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THE PILLOW BOOK

    SEI SHŌNAGON (?966–?1017) was a gentlewoman in the court of Empress Teishi, in what is now Kyoto, Japan. The Pillow Book is her ‘journal’ of anecdotes and observations based on her life at court. It was probably completed in the first years of the eleventh century.

MEREDITH MCKINNEY gained a Ph.D. in medieval Japanese literature from the Australian National University in Canberra, where she presently teaches in the Japan Centre. She lived and taught in Japan for twenty years, and now lives near Braidwood, New South Wales. Her other published translations include Ravine and Other Stories by Furui Yoshikichi (1997) and The Tale of Saigyō (1998).



Note on the Translation

A text of this age can be expected to present transcription and manuscript problems, and The Pillow Book certainly does so. Four major variant forms of the work exist, and there may well have been more. The version used here is known as Sankanbon, now generally agreed to preserve at least something approximating the work’s original form, although it is quite likely that words, sentences, and perhaps even whole sections have been added or removed or otherwise tampered with by subsequent copyists. The Sankanbon text, whose earliest extant copy dates from 1228, traditionally includes a ‘supplementary’ group of sections that was apparently included in the text proper in a previous version of it, no longer extant. The other main contender is known as Nōinbon,1 which contains much the same material but frequently in different order, omits some passages found in Sankanbon and adds others. The issue of the relationship of the four variants is complex, and is further confused by the problem of how and in what stages Sei Shōnagon might have composed the work (see Introduction, here).

My translation is based on the 1997 annotated edition of the Sankanbon text edited by Matsuo Satoshi and Nagai Kazuko and published by Shōgakukan, although I have taken into account the annotations and interpretations provided by other editions as need arose.2 There are numerous places in the text where scholarly interpretations of meaning differ, and here I choose my way among the various possibilities. Occasionally, the Nōinbon text seems to preserve the more natural meaning, and there I momentarily desert the Sankanbon text for the sake of clarity; these are always acknowledged in the Notes.

The translation of the poetry presents a particular, virtually insurmountable, problem. The traditional Japanese poetic form (waka) is syllabic rather than metrical in rhythm, has no rhyme, uses no line division and largely depends for its effect on subtleties of pervasive poetic allusion and other linguistic devices that are untranslatable and require copious notes for a foreign reader (and even for a modern Japanese one). Thus almost no element of a poem can be carried across into English beyond the bare denotative meanings of its words, which generally has the effect of making the poem sound mindlessly simple, stark, or just plain pointless. In order to create at least some semblance of what English readers feel to be poetry, I have followed translation tradition and divided the poem into five lines, corresponding to the syllabic 5–7–5–7–7 demarcations of the original waka. Where feasible, I preserve something close to that syllable count, although counting syllables in English is a mental and not an aural exercise; however, where strict syllabic count produces a rhythm that interferes with aural pleasure, I frequently allow a modified iambic to stretch the syllable number into something that sounds more natural to the English reader’s ear. Translating the words presents its own problems, particularly as the point of Sei Shōnagon’s poetry generally lies in clever punning. Sometimes there is a way to slip the pun directly or indirectly into English, but for the most part I can only follow the imagery while trying to suggest through choice of language where the pun would lie, and hope that at least a little of the poem’s interest is thereby preserved. Readers are referred to the Notes for fuller explanations of how the wit works.

The early manuscripts of The Pillow Book show that Sei Shōnagon’s text was a more or less continuous one, without section divisions. This creates a very different and much more extraordinary reading experience than the subsequent clerical snipping into individual sections allows. With some reluctance, I have followed modern practice by retaining the traditional section divisions, with numbers for ease of reference, and highlighting the opening words of each section in lieu of a title. (For the supplementary sections, see here.) However, readers are encouraged to ignore these divisions as they read, for by doing so they will often be pleased to discover the subtle, tangential connections that flow backwards and forwards across and among sections that at first appear to be isolated entities.

An asterisk following the section number indicates that general information useful for understanding the section is provided at this point in the Notes. Where a date for the scene described in the section is known or able to be conjectured from internal evidence, it has been given in brackets after the section ‘title’ in the Notes. The reader is also referred to the appendices for unfamiliar terms not found in the Notes – including general terms, ranks and titles, colours and religious festivals – and to the list of the main characters appearing in the text (Appendix 2).

The Pillow Book is written in a language that became the epitome of classical beauty for subsequent ages, which have always looked back to the glories of Heian culture with reverent nostalgia. However, when Sei Shōnagon was writing it had none of this aura, and seems to have been a written language that had in many ways not yet distinguished itself from everyday spoken Japanese. Sei Shōnagon’s Pillow Book speaks with a direct and vivid voice, and I attempt to convey this. I will have succeeded if readers can feel, as they read, the pleasure of her company.

