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A Romancein ThreeParts

Ledliel namasu

Genji Monogatari was written around the year 1000 B.C. by Murasaki Shikibu—a woman in the service of the
Empress Shoshi. Life in this time period was centered around the imperial court and governed by a strict sense of
social hierarchy. Those who were closest to the emperor or members of powerful families enjoyed the benefits of high
birth, whereas minor aristocrats living in the outer provinces were often regarded as uncultured and inferior.

The Monogatari chronicles the entire life of the unnaturally beautiful Genji, and ends long after his death
during the prime years of his grandson’s generation. Although demoted by his father, the emperor, to commoner
status, Genji is destined to become the most powerful man in the nation. His early years are characterized by rash
actions and seeking pleasure in women. This lifestyle results in the deaths of both Genji’s wife and lover at the hands
of a malevolent spirit, and ultimately, exile. When banished from the capital, Genji fathers the girl who will rise to
become empress. Upon his return, Genji attains exalted status and builds his great estate—the Rokujo-in.

The focus of the Monogatari then shifts to the courtships, scandals, and political issuesthat characterized court
life. One central episode includes Genji’s innapropriate pursuit of his adopted daughter Tamakazura. As the tale
progresses and Genji becomes ever more powerful, he grows increasingly dependent on his favorite wife, Murasaki.
After Genji’s death, the tale moves on to Uji, where Genji’s grandson relentlessly pursues the girl Ukifune. The story

ends as Ukifune removes herself from the world of earthly pleasure by taking religious vows.

Tales of romance played a specia role in the
life of aHelan girl. She could lose hersdlf within
the story, and by empathizing with the characters,
become the heroine. However, a Heian girl of the
middle noble ranks, once she came of age, had to
livein astationary, curtained-off world. Inaddition,
the hierarchical structure of society limited her
opportunitiesto whatever wasavailablefor her class.
A romantic tale with a heroine to whom she could
relate provided the Heian girl with an opportunity
to experience another time, place, and stationinlife.
Genji Monogatari, Murasaki Shikibu's great
romantic tale, enjoyed immense popularity among
young women of theHeianera.® Ironicaly, nosingle
woman in thetale lives blissfully; in fact, a general
sadness looms over the entire story. Nonetheless,
the idedlistic Heian girl could selectively attribute
elements of the tale to her own heroine.

Genji Monogatari presents aromantic story of
an idealized woman's life in three parts. Yugao

embodies youthful passion and love, while Lady
Akashi is successful as a pseudo-aristocratic wife
and mother. Lastly, Ukifune attains the ideal
Buddhist goa—a renunciation of the world.? All
three of them are of middle class descent; Lady
Akashi and Ukifune are the daughters of provincia
governorsand Yugao, though her father wasaThird
Rank Captain of the Palace Guards, is an orphan.®
Nevertheless, each woman overcomes social
constraints to attain what is beyond expectation for
her respective rank. To a middle class woman of
theHeian era, acombination of Yugao, Lady Akashi,
and Ukifune would yield the perfect life.

Yugao asthe Epitome of Passionate L ove

A Heian woman, once she cameof age, entered
theworld of courtship. Her dream suitor would be
someone far above her status who treated her ashis
principal wife. Yugao's romances with both of her
highborn courtiers comes close to thisideal. Genji

*lvan Morris, As | Crossed a Bridge of Dreams: Recollections of a Woman in Eleventh-Century Japan (L ondon: Penguin Books, 1971).
®lvan Morris, The World of the Shining Prince (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964) 118.
: Royall Tyler, The Tale of Genji, 2 vols. (New York: Viking Penguin, 2001) 75.
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discovers her not long after discussing the
merits of middle status woman—daughters of men
of fourth or fifth rank—with hisfriends.* Samano
Kami tellshim, “ Anyway, the really fascinating girl
is the one of whom no one has ever heard, the
strangely appealing onewho livesby hersdlf, hidden
away in some ruinous, overgrown old house.”® At
thispoint, Genji isstill relatively naiveandisgreatly
impressed by the thought that wonderful women
might exist in aplace he had never considered. By
no coincidence, with this advice, Genji soon finds
Yugao in an old house in the Fifth Ward. Only after
her death does he discover that she actudly was the
daugh-ter of asenior noble. Yugao appearsto be of
nobility, whereas her residencetells Genji otherwise.
In the end, since he cannot assign her aclass, Genji
has to decide whether or not to love Yugao
independently of the officia hierarchy. Because of
Yugeo, Genji learnsthat unsanctioned romances can
fill the emotional gap left by his loveless political
marriage to Aai.

