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INTRODUCTION


BARBARA RUCH
Professor of Japanese Literature and Culture, Columbia University



Some books, few it is true, but some, belong to a genre all their own, and this is one of them. The World of the Shining Prince is named for the central figure in The Tale of Genji, one of the world’s greatest literary masterpieces, written by the eleventh-century Japanese genius, the court lady, Murasaki Shikibu. Morris’s book is “about” neither the author nor her work, however, but rather deals with the cultural milieu that was the context for both. He has created here for Western readers a revelation of an age and a civilization—aristocratic life in Japan from about 950–1050 CE—“one of the most unusual and engaging patterns that the kaleidoscope of history has produced.”

I cannot think of another work, born in academia, that can so justifiably be described, as this one frequently was over the years, as “enthralling.” When first published in 1964, it won the prestigious Duff Cooper Award as the best book in the category of History / Biography published in England that year. Tens of thousands of copies have since been bought and read with fascination throughout the English-reading world, not only by students of Japan, but by novelists, poets, scholars of even vastly different fields of study, and by that indefinable book lover known as the “general reader.” It is truly a book to curl up with for many an evening of reading pleasure.

Almost ninety years have passed since Arthur Waley’s brilliant translation of The Tale of Genji first appeared in England in 1925. Forty years later, with the appearance of Morris’s The World of the Shining Prince, Waley himself confessed that he had long wished that “someone would write just such a book as Ivan Morris has now produced,” and expressed his joy that though “nominally it is a book about the background of Genji … in his generosity the author made it to some extent a book about the novel itself.”

It was Virginia Woolf, however, who was surely the first to call publicly for ‘just such a book.’ In her July 1925 review of the first volume of Waley’s translation, her joy at having encountered for the first time a great woman writer heretofore totally unknown—and one after her own heart—is palpable. At last she has found a tradition of literature and a culture congenial to her tastes:


Perpetually fighting, now men, now swine … our ancestors applied themselves to the pen … or burst rudely and horsely into crude spasms of song.… Meanwhile, at the same moment, on the other side of the globe the Lady Murasaki was looking out into her garden, and noticing how ‘among the leaves were white flowers with petals half unfolded like lips of people smiling at their own thoughts.’



She writes enviously of Lady Murasaki’s circumstances and moment in time where “the accent of life did not fall upon war; the interests of men did not centre upon politics.…In such an age as this Lady Murasaki … could bring all her powers into play simultaneously.”

Then, too, she recognized Murasaki’s point at once. “To light up the many facets of his mind, Lady Murasaki, being herself a woman, naturally chose the medium of other women’s minds. Aoi, Asagao, Fujitsubo, Murasaki, Yugao, Suyetsumuhana … one after another they turn their clear or freakish light upon the gay young man at the centre.”

Woolf then chides Waley for failing to quench her thirst for more about that “court lady, about whom we know nothing, for Mr. Waley artfully withholds all information until the six volumes of her novel are before us.”

Artfully or not, “withhold” he did; and that “until” was never to arrive.

One wishes that Virginia Woolf had lived to enjoy Ivan Morris’s World of the Shining Prince. In our current age of cinema and satellite TV our images of Japan, though still desperately inadequate, are extraordinarily more sophisticated than they were when Waley first translated Genji. His audience had no store of visual imagery of Japanese apparel or architecture to call upon as they read. Waley thus had his court ladies in “skirts,” people would “recline on cushions,” throw open a “casement window,” or “sit on a porch railing and chat.” Despite these cultural compromises they seem an enormous improvement on those of Kenchô Suematsu, the young Japanese bureaucrat at Cambridge who, unknown to Waley, had published his translations of a few abbreviated chapters of the Genji in 1882 in which his ladies, in almost Grecian fashion, have “wavy hair” and wear thin silk “tunics” that “show off their waists and figures.”

In order to help Western readers of Waley’s translation of The Tale of Genji understand the special world in which its author Murasaki Shikibu lived, as well as the fictional world of the Shining Prince Genji that she created, Morris’s task was onerous. He had to overcome almost universal ignorance in the West concerning early Japanese civilization, specifically court life, but he also had to counter the weight of Victorian oppressiveness and censure that had often marred even those few scholarly books that preceded his. James Murdoch in his voluminous A History of Japan, published during the early years of the twentieth century, was interested primarily in public events, rulers, generals, and political institutions—as had been the fashion in history writing, perhaps since the genre began in the West. He spent very few pages on Lady Murasaki’s world, for which he felt little sympathy.

Morris points out that Murdoch found the Heian aristocracy generally to be “pampered minions” and “bepowdered poetasters” who were “foully licentious” and “utterly effeminate”. It is a measure of Morris’s success that in bridging eras and cultures when The World of the Shining Prince appeared, Guy Wint, reviewing it in The Observer, was able to say that Morris “manages to make this strange world thinkable; he even makes its people sympathetic.”

This is not to say, with hindsight, and after five decades of new research, that the book is irreproachable. In bridging cultures so as to elicit understanding and appreciation of another, it is almost always necessary at first to compare and contrast, an activity that almost inevitably leads to accusations of “Orientalism” or the projecting of Western preconceptions and interpretations on Heian culture.

Historians of literature and culture record not only the cultures and eras that are the subjects of their scholarship; they reflect their own as well. No scholar can wholly transcend the perceptions and worldview of his or her own acculturation and education. Thus, scholarship does not exist beyond time, but is very much a product of it. And, likewise, the spirit of the age will shape how any message is understood by the reader. Gender, too, manifests itself historically; its very essence changes all the time. Today’s readers will become aware that Morris viewed the gender divide as an Anglo-American man of the 1940s–1960s would—and, one should say more specifically, as a “gentleman” educated in elite all-male schools of that period might be inclined to.

Morris depicts the aesthetic of Heian Japan as governed by a “feminine sensibility” and contrasts it to a perceived more masculine, political Chinese sensibility, and to a “less feminine” Western tradition. Such binary constructs trouble us today, now that their foundations have been thoroughly rattled by recent decades of increasingly accurate and incisive sociological and feminist assaults and fundamental changes in our own society. This is not, however, grounds to condemn Morris, but to be grateful for the difficult challenge he presents. Issues of gender are fundamental to our understanding of Heian society, as indeed any society; but in Lady Murasaki’s world they are central. Why, for example did Virginia Woolf herself, view the human male/female divide in a manner far closer to Morris than to that perceived by today’s college students, East or West? One contributing factor is surely that there was, indeed, such a marked divide in every area of life as they knew it then, and thus at best they could more subtly perceive, or at worst more blatantly project these divides into Heian life.