NOTES

1. Ivan Morris, in his translation of The Pillow Book (1967), chose to base his work largely on the Nōinbon text, and the Penguin Classics edition of his translation (1971) omits many of the list sections as well as other sections deemed too obscure for the general reader.

2. Chief among them are the 1991 edition, ed. Watanabe Minoru, published as Number 25 of the Shin Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei series, and the two-volume 1977 edition, ed. Hagitani Boku, published as Numbers 11 and 12 in the Shinchō Nihon

Koten Shūsei series.



Introduction

A thousand years ago, in a world in many ways unimaginably different from ours, a lady at the imperial court of Japan settled herself in front of a precious bundle of paper and began to write the extraordinary work later called Makura no sōshi, known to English readers as The Pillow Book. In it she wrote about her world, in a voice so vividly alive that we find ourselves in the presence of a woman we recognize as we would a friend.

The world Sei Shōnagon lived in and wrote for was the intimate world of the court – instantly recognizable to her and her audience, but so opaque to us that often we have only her words to guide us. As we read her apparently crazy quilt of vignettes and opinions and anecdotes, we find ourselves deep inside this world, and feel her responses along our own nerves. But the modern reader’s compelling sense of intimacy with Sei Shōnagon and her world, which is one of the great achievements of her writing, is of course based on an illusion. We do not know that world, and before we enter it with her it is best to learn a little about it.

SEI SHŌNAGON AND THE BACKGROUND TO HER WORLD

Sei Shōnagon lived at the height of the Heian period. ‘Heian’ roughly translates as ‘peace and tranquility’, and nicely expresses the nature of this long, sunny period in Japanese history, stretching from 794 to 1186, when Japanese culture flowered and came into its own. This flowering grew from the fertilizing contact of the native culture with that of China, but by Sei Shōnagon’s time the direct impact of that powerful foreign civilization had largely been absorbed and contact with China had virtually ceased, although its culture was still a potent presence in civilized Japanese life.

The city in which Sei Shōnagon lived, Heian-kyō (present-day Kyoto), was usually known simply as ‘the capital’. Around and beyond, in wider Japan, lay the provinces, which for those people in Heian-kyō constituted a kind of outer darkness against which the cultured life of their capital glowed the more brightly. At the glowing centre of this world was the Emperor and his court. Heian-kyō was modelled on the Chinese capital Ch’ang-an, with a large imperial palace in the north of the city and a grid of streets to the east, west and south of it. The walled palace-grounds were in turn divided into the outer imperial palace, which held the buildings of the governmental bureaucracy, and, within another wall, the smaller inner complex of gallery-connected buildings that housed the Emperor and his various consorts, as well as some administrative buildings. (See ‘The Inner Palace’ in Appendix 1.)

This world – of the capital, more specifically of the inner palace area, and most particularly of the household of Empress Teishi where Sei Shōnagon served as gentlewoman – is that of The Pillow Book. Small though it may seem from our perspective, it was all the world to Sei Shōnagon, and in this she epitomizes the experience of the women and the men who served at the imperial court. Culture and civilization were synonymous with court life, and the closer one was to the Emperor the closer one was to its essence.

Sei Shōnagon was born into what she would have considered the periphery of this world. Her father was a Provincial Governor, a post given to middle-ranking courtiers but far from prestigious in the world of the court, where the requirement to live in the provinces was perceived as a kind of cultural exile. In fact, Governors often contrived to spend a good deal of time in the capital, and there is no record of Sei Shōnagon ever having experienced provincial life. Certainly the only experiences that mattered to her were exclusively to do with life in Heian-kyō.

Verifiable facts about Sei Shōnagon are sparse, and information about her life depends overwhelmingly on her own record in The Pillow Book. Even her name is puzzling. ‘Sei’ is a shorthand reference to her family name of Kiyohara (sei being an alternative reading of the character for kiyo), while ‘Shōnagon’ is the name of a bureaucratic post, translated here as ‘Junior Counsellor’ (See Appendix 5 on ranks and titles). Names were far more changeable and context-dependent than in our modern world, and at court it was traditional to name a gentlewoman by the title of a male relative, though no one has managed to trace definitively the ‘Junior Counsellor’ from whom Sei Shōnagon derives her name. Tradition has it that her original personal name was Nagiko.fn1

Balancing a variety of historical evidence, scholars suggest that Sei Shōnagon may have been born around 966, and the last apparently historical reference to her is around 1017. She seems to have been ‘married’ (although that word only inadequately conveys the fluid nature of marital arrangements at this time)1 to Tachibana Norimitsu (dates unknown), one of the courtiers who appears in The Pillow Book, though in a rather unimpressive role. (See Appendix 2 for a summary of Norimitsu’s appearances and that of other major characters.) We can gather that the marriage did not last, and there is certainly no suggestion of husband or children in The Pillow Book, although references found in other works of the period indicate that she had at least one child.