Yugeo, unafraid of the future, chooses when
she has a lover. She has the courage to forsake a
comfortablelifewith To no Chujo two yearsearlier,
and runs away with their daughter, leaving Yugao
without support from either parents or lover. When
she believes To no Chujo has returned, Yugao
violates proprieties of the time by sending the first
letter. When she redlizes her mistake, that To no
Chujoisactually Genji, Yugao surrendersto Genji’s
charm. Theattraction becomesoverwheming: “She
found him handsomer than her poem suggested,
indeed frighteningly handsome, given the setting.””
Thesituationisentirely surreal: Genji concealsboth
his name and rank; they meet by a case of mistaken
identity; and, a courtier like Genji has no reason to
stop by amiddle-classhouse and fall deeply inlove.
Yugao, who controlsthedirection of her relationship
with To no Chujo, can no longer maintain the upper
hand in her relationship with Genji. Nevertheless,
she plays the role of the wooer in this relationship,

and does not give thought to the long-term
implications of the affair.®

Tragically, a murderous spirit cuts the
relationship short. We never learn what might have
happened to Yugao once passion receded from her
relationship with Genji. Even so, thereisreason to
believe that she would have won treatment worthy
of the finest women. After Genji setsup his Rokujo
estate, “Ukon could only think with regret that if
her own lady had lived she would now be honored
with treatment similar at least to that accorded the
Akashi lady.”® Since Yugao is of higher birth than
Lady Akashi, Ukon believesthat Yugao would have
been one of Genji’sprincipa wives. After dl, even
Hanachiru Sato, for whom Genji never fed sstrongly,
livesin her own quarter of Rokujo-in and receives
the east lodge at Nijo when Genji dies.® It is
significant that Genji assignsUkontoserveMurasaki,
hisprincipa wife. Ukonisaliving memento of Yugeo.
Genji’s principa wife would undoubtedly receive his
favorite serving lady, indicating that Yugao remains
dear to Genji even dfter her degth.

Even though her entire story is enveloped by
passion, Yugao establishes a promising future as
well. Tamakazura, the daughter she leaves behind,
is alegacy of which she can be proud. News of
Tamakazura's existence is enough to stop the flow
of the novel and threatens the stability of both
Rokujo-in and the court, since nearly every man
becomes consumed by thoughts of her. Hence, the
eight chapters that follow her discovery are
commonly dubbed the “Tamakazura chapters.”
Tamakazuraendsup asthefavoritewifeof Higekuro,
the third most powerful man in the country. She
holds the position of Wardress of the Ladies’
Apartments, which isremarkable for someone who
was nearly lost in Kyushu.*

There is also reason to believe that Yugao
was on the way to a life of religion. Genji
Monogatari is full of parallels and strange
coincidences. Not surprisingly, Yugao's life

* Ibid. 23.
°Ibid. 24.

*DorisG. Bargen, AWbman'sWeapon: Spirit Possession in the Tale of Genji (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1997) 33, Seidensticker,

The Tale of Genji 59.
” Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 70.

°A portion of the aboveisfrom my essay on the portrayal of Yugao in Noh entitled “ Yugao.”

° Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 387.
| bid. 736.