One cannot but be amazed and gratified by the blossoming of Western scholarship on Japanese culture in the years since this book was written. A new “more complete and accurate” translation of the Genji by Edward Seidensticker appeared in 1976 which cast the work in quite a different, sometimes controversial, ‘tone,’ and many scholarly books on Lady Murasaki or her Genji have also now appeared in English, most notably by Richard Bowring (1982), Norma Field (1987), Haruo Shirane (1987), and Richard Okada (1991). These books have been supplemented by a voluminous and rich array of scholarly research articles by outstanding new generations of scholars.

Search one may, however, among these bright, new scholarly tomes, but one will find no other book on the culture of pre-modern Japan that has been so warmly embraced by such a wide range of readers as Morris’s World.

Morris’s book, nonetheless, has had its share of critics—most of them present-day academics who wish the book to be other than what it is, yet who themselves make little attempt to reach the general public. As the decades have passed since its first publication in the 1960s, the “ism du jour,” and the “context of the moment” have raised their heads to attack. There has been a tendency in recent monographs to replace the older interpretive dualisms of masculine vs. feminine sensibility with new binaries just as rigid: power / resistance; dominance / submissiveness; centrality / marginality; victimizer / victim. These new buzz words were not part of Morris’s analytic vocabulary. It is not uncommon today to read or hear hypotheses regarding Murasaki’s alleged “anger” at her “victimization” and her alleged “subversive and ironic assaults” against those who “oppressed her.” It is impossible to know what Ivan Morris’s response might have been to such projections.

In addition to the writings of Heian period women themselves, Morris based his research for The World of the Shining Prince on post-World War II Japanese scholarship. It was a period of great relief in academia after the highly politicized pressures of the war years with their excessive glorification of the macho. Rediscovery by the Japanese of their own truly great golden age of women writers a thousand years separated from current events was both a balm to a defeated and humiliated people and an encouragement that directly affected the successful germination and flowering of postwar women writers. Even as young writers today now declare their independence from the Heian tradition, their confidence and self-esteem have been profoundly nourished simply by the existence of great women writers from this distant past.

To fault Morris for a failure of feminist consciousness (and I have heard some male feminists go so far as to express outrage) is one of those absurdities of historical memory loss. Absence of feminist perspective as a criterion in the reprinting of classic studies would effectively eliminate most of the Western historical and critical canon prior to 1970.

We live in an age, now, when men and women, in America at least, are on a more equal footing in both public and private life than perhaps ever before in history. Those trained in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s have no knowledge of academia in the 1950s and 1960s. It is a long vanished world, but it is a “world” to be understood and appreciated no more or less than the world inhabited by Lady Murasaki—a reminder that in the future historians will no doubt look back on our present world and find us quite problematic and curious.

My students today, male and female alike, are incredulous when I tell them that in those years of the 1950s and 1960s, when Columbia University was then still an all-male enclave that allowed female students to enter only on the graduate level, I was the only woman student in all my graduate courses; had no women teachers; in my first academic post elsewhere, was the only woman faculty member in my department; and, speaking of fashions, was expected to wear skirts, heels, and stockings at all times on campus; and then was once reprimanded by my male superior when I wore what was then called a “pants suit” to my office and was told “trousers” were not the proper garb for a lady professional.

When I hear Morris criticized for sexism, especially by younger males who have hardly experienced it yet who get an intellectual thrill when attacking it, I think back on my first year as a doctoral student at Columbia and reflect not on the abstract but on the concrete and everyday. What was the sexism of that age, that world in which Morris taught and I studied?

Admitted to that rarified world of eminent scholars, I remember a certain professor who, whenever we met, would pat me on the head or cheek, slip his arm around my waist and tell me how nice it was to have me in the department, but never asked me what I was studying. I remember the man who said yes I could take his course, but he did not want to mislead me: “You should keep in mind,” he said, “that after the Ph.D. when eventually you seek employment it should probably be something on the level of teaching Japanese language somewhere in high school.”

There were worse experiences. There were also better. But one of the best was Professor Morris. There are those who both then and now try to “transcend” gender in their intellectual relationships. Morris was more sophisticated than that. You cannot engage a person’s mind unless you engage the person and appreciate who they are and what they are. An androgynous mind may be one ideal, but even such a mind is housed in a human being who has been raised either a man or a woman and must live real life in real time in that capacity, at home with that self. Professor Morris gave his students, or at least this student, the respect of wholeness and of empathy. He never patronized me as a student or as a woman, and he never denied my existence by treating me as intellectually neutered. This aspect of the man, I am convinced, is what made him so superbly able to get inside the mind of those women writers of the Heian era that he taught and translated so well and to discern so much about Lady Murasaki herself whose Genji he had studied for decades. It was only when he began to ruminate and to generalize about Heian women as a group and in the abstract that he would on occasion strike the wrong key.

Something in general about female adornment in Heian Japan was not to Morris’s taste: “From our scattered knowledge about the women of Murasaki’s day a composite picture emerges … with her vast integument of clothing and her voluminous black hair, with her tiny stature and exiguous features, with her pallid face and darkened teeth. A bizarre, amorphous figure she must have been.” Elsewhere he comments again on “this bizarre custom” of darkening teeth, and he finds plucking or shaving the eyebrows and replacing them with “a curious blot-like set,” equally unappealing. One might well ask why darkening the teeth is any more “bizarre” a custom than, say, for a woman to grow her fingernails long and paint them blood red—one custom, I have observed, that is widely practiced today by women in America and elsewhere.

The so-called “sexual revolution” had not yet occurred and transmogrified itself when Morris was writing, and so today, reading his comments about male/female relations in the Heian era, we sense a low-grade static tension in his words as he makes great effort to describe historic fact objectively while at the same time to suppress an uneasy wonder at freedoms enjoyed by women of the Heian court—freedoms not yet publicly acceptable in his circles in those days:


Unattached women were extremely promiscuous. Many of them had their own houses and being economically independent, were free to have such relations as they wished and also to terminate them. They could refuse their favour to a man; they could keep him waiting; they could send him away at any time, or replace him by another lover.



