where she lived. You could see the lake through a break in the garden
wall, and it seemed a shame to go straight past a house favored even by
the moon,?* so I got out as well.

“He must have arranged it all with her beforehand, because he was
excited when he sat down on the veranda, I suppose it was, of the gallery
near the gate. For some time he watched the moon. The
chrysanthemums had all turned very nicely,% and the autumn leaves
flitting by on the wind were really very pretty. Taking a flute from the
fold of his robe, he began to play and to sing snatches of ‘You will have
shade,’ 2° and so on, while she accompanied him expertly on a fine-toned
wagon that she had all ready and tuned. The two of them were not at all
bad. The richi mode, softly played by a woman from behind blinds,%”
sounded like the height of style, and in the brilliant moonlight the effect
was very pleasant indeed.

“The delighted fellow moved right up to her blinds. ‘No footsteps seem
to have disturbed the fallen leaves in your garden,” he teased her,?® and
then, picking a chrysanthemum,

‘With all the beauty of a house filled with music and a lovely moon,

have you yet successfully played to catch that cruel man?

I would never have thought it of you! Do play on, though. You must
not be bashful, now that you have an audience eager for more!’

“To all this shameless banter she replied archly,

‘Why, I have no words to play to keep by my side music of a flute

that joins in such harmonies with the wild and wandering wind. >°

“Little knowing how distasteful a show she was putting on, she next
tuned a so no koto to the banshiki mode and played away in the best
modern style, and very nicely, too, but I was thoroughly put off. The



come-hither ways of a gentlewoman you meet now and again may have
their charm for as long as you continue to see her, but when you are
calling on someone you do not mean to forget, even if you do not do so
all that often, anything silly or loose about her can put you off, and that
is why I made that night my excuse to end it.

“Looking back on those two experiences, I note that even then, young
as I was, I found that sort of uncalled-for forwardness strange and
upsetting. In the future I will no doubt feel that way even more. Perhaps
your lordships take pleasure only in the tender, willing fragility of the
dewdrop fated to fall from the plucked flower or in the hail that melts
when gathered from the gleaming leaf,*° but I know you will understand
me once you have seen seven more years pass by.>! Please take my
humble advice and beware of the pliant, easy woman. Any slip of hers
can make her husband look a fool.”

The Secretary Captain nodded as usual, while Genji smiled wryly in
seeming agreement. “From what you say, you made a fine spectacle of
yourself both times!” he remarked. They all laughed.

“I will tell you a fool's tale,” the Secretary Captain said.>* “I had
secretly begun seeing a woman who struck me as well worth the trouble,
and although I assumed the affair would not last, the more I knew her,
the more attached to her I became. Not that I necessarily visited her
often, but I never forgot her, and things went on long enough that I saw
she trusted me. There were of course times when even I supposed she
might be jealous, but she seemed to notice nothing. She never
complained about how seldom I came, even when it had been ages;
instead she acted just as though I were setting out from her house every
morning and coming home every evening. This touched me so much that
I promised never to leave her. She had no parents, which made her life
difficult, and it was quite endearing, the way she showed me now and
again that for her I was indeed the one.

“Once, when I had not seen her for a long time (she was so quiet that I
rather took her for granted), my wife, as I found out only later, managed
to send her some veiled but extremely unpleasant threats. I had never



imagined anything like that, and at heart I had not forgotten her, but she
took it hard because she had had only silence from me so long; and what
with her painful circumstances and, you see, the child she had as well,
she finally resorted to sending me a pink—” He was almost in tears.

“But what did her letter say?” Genji asked.

“Oh, you know, nothing very much, really:
‘Yes, ruin has come to the mountain rustic's hedge, but now and again

O let your compassion touch this little pink with fresh dew!’33

“That reminder brought me straight to her. She was as open and
trusting with me as ever, but her expression was very sad, and as she sat
in her poor house, gazing out over the dewy garden and crying in
concert with the crickets’ lament, I felt as though I must be living in
some old tale. I answered,

‘I could never choose one from the many colors blooming so gaily,

yet the gillyflower I feel is the fairest of them all.”3*

I set aside the ‘pink’ for the time being, so as first to soothe her
mother's feelings with ‘No speck of dust’ and so on. She replied mildly,

‘“To a gillyflower brushing a deserted bed with her dewy sleeves,

autumn has come all too soon, and the sorrows of its storms.”>®

“I saw no sign that she was seriously angry with me, because even
when she cried, she shyly hid her tears from me as well as she could, and
her keen reluctance to let me see she knew I had neglected her made me
so sure all was well that I again stayed away for a long time, during
which she vanished without a trace. Life can hardly be treating her
kindly if she is still alive. If she had just clung to me in any obvious way,
while I loved her, I would never have allowed her to disappear as she
did. Instead of neglecting her, I would have looked after her well and
gone on seeing her indefinitely. The “little pink” was very sweet, and I
wish I could somehow find her, but so far I have not come across a single
clue.

“This is a small illustration of just what you were talking about. She



seemed so serene that I never knew she was hurt, and my lasting feeling
for her went completely to waste. Even now, when I am beginning to
forget her, she probably still thinks of me and has evenings when she
burns with regret, although she has no one but herself to blame. She is a
perfect example of the woman you cannot keep long and cannot actually
depend on.

“All in all, the scold, though not easily forgotten, was so demanding to
live with that anyone would probably have tired of her; the ever-so-
clever woman with her koto music was guilty of sheer wantonness; and
there is every reason, too, to doubt the fragile one I just told you about.>°
And so, in the end, it is simply impossible to choose one woman over
another. That is how it is with them: each is bound to be trying, one way
or another. Where will you find the one who has all the qualities we
have been talking about and none of the faults? Set your heart on
Kichijoten®” herself, and you will find her so pious and stuffy, you will
still be sorry!” They all laughed.

“Come,” the Secretary Captain urged the Aide of Ceremonial, “you
must have a good story. Let us hear it!”

“How could your lordships take an interest in anything that a nobody
like me might have to say?” But the Secretary Captain only muttered,
“Come, come,” and kept at him until after due thought he began. “I was
still a student at the Academy>® when I knew a brilliant woman. Like the
one the Chief Equerry wanted, you could talk over public affairs with
her, her grasp of how to live life was penetrating, and on any topic her
daunting learning simply left nothing further to add.

“It all started when I was visiting a certain scholar's home to pursue my
studies. Having gathered that he had several daughters, I seized a chance
to make this one's acquaintance, which he had no sooner discovered than
in he came, bearing wine cups and declaiming insinuatingly, ‘Hark while
I sing of two roads in life...”® I had no such wish, but I still managed
somehow to go on seeing her, in order not to offend him.

“She was very good to me. Even while we lay awake at night, she



would pursue my edification or instruct me in matters beneficial to a
man in government service, and no note from her was ever marred by a
single one of those kana letters, being couched in language of exemplary
formality.*® What with all this I could not have left her, because it was
she who taught me how to piece together broken-backed Chinese poems
and such,*! and for that I remain eternally grateful. As to making her my
dear wife, however, a dunce like me could only have been embarrassed
to have her witness his bumbling efforts. Your lordships undoubtedly
need that sort of conjugal tutelage even less than I did.** All this was
foolish of me, I agree, and I should have forgone my involvement with
her, but sometimes destiny just draws you on. I suppose the men are
really the foolish ones.”

“But what an extraordinary woman!” The Secretary Captain wanted to
get him to finish. The Aide of Ceremonial knew he would have to, but he
still wrinkled up his nose before complying.

“Well, I had not been to see her for a long time when for some reason I
went again. She was not