“|bid. 488. Spending along period of timein arural areasuch as Kyushu was believed to make someone boorish and unfit for the refinements of

thecapital.
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could easily lead into that of Ukifune. In all
likelihood, since few of Genji’s affairs remain
private, To no Chujo would have found out
about Yugao. The resulting rivalry might have
affected Yugao much as the Kaoru-Niou affair
changed Ukifune. Also, before meeting Genji,
Yugao attempts to separate herself from the
world; according to Ukon, when Yugao flees
To no Chujo’s wife, she wants to run off to the
hills and presumably take religious vows. We
can only speculate asto what would have come
of Yugao if she had lived, but the above isstrong
evidence that her life was more than a tragedy.

Thus, asthe woman who teaches Genji about
love free from social obligations, Yugao is
arguably Genji’s greatest affair before Murasaki
becomes hisunchallenged wife. During thistime,
Genji hasnumerouslovers. However, Yugao even
manages to divert Genji’s affections away from
the immaculate Rokujo Lady, and makes him
temporarily forget about Fujitsubo. Yugaoisvital
to the story because she causes Genji to associate
lower-ranking women with true love. Evidence
of thisisthat fact that his relationshipswith Lady
Rokujo, Fujitsubo, Asagao, and Aoi are ultimately
disastrous, yet Genji remembers Yugao fondly for
therest of hislife. It may have seemed unrealistic
to women of the Heian era, but Yugao does not
worry about her economic security and follows
her impulses. Recklessas her actions might seem,
Yugao still bears a successful daughter and seems
to have planned aretreat into religion if necessary.
The only unattractive element of Yugao’'s
relationship with Genji is that he does not
officially recognize Yugao. In the end, however,
Genji learns from Yugao to never again hide a
woman because of her rank.

Lady Akashi asAristocratic Wife and Mother

Lady Akashi exemplifies the Heian period
gentlewoman. She excels at music, calligraphy,
and poetry.??2 Although Lady Akashi is not
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Genji’s principal wife, she possesses artistic
talents worthy of an imperial consort. As far
asmusic is concerned, Genji compares her koto 3
to that of Fujitsubo, who in hismind, is perfect
beyond description.”* Having mastered more
than one instrument, Lady Akashi’s dominates
the concert at Rokujo-in when playing the biwa.
At the concert, “Once the instruments were
tuned and the ladies were playing in concert,
the biwarang out with amarvelous skill, superb
intouch and limpid in tone, that lifted its music
above the rest.”** The other performers—
Murasaki, Onna Sannomiya, and Genji’s
daughter—are also very good, but they had the
benefit of being trained in the capital. On the
other hand, Lady Akashi |earned to play while
in Akashi, and in light of the prejudice against
the provinces, contemporary readers must have
seen her talents as nothing short of a miracle.*®

Parallels with Lady Rokujo, the paragon
of the refined noblewoman, establish Lady
Akashi’s character. The first time Genji
converses with her, he immediately recalls the
bearing of Lady Rokujo.’* Moreover, Lady
Rokujo and Lady Akashi are the only women
with outstanding calligraphy. Murasaki initially
resents Lady Akashi as an unworthy rival, but
has no choice but to accept Lady Akashi after
seeing her penmanship.t” In contrast to his
behavior towards proud Lady Rokujo, Genji
treats Lady Akashi in a manner befitting one
of the highest birth. For example, this is how
Genji attempts to appease Murasaki’s jeal ousy
of Lady Akashi:

“Thenthereisthelady off inthehillsof whom
you have such a low opinion. She is more
sengtive and accomplished than one might
expect from her rank. She demands rather
special treatment and so | have chosen to
overlook atendency not to be asaware asshe
might of her place in the world.”8

E Morris, The World of the Shining Prince 209.
14Sei densticker, The Tale of Genji 266.
15TyI er, The Tale of Genji 640.
. Morris, The World of the Shining Prince 81.
17Sei densticker, The Tale of Genji 263.