Yet he is careful to remind his readers, who like himself might tend to be judgmental, that women of the Heian court “were not particularly criticized for their promiscuity,” though in line with the mores of the time, they might be severely censured for other things more important to Heian life, where fierce standards of conduct were indeed called into play. There is something wrong here, in any case, with the word “promiscuity,” however. Sexual practices, whether bound by or detached from marital configurations, were far from “indiscriminate” in the Heian court.

Morris would be the first to condemn anything that he recognized in himself or others as antifemale prejudice. He criticizes straightforwardly those orthodox Japanese Confucians who were galled to think that one of Japan’s greatest works of classical literature should have been written by a mere woman and who had consequently devised a sort of Baconian theory that refuted her sole authorship by attempting to attribute the novel’s outline to her father and its final editing to Fujiwara no Michinaga, the most powerful political figure of her day.

On a personal note, one of my most vivid memories is from Professor Morris’s seminar at Columbia, where under his guidance a small group of graduate students was learning to read Genji. I loved my classes at Columbia and in most cases liked my fellow students, but as the only woman, I was verbally hazed from time to time. I remember his walking in one day and overhearing two of my consummately clever fellow students asking me, with that boyish charm we women of a certain era came to know so well, “Why are you studying for a Ph.D.? What’s the point? You should make babies and a home.” With his ubiquitous pipe in his mouth (another icon of a now past age) he said not a word, but proceeded to explain auxiliary verbal suffixes used honorifically when distinguishing royal thoughts and actions from those of ladies-in-waiting. After class, however, he invited me for a cup of coffee at a tiny place, now long gone, just across the street on Amsterdam Avenue, called in those days a “soda fountain.” On round stools at the marble counter we sat side by side sipping coffee in silence for what seemed an eternity. Never good at small talk, I waited for whatever it was that this quiet and reserved man had on his mind. When we had finished our coffee he revolved his stool seat the smallest fraction in my direction and said, “You know, don’t you, that Murasaki Shikibu, too, was sometimes pestered by the most tiresome of people who would make the most irrelevant remarks about her studying Chinese. It must have been most disagreeable and made her feel quite dismal at times. But history shows she did not become disheartened. She knew what she was capable of. And she did it.”

Today younger scholars are repoliticizing their interpretations of all literature, Genji no exception, and in so doing, gender is politics, and Europe-originating literary theories have become more critical to academic dialogue than any other political or economic or social “ism” ever was. Whether or not, as a result, Morris must now be seen as “politically” or even “aesthetically” incorrect, however, remains to be seen.

In the 1960s it was the orthodox view that Heian society was essentially patriarchal, irrespective of any perceived feminine sensibility, or in whose home a husband or wife lived or invested their wealth. Some years later when the pendulum had swung in favor of matriarchal interpretation, Morris’s comments about women’s legal and economic status were judged “dubious.” It is obvious, however, that we remain on a pendulum swinging back and forth between binaries here as well. The West’s encounter with the East Asian concept of yin and yang, too, convinced us all the more of the universal validity of binaries; but we failed to notice that Japanese binaries are always concrete, never abstractions, and form inseparable wholes.

Among social historians the patriarchy vs. matriarchy discourse continues, but the truth is that there is still a great deal about social dynamics in Heian Japan that we do not know or understand. Despite subsequent detailed academic studies by William McCullough, and further clarifications by Haruko Wakita, Marian Ury, Edwin Cranston, Hitomi Tonomura, and Peter Nickerson, to cite just a few, even something so fundamental as marriage configurations and their accompanying economic and political bondings remain less than crystal clear and thus subject to continued research and debate.

Criticisms of The World of the Shining Prince, however, are not new. Arthur Waley, no less—Morris’s mentor and friend of many years—was one of the first to raise certain and, clearly to my mind, valid objections in an unpublished review of the book, which, in all integrity, Morris himself published in his Madly Singing in the Mountains: An Appreciation and Tribute to Arthur Waley.

Morris had made an attempt to define “superstition” and “religion” and to distinguish between them, but it is hardly the last word on the subject. This man, educated in England and the United States during the first half of the twentieth century, reflects more of his own worldview than he was conscious of or would have wished to have influence his view of history. Had he lived to experience the changes of our day there would have no doubt been little of the amused condescension he sometimes bestows on Heian practices. How amazed he would be to see the lines in front of the chrome and neon soothsayer “boutiques” in present-day Tokyo department stores, or to learn from any realtor about the enduring influence of directional taboos in house rentals today. He would surely find current interest in and use of herbal medicines and “natural foods” here in America today nothing short of astonishing.

He grants that “In the West too we can find many cases of incongruity. Renaissance popes practiced astrology, and until 1552 the Book of Common Prayer included a service of exorcism …” Nonetheless, he protests, “the West was rarely prepared to accept the degree of overt syncretism and intellectual permissiveness that was normal in Japan during the Heian period and later.” But then he did not live to hear about such things as the astrological practices in the Reagan White House, for example.

But Arthur Waley had it right:


The author makes a valiant attempt to define the difference between religion and superstition. I would prefer simply to say that ‘superstition’ is any belief that the speaker thinks silly. How subjective the distinction is becomes apparent from the fact that Ivan Morris puts acupuncture and moxa-treatment under the heading of ‘superstitions.’ Of the latter he boldly says that it was ‘as painful as it was useless.’ There was however quite a cluster of moxa-burners, all of them qualified doctors, in Vienna before the last war and usefulness of acupuncture is admitted by the French State medical service. So where are you? On the other hand the belief that you have only to utter the formula Namu Amida Butsu and you will automatically go to Heaven is classified by Morris as ‘religion.’



Ivan Morris has reminded us that when the twentieth century began “the literatures of China and Japan were the preserve of specialists and dabblers in quaint exotica,” but that by the 1960s they had “become part of the main stream of intelligent reading in the West.” He very rightly attributed this sea change to translations of Arthur Waley. “Without Waley’s books it is unlikely that the classics of the Far East would have become such an important part of our heritage.”

To that important legacy, Ivan Morris himself went on to make major additions with his own subsequent translations of The Pillow Book by Lady Murasaki’s contemporary, the brilliant and witty Lady Sei Shônagon, for example, and the languid and delicate As I Crossed a Bridge of Dreams by the Lady Sarashina.

For his mentor, Waley, as for Morris himself, “a great work of literature was not, as it seems to be for many later specialists, an entrenched fortress bristling with ‘problems’ and challenges that must be grimly attacked with a battery of jargon and scholarly weapons, but an endless source of joy.” (Morris, Preface, Madly Singing) The World of the Shining Prince was Ivan Morris’s way of sharing that joy far beyond the walls of academia.

Ivan Morris’s sudden death in 1976 at the age of fifty cut short the career of one of America’s most distinguished and prolific specialists on Japanese literature and cultural history. The book you now hold in your hands, The World of the Shining Prince, is among his most extraordinary achievements, written not for his specialist colleagues, but for the edification and delight of readers who may never have read another book about Japanese culture and might never have occasion to read one again.

He begins his unveiling of Heian life as if he himself were writing a Heian period saga. In tribute to The Tale of Genji itself, that had in ages past been read aloud for pleasure, Morris’s elegant prose resonates with a storyteller’s rhythms and sense of narrative. The very first page reminds us of the opening passages of the Genji. He begins:


In 784 the emperor gave orders that his capital should be moved from the temple city Heijô … to Nagaoka, some thirty miles to the north.… Elaborate and expensive plans were drawn up for the construction of the new buildings … [But] the taint of scandal soon attached itself to …



And we are off on a journey into the past history of one of the most intriguing and accomplished cultures in our world.
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PREFACE

This book is intended mainly for the general reader. Detailed factual information has therefore been consigned to the notes, which can be read pari passu with the text, or later—or indeed can be omitted entirely by the reader who is interested in having an overall impression of the world of the shining prince rather than in knowing about the details of the annual ceremonies, for instance, or the intricacies of directional taboos. My complete translation of Sei Shōnagon’s Pillow Book will contain considerably more factual material about the period.

I should like to express my thanks to Professor Hans Bielenstein, Mr. John Black, Dr. R. H. van Gulik, Professor Yoshito Hakeda, Professor Donald Keene, and Professor Burton Watson for reading certain chapters of this book and for giving their valuable suggestions. I am also grateful to the Editor of History Today for permission to include three passages which were first printed in that periodical, and to the editor of Orient-West for permission to include the passage which was first printed there.


INTRODUCTION

When the first Westerners set foot in Japan in the sixteenth century, they found a country in many ways as strange and unpredictable as the moon, yet which at the same time had certain remarkably familiar features. They saw a land divided into great feudal baronies, a land dominated by military men who for over a century had kept the islands in a state of almost perpetual warfare. War indeed was the main fact of life, and with it came all the horrors and misery that Europe too had known for so long. The visitors from the West recognized much else that was familiar: a well-established Church, for example, contending with the secular authorities for riches and power; an ignorant peasantry producing nearly all the country’s wealth but for the most part leading a squalid and precarious existence; burgeoning urban centres in which a growing merchant class was beginning to assert itself. And whenever they entered a large Japanese town one of the first sights to greet them would be the shambles of the execution grounds, strewn with the gory remains of some criminal, which no doubt served to reassure them, like Candide and his companions, that at least in one respect this was a civilized country.1

No such comforting tokens would have welcomed the visitor from the courts of King Harold or of the Emperors Otto who had been wafted to the other end of the planet and deposited in the city of Heian, the capital of Japan in Murasaki’s time. He would have been confronted with a world totally different from anything he knew, a world which culturally was many centuries in advance of his own and which in customs, beliefs, and social organization was more alien than anything that Gulliver discovered on his travels. For Japan one thousand years ago had developed in a pattern that was almost totally unrelated to the experience of the West.

For us who inhabit a planet which, at least so far as communications are concerned, has become a single unit it requires a real effort of the imagination to picture a state of affairs in which men in most parts of the world linger in a state of cultural obscurity, absorbed almost entirely in the brute struggle for survival and power, while here and there, often on widely separated points of the globe, civilizations shine or flicker like ships’ lights on a dark ocean. Yet so it has been during a great part of human history. So it was one thousand years ago.

If we exclude China and Japan, a bird’s-eye view of the world in the tenth century would not lead us to regard the cultural situation with any great enthusiasm.2 Much of western Europe is in a precarious state, while in many of the stronger, more stable societies the peak has been followed by a period of aridity or decadence. Here and there we find scattered lights of culture; elsewhere some of the famous works of world literature are first being committed to writing; and the culture of Islam is still vigorous. Yet on the whole the tenth century would appear to be one of the bleaker periods in cultural history.

The picture changes entirely when we include the Far East in our purview. In China, as well as in Korea, the tenth century was a period of political transition. Though it is associated with few outstanding works of literature, and is admittedly one of the less exciting centuries during the immensely productive era that spanned the dynasties of T’ang and Sung,3 it is far from being a time of cultural stagnation or decline. Above all it contains the seeds of the great flowering that is to reach its climax later in the Sung period.

Some three hundred miles across the sea from Korea, in another of the peripheral areas of East Asian civilization, the Heian period is reaching its half-way mark. While China and Korea are undergoing dynastic changes, the kingdom of Japan is enjoying one of its great periods of political stability and has developed a remarkably advanced culture. One might expect that after several centuries of contact the prestige and power of China would have exerted so overwhelming an influence on the little islands to the east that this culture could be no more than a pale copy, or at the best a variant, of the T’ang model. If that were so, a study of the world of the shining prince would have little interest for anyone except the specialist. What makes this such a fascinating period is that, despite all the cultural riches from China, Heian Japan is in many ways original and even unique. The popular cliché about the Japanese being no more than skilful imitators is particularly misleading when applied to the time of Murasaki Shikibu. It is true that many of the outer forms—the layout of the capital city, for example, and ceremonial observances at the imperial court—had been taken over wholesale from T’ang China. Yet the aspects that make the tenth and eleventh centuries in Japan so memorable are on the whole indigenous.

Murasaki’s period has reminded some observers of the great cultural flowering in the century of Louis XIV. The comparison is dubious from almost every point of view. Fujiwara no Michinaga, the most powerful ruler of his time in Japan, was no roi soleil (much as he would have relished the image), and in comparison with Versailles the imperial court of Heian was simple to the point of austerity. Above all, the values that dominated the people in Murasaki’s circle and those of the aristocracy in seventeenth-century France were in most respects as different as any two sets of standards could be in highly cultivated societies like these.