Ibid. 278, 233.

| bid. 358. Royall Tyler’stranslation suggests that Genji speaks of Lady Akashi in aderogatory fashion. | have used Edward Seidensticker’s
translation here because | believe that Genji uses such languagein his effort to convince Murasaki that she still comesfirst in his affection, not

out of sinceredisdain for Lady Akashi. Tyler, The Tale of Genji 374.
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While Genji admitsto originally thinking of Lady
Akashi asno morethan adiversion, helater learns
that “on the surface she yields and seems mild,
but within she has such imposing dignity that she
can be quite forbidding.’® Lady Akashi’s nature
is such that she commands the highest respect
even as the lowest-born woman at Rokujo-in.
Therefore, from Genji’sintimate perspective, she
strikingly resembles the fearsome Lady Rokujo.

Additionally, contrasts with Murasaki,
Genji’s favorite woman, further develop Lady
Akashi’s character. Murasaki isnearly the perfect
wife aside from two major shortcomings—she
sometimes becomes extremely jealous, and sheis
unable to bear children. Lady Akashi
complements Murasaki’s imperfections in many
ways. First of all, Lady Akashi isproudto afault.
Even if women of much higher birth covet a
relationship with Genji, Lady Akashi refuses to
admit it to him, afraid that he will take her lightly
on the basis of her rank.? Genji himself exists
both as one meant to “ ascend to the highest place
and be father to the nation” and as a man of non-
imperial status.?2 Murasaki is his wife for all
practical purposes, but she is not quite the
aristocrat that Genji’s pseudo-imperial “father to
the nation” side demands. Lady Akashi, on the
other hand, barely servesin the domestic capacity,
but possessestalentsthat aroyal husband requires.
Asaresult of Genji’s dual identity, he needs two
womento fulfill therole of hisfemal e counterpart.
Thus, Lady Akashi wins the spot opposite
Murasaki in Genji’s affections.

Lady Akashi’s greatest accomplishment is her
daughter. A Heian woman’s child was her key to
social and political power, especially in a
polygamous marriage where competition between
wives could befierceZ? Although Murasaki resents
Genji’s affection for Lady Akashi, once she adopts
the Akashi girl, “[her] old bitterness had left her.
She had the child, and the account was settled.”*

Until then, Murasaki, in her inability to have
children, had failed as awoman. To make matters
worse, Genji needs children for the sake of his
political future. After gaining possession of Lady
Akashi’s child, Murasaki knows that she no longer
needstoworry about being supplanted. Lady Akashi
is naturally devastated by the loss of her daughter,
but can console herself with the knowledge that she
has restored the Akashi family’s status. While her
grandfather had been aminister, the political failure
of Lady Akashi’sfather condemns Lady Akashi toa
lifein the provinces. Once her daughter becomes a
consort, however, the social position of Lady
Akashi’s progeny is secure, and her family can now
successfully escape from the stigmatized class of
provincial governors.

Although Lady Akashi primarily appearsinthe
context of the accomplished woman and the mother,
her lifeisnot devoid of romantic desire or religion.
In truth, she also plays a part in the courtship love
story. When Genji leaves Akashi, “the lady did not
want anyone to guess the intensity of her grief ...
His image remained before her, and she seemed
capableonly of weeping.”#* Lady Akashi generally
constrains her emotions because she knows that
Genji ismore than her status deserves, and wantsto
hide the fact that she is dependent on his charity.
Nonetheless, during her moments of sorrow, we
learn how deeply she loves Genji. Toward the end
of her story, Lady Akashi unobtrusively withdraws
fromearthly affairs. Thisoccurspartly because Genji
becomes more dependent upon Murasaki astheyears
pass. Even so, once Lady Akashi knows that her
daughter will become empress, she ceasesto worry
about her background and her daughter—her
primary worldly concerns. After witnessing thebirth
of her imperial grandson, Lady Akashi listens to
the advice of her father, now a monk: “Whatever
pleasures this life offers, do not forget the life to
come.”? With this advice in mind, Lady Akashi
realizes that she has accomplished everything

ZTerr, The Tale of Genji 646.

" Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 259.
Ibid. 14.

Z Haruo Shirane, The Bridge of Dreams: A Poetics of “ the Tale of Genji”
Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 335.