Far more valid parallels have been suggested by Sir George Sansom. He compares Heian with Islamic life in Persia, but considers that the closest resemblance is to be found in the court of Akbar, the sixteenth-century Mogul emperor.4 It is an intriguing comparison; and certainly the same type of aesthetic values would seem to have prevailed in the two courts, widely separated though they were in time and space. Yet on the whole a study of Heian civilization does not impel us to look for parallels; rather it leads to the conclusion that this was one of the most unusual and engaging patterns that the kaleidoscope of history has produced. If any society in the world can be described as unique, it was that of Heian Kyō in the time of Murasaki Shikibu.

*   *   *

It is not often that a culturally rich and diversified period lends itself to representation by a single work of literature or art. Murasaki’s novel, however, apart from being the greatest literary product of its time, gives us so real a picture of what it was like to be a member of aristocratic Japanese society in the tenth and eleventh centuries that we may be justified in referring to this society as the world of The Tale of Genji or (to use the evocative name that was given to the novel’s hero, Prince Genji) as the ‘world of the shining prince’. In reconstructing a period or a society it would of course be dangerous to rely on any single book, let alone on a work of fiction in which idealization and a strongly personal viewpoint have played their part. I have leant heavily on Murasaki’s novel in my effort to understand certain aspects of Heian society, and it has provided a good part of my references and quotations. But the material in this book is drawn from many other sources as well. These include works of fiction, diaries by court ladies of the time, and most important of all, Sei Shōnagon’s Pillow Book, which, apart from being a minor literary masterpiece, is our main factual document about daily life in the capital. I have also used the more solemn types of writing in which Murasaki’s male contemporaries specialized, notably chronicles and journals in Sino-Japanese, the respectable literary language for men of the time.

The Tale of Genji was written in the early decades of the eleventh century, but the society it describes belongs on the whole to the tenth. To what specific years, then, does the ‘world of the shining prince’ correspond? While there is no clear-cut line of demarcation at either end, my book deals with the period from the middle of the tenth century to the middle of the eleventh. Much that belonged to this world had, of course, developed well before the year 950, and much continued until the end of the twelfth century or even later. This is particularly true of religious beliefs and attitudes, which belong to the general Japanese tradition rather than to any particular era. Here and in most other ways these hundred years or so blend indistinguishably into the surrounding decades and centuries. Yet politically the period is marked by the acme of power of one great family, the family that produced both Murasaki herself and the Empress whom she served; and culturally it represents the flowering of Heian civilization, an unusual and significant chapter in the history of world culture.




1 The German physician, Engelbert Kaempfer, describes his arrival in the suburbs of Edo in 1691:

‘Just before we came to Sinagawa, the place of publick executions offer’d to our view a very shocking and unpleasing sight, human heads and bodies, some tending to putrefaction, some half devour’d, lying among other dead carcasses, with multitudes of dogs, ravens, crows, and other ravenous beasts and birds, waiting to satisfy their devouring appetites upon these miserable remains.’ The History of Japan…, ii. 519.’

In the Heian period executions were extremely rare, and the approaches to the capital were never disfigured by sights like these.

2 See Appendix 2.

3 See Appendix 1 for a chart of dynasties and periods.

4 G. B. Sansom, A History of Japan, i. 196. Akbar Nameh (The Book of Akbar), written by the vizier Abulfazl, gives a detailed description of the great Mogul’s court.




I
The Heian Period
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IN 784 the emperor gave orders that his capital should be moved from the temple city of Heijō (Nara), where it had been during most of the century, to Nagaoka, some thirty miles to the north. Like Heijō the new centre was to be modelled on the Chinese capital of Ch’ang-an; but, in accordance with the increased wealth of the island kingdom, it was to be on a far larger and grander scale than any previous town in Japan. Elaborate and expensive plans were drawn up for the construction of the new buildings, and these were carried out under the supervision of Tanetsugu, a member of the growing Fujiwara family.

The court and the government offices were duly moved to Nagaoka. Tanetsugu appears to have been a vigorous and efficient organizer, but he had acquired many enemies. Among these was the emperor’s brother, Crown Prince Sawara, and members of certain rival families which resented the rise of the Fujiwaras. The taint of scandal soon attached itself to Tanetsugu: it was rumoured (perhaps quite correctly) that a certain rich family of Chinese descent had offered him the land on which the new capital was built in return for future favours that he might procure for them at court. These rumours were fanned by his enemies and only one year after the move to the new city Tanetsugu was attacked by a group of bravos and murdered. The real culprits were believed to be members of rival families, instigated by Prince Sawara. With typical acumen the Fujiwaras turned the murder to their advantage by removing these families from the scene. There were several arrests. Some of the suspects were executed, but most were sent into exile, which under the kindly influence of Buddhism had become the more normal form of punishment. Among them was Prince Sawara, who, after being imprisoned for some time in a Buddhist temple, was sent under escort to the island of Awaji on the Inland Sea. He never reached his destination. It appears that in the course of his journey he was put to death on official instructions. Shortly afterwards illness and other misfortunes started to plague the imperial family and the Fujiwaras. The primitive medical knowledge of the time, combined perhaps with a guilty conscience, led the government to attribute all this to Sawara’s vengeful spirit. Efforts were made to placate the dead prince, and in the year 800 the government went to the extent of appointing him head of state with the title of Emperor Sudō, thus giving him the distinction of being the only man to become emperor after five years in the grave.

Prince Sawara’s death had already helped to produce another, and far more significant, effect. Hardly a decade after the capital had been moved to Nagaoka, with all the work and expense this entailed, the emperor ordered that it be moved once again, this time to a little village some ten miles to the north. The site had been discovered in much the same way as Versailles—in the course of a hunting expedition. It seemed to fulfil the ‘wind and water’ topographical requirements better than the existing city; also its situation was more strategic and allowed for greater expansion. The main reason for the move, however, was superstition. The princely ghost, and also Tanetsugu’s, still seemed to hover over Nagaoka; and no doubt the emperor and his advisers felt that their baleful influence might prevent the capital from developing into the splendid political and cultural centre they envisaged.

In 794, the year of the second move, an imperial edict announced that the new capital would be called Heian Kyō, the City of Peace and Tranquillity. Apart from having an auspicious ring (the latter part of the eighth century had witnessed a great deal of political strife and bloodshed), the name combined the first and last syllables of Heijō, Japan’s earliest real city, and Ch’ang-an, the great T’ang metropolis on which Heian, like the former capitals, was modelled. Later it became known as Kyōto, and it remained the imperial capital for more than a millennium.

It was the emperor’s original designation, however, that gave its name to the four centuries or so during which the centre of political activity stayed in or near the city. The Heian period covers an extremely long span of time—about as long as that from the year of Shakespeare’s birth until the present day. It is a rather unwieldy period, and historians have enjoyed chopping it up into sub-periods and sub-sub-periods.1

Most of these divisions are arbitrary, but there is one date that stands out as a clear and useful line of demarcation in the cultural history of the period. That is the year 894, precisely one hundred years after the founding of the capital, when the government decided to stop sending official embassies to China.2 For almost three centuries envoys had been travelling at fairly regular intervals to the Sui and T’ang courts and had brought back with them a knowledge of government, economic organization, social structure, and culture that had made possible Japan’s amazing leap forward during the seventh and eighth centuries. In 894 the famous scholar-statesman, Sugawara no Michizane, was appointed Great Envoy to the T’ang. One month later the mission was cancelled and it was resolved that no further envoys would go to the continent. There were many reasons for this far-reaching decision. Michizane himself was engaged in a struggle for power with the Fujiwara family and feared that, if he undertook the long journey to China, he might return to find his position in the capital undermined. Great man of letters and sinologue though he was, politics had to take precedence over scholarship.

There was, however, a more important motive. The government knew that the T’ang dynasty was reaching the end of its long span (the final break-up had started with popular uprisings in the north some twenty years before) and they felt that the missions had, for the time being at least, outlived their usefulness. In fact they were not resumed until over four centuries later.

The lapse of official relations with China marks the beginning of a new phase in the Heian period. The first hundred years is in many ways tied to the preceding Nara period: the prestige of Chinese institutions and culture remained overwhelming and the ruling class was on the whole still adhering to the systems and forms that they had borrowed from abroad. With the beginning of the second hundred-year period the emphasis changed: from then until the end of the Heian period and far later the country developed on increasingly independent lines.

Heian culture reached its full flowering about one hundred years after the official break with China. The apogee corresponds to the rule of Fujiwara no Michinaga, who was the effective head of government during the last decade of the tenth century and the first two decades of the eleventh, and whose resplendent period has been described in a chronicle aptly entitled Tales of Glory.3 Michinaga’s daughter and his niece were both consorts of the reigning emperor, and among their maids of honour were two outstanding writers of the period, Sei Shōnagon and Murasaki Shikibu. During their time the remote city of Heian Kyō was the most flourishing cultural centre in the world next to the Chinese capital.

The great days were followed by a long era of decline. Some historians consider that the breakdown of Heian civilization had already started by the beginning of the tenth century. With the shrewdness gained from perspective we can see that the decline progressed like some secret disease long before the people involved realized what was happening. It is true that there is a vague undercurrent of malaise in much of the literature of the time; but in Michinaga’s day people would have been most surprised to hear that deadly seeds were already working to bring their magnificent world down in ruins. Towards the end of the eleventh century, when the dangers were becoming more apparent, efforts were made to shore up the system by a new form of control known as Cloister Government, in which power was held by a retired emperor instead of by a Fujiwara ruler, and the government also tried to stop the spread of the great tax-exempt manors in the provinces. But it was far too late: though there were few to know it, effective power had already passed out of the hands of the old aristocracy into those of an entirely new class with different values and methods of control. Under this new class of military provincials Japan passed from the halcyon days of Heian into a far rougher and harsher period of her history.

Several reasons have been given for the decline and fall of Heian civilization. Japanese scholars of the old school have traditionally emphasized moral factors—the growing self-indulgence and effeteness of the ruling class and their failure to observe Confucian principles of rectitude. On the whole, they have tended to disapprove of the Heian period as being one of licence and immorality, much as the Victorians looked askance at the bawdiness of the Elizabethan age. Nationalist historians have invariably preferred the succeeding Kamakura period with its sterner, more ‘masculine’ approach. This point of view is not limited to the Japanese. The distinguished Scotch historian, James Murdoch, has summed up his view of the Heian aristocracy in the ringing phrases of the kirk:


‘An ever-pullulating brood of greedy, needy, frivolous dilettanti—as often as not foully licentious, utterly effeminate, incapable of any worthy achievement, but withal the polished exponents of high breeding and correct “form”…. Now and then a better man did emerge; but one just man is impotent to avert the doom of an intellectual Sodom.… A pretty showing, indeed, these pampered minions and bepowdered poetasters might be expected to make.’4



The most perfervid Confucian moralist could not have put the case more strongly, or worded it as colourfully.

More recently the trend has been to emphasize economic factors—the growth of the manorial system, for example, and the increasing independence of the provinces, or territorial over-expansion. Professor Clough’s formula for the decline of civilizations seems especially apt in the case of Heian, where from the beginning we find an imbalance of energies poured into intellectual and artistic pursuits rather than into economic activity.5 Clearly the breakdown of Heian resulted from a variety of interacting factors; and, as we note the numerous erosive forces that historians have identified, the surprising thing is not that this society collapsed but that, thanks to the law of historical inertia, it lasted as long as it did.

*   *   *

In understanding the world of Genji it is particularly important to assess the nature and degree of Chinese influence. The seventh and eighth centuries were one of Japan’s great ‘borrowing’ periods. The official mission to China in 607 included a number of students who remained on the continent for many years and who on their return home helped in the efforts to remodel the primitive island kingdom on the line of the advanced and sophisticated state that they had admired abroad. The Great Reform of the seventh century, in which some of these students played an important part, was an effort to change the predominantly tribal country into one where, as in China, the emperor would be not merely the most powerful among numerous clan chieftains, but the sole ruler over all the people and all the land.

At the beginning of the eighth century the first permanent capital was established at Nara, and during the so-called Nara period, which lasted until the shift to Nagaoka, every aspect of Chinese culture was avidly adopted. In some ways this can be compared to the early part of the Meiji period, during which Japan tried to transform herself into a Western-type state. The role of the students who returned from China in the seventh and eighth centuries is analogous to that of the young men who were sent to Europe and America in the nineteenth century to learn the modern ways in education, industry, military science, and almost every other field—and who learnt their lesson so well that within fifty years Japan was able to defeat one of the great Western powers in battle.