I bid. 268.
25Ty|er, The Tale of Genji 611.
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possiblein her life, and turns her thoughts to the
next world.® In accordance with her tendency to
avoid ceremony, Lady Akashi does not become a
nun. However, her intentions to pray for the next
lifeare no different from the plans of the other nuns
in the story.

Ukifune asthe Archetypal Nun

Murasaki Shikibu's epic Genji Monogatari
concludes with the tale of Ukifune. Ukifune, as a
woman of no real consequence, holds the
unprecedented position of causing a heated rivalry
between Kaoru and Niou—the next-generation
leaders of Japan. Since Kaoru is To no Chujo’'s
grandson, and Niou is a descendant of Genji, the
entire situation is strangely reminiscent of the
Yugao affair. When her story begins, Ukifune's
trust in herself parallelsthat of Yugao. Ukifune
readily carries on a relationship with Kaoru
until she suddenly falls victim to Niou's
overpowering charm: “Used to Kaoru's quiet
ways, she now found herself with a gentleman
who proclaimed himself incapabl e of tolerating
a moment’s separation. This must be the sort
of thing people meant when they spoke of
love.”?” Perhaps Ukifune, like other young
ladies of Heian Japan, yearns for romance, and
equates Niou’s poetic speech to love. However,
Ukifuneis not wholly blinded by her desire for
passionate romance. She senses that Niou is
more of a lover than a husband, and will one
day tire of her. Yet, sheistoo attached to him
to give him up.%

The difference between Ukifune and Yugao
is that the former feels personally responsible
for her lovers' happiness. Yugao never torments
herself over thoughts that her absence makes
To no Chujo unhappy. Conversely, Ukifune
loves Niou more than Kaoru, but “she could
not bring herself to say her final farewells to
the man who had so long been her chief source
of strength.”? She cannot bear to hurt Kaoru

Leslie Inamasu fys;

since he assumes responsibility for her lifelong
welfare when she has no one else to providefor
her. However, Ukifuneisnot awarethat Kaoru uses
her as a substitute for his unattainable first love.
Niou, notorious for his weakness for beautiful
women, also becomes infatuated by her. All these
problems—attractionsto appearances, rel ationships
based on passion, and matters of security—stem
from worldly matters. In short, everything about
her life has only served to make Ukifune unhappy.

Consequently, Ukifune for thefirg time beginsto
exercise decigveness: she makes up her mind to sever
al ties with the world through suicide. Although
Ukifune fails to kill hersdf, her plunge into the Uji
River dramaticaly symbolizes the death of the old
Ukifune. When sheisrescued, Ukifunerefusestodlow
anyone to announce that she is gill dive because it
would only defesat the purposeof her effort to escgpethe
past. Sheingead feigns amnesa:

“l don't want to keep secrets from you,”
said thegirl [to thenun], choking withtears.
“Butitisall so strange, that | am alive, that
you found me where you did, everything.
It is al like clinging to something in a
dream. Like being born into a different
world, | should think. If there are people
who worry about me, | cannot remember
who they are. | have only you.”*

Here, Ukifunelaysthe foundationsfor her new life.
Shedismisses her entire situation asadream, which
echoes the Buddhist doctrine of the impermanence
of theworld. Moreover, Ukifunevocally deniesthe
existence of her mother, her ladies-in-waiting, and
her lovers. In essence, Ukifune has been “born
into a different world.”

At this point Ukifune makes her second great
decision: with anew, more mature outlook onlife,
shefirmly resolvesto take religious vows despite
everyone' sopposition.® She proceedsto shut out

:SEI densticker, The Tale of Genji 580.
25Se'i densticker, The Tale of Genji 982.
~Ibid. 996.
=~ Ibid. 1005.

Ibid. 1056.