It would be hard to exaggerate the extent of Chinese influence in Nara. Students and priests accompanied the missions to the continent and came home with fresh technical knowledge and with ever new examples of China’s great achievements in art and scholarship. In addition a stream of Chinese and Korean immigrants and refugees, many of them artists and technicians, helped to build her new urban civilization. Finally, the Buddhist church, with its steadily widening sphere of influence, served to disseminate the sophisticated culture from overseas.

In the provinces, of course, the impact was less overpowering; and for the ignorant, tradition-bound peasant in the fields the riches of China remained as remote as was the civilization of Greece and Rome to the average farmer in Tudor England. But so far as the culture of the capital itself was concerned almost every important aspect had been borrowed more or less directly from abroad. The city was a small copy of Ch’ang-an and the court was modelled on the Chinese emperor’s; the system of administration was that of the great T’ang bureaucracy; the language of scholarship and official affairs was Chinese; the national histories were based on the model of the Chinese chronicles; Buddhism, which during this century became a state religion, and which exerted a decisive influence on architecture,6 sculpture, and painting, had reached Japan by way of China and Korea and had received the stamp of these countries; and, as we can judge from the objects preserved in the great Nara treasure-house,7 the decorative arts were almost all of alien origin. Rarely in the history of the world has a country, entirely free from external pressure as Japan was during this time, so avidly acquired the fruits of an alien culture.

The process continued unabated after the move to Heian Kyō. Even when official missions had been suspended, priests and scholars still visited China and kept the one-sided cultural relations alive. Throughout the period the Heian court was patterned after that of China. Its elaborate protocol and forms of address were of Chinese origin, and so was its music and dance. (One fortunate aspect is that Japan has remained a repository of many forms of Chinese culture, the stately court dances for example, that disappeared in the country of their origin during the Mongol invasions and later disorders.) State activities in Heian as in Nara were modelled on those of T’ang and this continued long after the dynasty itself had disappeared. All official and semi-official documents were written in Chinese or, more usually, in a hybrid form of Sino-Japanese. This too was the principal language that men used for scholarly and literary work, corresponding to the rather debased version of Latin that was current in the West. And, as we repeatedly see in The Tale of Genji, a craze for things Chinese (or supposedly Chinese) continued to dominate the aristocracy. Nothing more delighted a court lady than to receive a piece of embroidery brought from China, or to be taught how to play some new tune ‘in the Chinese style’; and apt quotations from T’ang poetry remained a sure key to social success. The prefix kara (‘Chinese’) in front of any object was invariably a mark of elegance and value, like the word ‘imported’ in the more expensive shops of London and New York.

Yet from the ninth century relations with the continent became less intimate and the approach to Chinese culture began to change. This is an early example of the pendulum motion that recurs so often in the island’s history: after a period of avid borrowing, during which the country almost indiscriminately imports and imitates things from abroad, the pendulum swings and there follows a period of reaction when Japan tends to turn in on herself and to concentrate on absorbing the foreign forms, adapting them to the indigenous pattern and rejecting those that seem uncongenial. Thus the preponderance of Chinese cultural influence and prestige during the late Ashikaga period and the craze for Western fashions, such as pipes, pantaloons, and crucifixes, that followed the arrival of the Westerners in the sixteenth century are succeeded by a period of insularity and intense Japanization, which for some two centuries involved an almost total rupture with the outside world. Again, in the nineteenth century the frenzied borrowing from the West during the early decades of Meiji gave way to a period of increasing nationalist pride and of stress on indigenous Japanese ways, reaching its dismal climax in the ultra-nationalism and xenophobia of the 1930s.8

The reaction that started towards the end of the ninth century was far less intense and deliberate than these. China remained the great mentor, but the influence of her culture was becoming absorbed, indirect, less self-conscious. Japan was in the process of adapting Chinese forms to her own special conditions and needs; and, when some aspect of the imported civilization seemed unsuitable, it would be discarded or quietly allowed to fall into desuetude. The approach, in other words, had become selective: there was no longer the feverish desire to gulp down everything that China had to offer on the principle that what came from the continent must always be superior. The Japanese were now able to pick and choose what they wanted, and their choice was not systematic. One result is that their knowledge was often curiously patchy and out of date. Indeed, their selection sometimes strikes one as arbitrary, even perverse. In the field of literature, for example, the T’ang poet, Po Chü-i, was adulated throughout the period; but the works of the great masters, Li Po and Tu Fu, though more respected in their own country than those of Po Chü-i, were little known, if at all, in Heian times.

Already the world pictured in Japanese literature of the early tenth century suggests considerably less direct Chinese influence than that of the preceding generation, and by the time of Sei Shōnagon and Murasaki Shikibu at the end of the century the process of cultural emancipation has gone further still. Genji and his circle were, to be sure, fervent admirers of China; and no man could count himself cultured unless he had what corresponded to a ‘classical education’, that is to say, was familiar with Chinese literature and able to produce passable imitations of Chinese poetry and prose. The China to which they looked, however, was that of earlier centuries, rather than of contemporary Sung.9 More important, there was no doubt in their minds that Japan possessed her own characteristic culture and way of life which, though more recent than China’s, were not necessarily inferior. Terms like Yamato-e (paintings of Japan) and Yamato-damashii (the spirit of Japan) now came into use, reflecting the new spirit of national self-consciousness.10

Despite the increasing cultural independence of Japan and despite her remarkable advances during the tenth century, a visitor from the continent would not have been greatly impressed by what he saw in Heian Kyō, even if he had chanced to arrive during the palmy days of Michinaga. We know that Chinese travellers commented favourably on certain specific Japanese skills, such as their arts of manufacturing coloured paper and of dyeing material; but this was a case of damning with faint praise. In the really important fields, scholarship, poetry, and painting most educated Chinese found little to arouse their enthusiasm. This, for example, is a contemporary Chinese view of the Yamato-e, which represent the first great flowering of indigenous Japanese painting:


‘… though one may commend the pictorial method for its ability to express the purpose—for the way it shows the people and customs of a foreign land in an unfamiliar quarter, a country which is rude and out of the way, uncivilized, lacking ceremonies and proprieties—how can one evaluate their skill or awkwardness any more closely, when we think of the cultural splendours of China, which have been attained over so long a period?’11



The reference to ‘ceremonies and proprieties’ is significant. For it was above all the failure of Heian Japan to conform to the Confucian pattern that earned it the epithet of ‘uncivilized’. Many aspects of the world of Genji would be related to this: the cavalier treatment of the emperor, for example, and the prominence of women in society.