" Haruo Shirane, “ Denial of Romance,” in Ukifune: Lovein the Tale of Genji, ed. Andrew Pekarik (New York: ColumbiaUniversity Press, 1982),

135.
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the world to a greater degree than anyone else
in the novel. As Ukifune further separates herself
fromworldly things, she becomes stronger and more
resilient. To begin with, she declines the lesser
pleasures of a possible suitor and brightly colored
clothing.®> Then, more importantly, Ukifune
steadfastly refusesto acknowledge her brother. Once
again, she uses the excuse of afailled memory: “I
may have known this boy when we were small—
but please, | can’'t make myself try to remember...|
do not know whether my mother is<till dive. If she
is| might want to seeher —but nooneese.”* While
Ukifune recognizes her brother immediately, she
hopes that by constantly denying his existence, she
will one day convince herself that her former life
was not real. Finaly, at the end of the Monogatari,
Ukifune suggests that her mother may no longer be
alive. Up until her attempted suicide, Ukifune had
been completely dependent upon her mother.
Ukifune' sattempted suicide may even bearesponse
to her mother’s comment that she would disown
Ukifune if she somehow causes a scandal in the
capital.* Although Ukifune cannot bear to assign
her mother to the grave, she does so nonetheless,
severing her strongest tie to her old life.

Even though Ukifune does not have the chance
to bear children, thereisstill evidencethat shewould
have made a much better wife than her provincial
status suggests. When Kaoru finally gains access
to her rooms and decides to teach her to play the
koto, he thinks, “Had she been the loud, garrulous
sort of provincial, he would have had to give up all
thought of making her a substitute for Qigimi.”%®
Kaoruimaginesthat he can shape her into aprincess
because she naturally has a graceful and quiet
demeanor. Toamember of the Heian upper nobility
likeKaoru, peoplefrom the provincesweregenerdly
too coarse for city refinements. Whileit may seem
cruel that Kaoru does not believe Ukifune is quite
suitable to serve as his wife, it's important to note

that he distinguishesbetween the provincia Ukifune
and the roya Oigimi based on upbringing rather
than on blood line. Within Genji Monogatari,
Ukifune is another example of awoman who, if not
for theuncontrollablefactor of parentage, could have
found herself at the pinnacle of society.

Conclusion

A young woman is born into a family of the
middle rank and lives in an obscure locale.
Possessing accomplishments worthy of any
noblewoman, she attractstwo courtiersof thehighest
rank and enjoys the ensuing affairswithout concern
for her own security. She soon bears a beautiful
daughter to the better of the two men and moves
into his home as one of his favorite ladies. This
daughter eventually risesto become empress. With
nothing left to accomplish in this life, the woman
becomes a nun, immerses hersalf in the sutras, and
atains anew level of inner peace. Thus flows the
combined story of Yugao, Lady Akashi, and Ukifune.

All three of these women initially endure a
degree suffering. Yugao hasonly her servingwomen
to support her, while Lady Akashi has an eccentric
father who plans to hide her in the provinces until
he can make her an unredlistically good marriage.
Ukifune isthe least favorite daughter of an uncouth
governor. Not surprisingly, when dealing with men
of near royal standing, the greatest fear of each
woman is to be taken lightly as a consequence of
her socid status. Thepower of Yugao, Lady Akashi,
and Ukifuneisthat each gradually overcomessocial
disadvantagein aworld thet isdominated by members
of the highest ranks. A combination of Yugeo, Lady
Akashi, and Ukifune—the perfect woman—uwould
have seemed beyond the reach of any Heian girl of
Murasaki Shikibu's position. By dividing the idesl
woman into three characters, Murasaki Shikibu
creates atale of glory and court romance accessible
to the Heian women of middle rank.

“Earl Mi ner, “TheHeroine: Identity, Recurrence, Destiny,” in Ukifune: Lovein the Tale of Genji, ed. Andrew Pekarik (New York: Columbia

University Press, 1982), 77.
* Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 1088.

%lvan Morrisand Andrew Pekarik, “ Deception and Self-Deception,” in Ukifune: Lovein the Tale of Genji, ed. Andrew Pekarik (New York:
ColumbiaUniversity Press, 1982), 147, Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 998.

% Seidensticker, The Tale of Genji 970.
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