A European writer who visited Japan in 1959 has described the irritation he felt at seeing ‘Western civilization in a distorting mirror’.12 The Chinese visitor to Heian Kyō in Murasaki’s time might well have experienced a similar reaction, though perhaps he would have been amused rather than annoyed. He would have recognized numerous forms that had clearly been borrowed from his own country at some time or other, but that had by now become absurdly distorted. The literary language affected by the gentlemanly poetasters would have struck him as a laughable caricature of the noble Chinese style, while the palace architecture and the court ceremonial would have seemed like a rather untidy imitation in drab miniature of the glories of his own capital. What might have interested the visitor most would have been that the model the Japanese were so gallantly copying was not contemporary Sung but China some two centuries in the past. This might seem valuable from an antiquarian point of view, and the visitor might well commend the Japanese for faithfully preserving certain aspects of T’ang culture. Yet it seems likely that on his return home he would describe Murasaki’s Japan as a poor and hopelessly out-of-date copy of China’s great civilization.

If so, he would of course have been missing an essential part of the picture, namely, that for over a century Japan had been developing on increasingly independent lines and in the process was evolving her own original culture, which in some aspects even surpassed that of its parent civilization to the west. In the field of political, social, and economic organization the prevalence of strong aristocratic and clan traditions had helped to alienate Japan increasingly from the systems she had taken over wholesale from China at the time of the Great Reform. New indigenous political institutions had developed to replace the Chinese-type bureaucracy in all but name. The Chinese system of land distribution and taxation, which had also been adopted in the seventh century, had long since lapsed, and the economy was now based on great manorial holdings, for which there was no foreign model. Both political and economic power had become concentrated in the hands of a single family, a state of affairs that was to be characteristic of Japan for many centuries to come.

On the cultural side, new forms of Buddhism had for all intents and purposes displaced the Chinese-type sects of the Nara period; also in Murasaki’s time a popular, evangelical Buddhism was coming to the fore; and clerics had elaborated a peculiarly Japanese sort of syncretism, aimed at combining the way of Buddha with Shintō. In painting, the emaki picture scrolls, which reached their climax at the end of the Heian period, were developing as an indigenous and important form of art. And in the field of literature, kanabungaku, the new type of phonetic writing from which Chinese word constructions were largely excluded, was being used to create some of the greatest works ever produced in the Far East. Among the various genres written in the new script, prose fiction, which was traditionally scorned by Chinese Confucianists, reached a climax of development in tenth-century Heian Kyō, a climax never to be surpassed in either China or Japan.

Significantly this literature in the phonetic script was sometimes known as ‘women’s writing’. For, although both sexes used kanabun to record the native language, most men were still so overawed by the prestige of Chinese writing that they preferred to circumscribe their literary efforts by a foreign idiom, even though the results were almost bound to be derivative and jejune. This put women, who were theoretically debarred from Chinese studies, at a considerable advantage and is the main reason that their sex produced most of the important writers of the time. The preponderance of women in Heian literature represents not only a divergence from the Chinese pattern but an aspect of uniqueness.13

*   *   *

The Heian period has two contrasting aspects that must be kept in mind if we are to understand the world of the shining prince. On one side is the love of colour and grandeur, of pomp and circumstance, summed up in the word eiga. This involves a fascination with elaborate court ceremonial, with great religious processions, and with those brilliant state functions in which the magnificently accoutred officials move as though performing some stylized dance. Compared to the Chinese court it was all on a small and simple scale, and the descriptions in works like The Tale of Genji and Tales of Glory no doubt contain a good measure of idealization. Yet Michinaga and the people of his circle loved splendour and display and did their best to infuse the yearly round of ceremonies with the beauty and elegance that were so important in almost every part of their lives.

Never far removed from this delight in the aesthetic joys of the world is the sombre, negative aspect of the period, which is an underlying theme in almost all contemporary literature. Often it is just when some splendid celebration has drawn to an end and images of the dancers and musicians and of the crimson tapestry of blossoms under which they have performed are still fresh in his mind that Genji is most overcome with the gloomy side of reality and that the vanity of human pleasures strikes him with the greatest poignancy. The negative tenor of Buddhist doctrine—its picture of the world as a place of universal suffering—was an important element. This was reinforced, especially in the second half of the period, by the disquieting doctrine that the world was about to enter the hopeless era that the Buddha had predicted when he spoke of ‘the latter days of the Law’.14

Changing political and social conditions played their part in encouraging this mood of pessimism and melancholia. Among the upper classes of Heian Kyō there appears to have been a vague sense of foreboding, of impending dislocation. Genji himself, and particularly Murasaki’s second hero, the rather etiolated young man called Kaoru, are in many ways fin de siècle characters. Theirs is not the vigour and ebullience of a new age, but the world-weariness of a great epoch that is entering its period of decline. Though it is not expressed in so many words, we can often recognize in the literature of the time a feeling that the familiar order of things will soon come to an end, a feeling in some ways similar to that of the modern author who wrote of ‘closing time in the gardens of the West’.15

Fundamentally this was related to the steady weakening of the imperial court and the shift of real power to military clans in the provinces. These trends did not become obvious until a considerable time after Murasaki’s death, but in her lifetime there were already ample symptoms of the eventual breakdown. Sporadic revolts and disturbances in the provinces, rampant piracy on the Inland Sea, daylight robbery in the streets of the capital, massive raids by marauding priests from the nearby mountain monasteries—all combined to exert a depressing influence on the more sensitive inhabitants of the world of the shining prince.

Finally there was the great network of superstitious fears—the belief in avenging ghosts, in possession by living spirits, in the fury of the many minor gods who might chastise one for walking in the wrong direction or for washing one’s hair on the wrong day or for infringing any of the other innumerable taboos.16 All this, together with the succession of epidemics, famines, fires, storms, and earthquakes, of which Heian had its full share, was bound to build up a sense of anxiety and to deepen the mood of pessimism that became such a marked feature
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