Thus Sei Shōnagon’s story essentially begins and ends with her relationship with Empress Teishi (977–1000). She seems to have entered Teishi’s court as a gentlewoman in either the spring or autumn of 993. She would have been in her late twenties, considerably older than most newly employed gentlewomen, and around ten years older than the Empress. Her service at court presumably came to an end with Teishi’s death seven years later.2 Of Sei Shōnagon’s subsequent life nothing is known, although tradition states that she degenerated in her final years into a poverty-stricken and unhappy crone. However, tradition may only be serving her what it considered her just desserts.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Although Teishi is here designated as ‘Empress’, her position was never as secure as that title implies. When Sei Shōnagon entered her service, Teishi was Emperor Ichijō’s first Empress (chūgū), a position she had held since soon after her powerful father Fujiwara Michitaka had arranged their marriage when she was fourteen and Ichijō eleven years old. Other consorts also lived in the various residences around Ichijō’s Seiryōden residence, however, and each of them had powerful family backing, on which their status at court largely depended.

Throughout most of Japanese history, the Emperor himself, for all his prestige, has been effectively powerless. During the Heian period, the real power lay in the hands of the great Fujiwara family. The court was largely composed of Fujiwara men, and members of the family’s main branch held the top positions in the court hierarchy. One of their chief aims was to provide from their own immediate family the woman who would become the mother of the future Emperor, and to this end there was perpetual rivalry and jockeying to place their daughters advantageously at court. Thus Teishi’s position rested precariously on the continued power of her father Michitaka, for all that Emperor Ichijō seems genuinely to have preferred her above his other consorts.

In The Pillow Book we meet Michitaka as the jovial Regent who so delighted Sei Shōnagon with his jokes and banter, a man revelling in his power and the resultant prestige of his family. His beloved daughter Teishi was Empress, her younger sister Genshi had recently become wife of the Crown Prince, his eldest son Korechika was in place to take over the reins of power in his turn, and his other children were likewise in positions of suitable prestige. His brother and rival, Michinaga, was as yet only a peripheral threat. But less than two years later, in 995, Michitaka died after a few months of illness. His brother Michikane became Regent, but when he died in an epidemic a mere seven days later, Michinaga at last attained his goal. His days of power extended until his death in 1027; his glittering career may have played a part in the portrait of the ‘Shining Prince’ in The Tale of Genji (Genji monogatari), that most famous of Heian tales, written when he was at the height of his glory.

For Teishi, Michitaka’s death was more than a personal sorrow because her position at court was now deeply insecure. It was further undermined when her chief protector, her brother Korechika, was disgraced and effectively exiled with their younger brother Takaie in 996, after a peculiar incident in which they attacked Retired Emperor Kazan, under the (probably mistaken) impression that he was secretly courting a lady who was at the time Korechika’s lover. Michinaga’s machinations may well have been behind this event, and it certainly played into his hands. Though Korechika was allowed to return from the provinces early in 997, his power had been permanently undermined, and with it Teishi’s position at court. In 1000, Michinaga established his ten-year-old daughter Shōshi as the first Empress. Teishi, still at court but her position now threatened on all sides, died at the end of the year, two days after childbirth.

CULTURAL BACKGROUND

Although Sei Shōnagon was profoundly affected by these events, they are almost entirely absent from her Pillow Book. Her gaze is determinedly, almost perversely, fixed on the delights to be found in court life; if sorrow momentarily clouds her sky, it is there only to provide the backdrop for some delightful event that relieves it with laughter. Although the history is essential for an understanding of the background to the world she writes about, we will most sympathetically read The Pillow Book if we allow ourselves temporarily to forget the grim facts. What Sei Shōnagon wants her reader to experience is the delicious pleasures of life at court, so it is to the details of that life that we should now turn.

Teishi and her gentlewomen inhabited a world that was largely screened from the world around it. Within the building where they spent their days and nights, the Empress herself was ensconced in the large Inner Chamber, and much of the comings and goings of life around her were conducted in the wide aisle area that surrounded this central room on all sides. (See ‘The Main House’ in Appendix 1.) Although the word ‘palace’ is often used to describe buildings such as those Teishi and the Emperor inhabited in the inner palace grounds, there was no palatial glitter about these simple wooden buildings. The only walled room was a sort of storeroom-cum-occasional-bedroom that made up one portion of the Inner Chamber; for the rest, ‘rooms’ were temporary constructions usually made of portable standing screens and standing curtains. Reed blinds and sliding panels were generally all that divided the Inner Chamber from the surrounding aisle, which was a step lower. The gentlewomen had their apartments along the side or back aisle, though the flimsy nature of the partitions meant that privacy was partial at best. Beyond the aisle, divided off by blinds and shutters and another step lower, a narrow veranda surrounded the building. (For definitions of general terminology, see Appendix 4.)

It was to the veranda that a gentleman would come to call on a gentlewoman, or a messenger present himself with a message for the Empress. These visitors from the outer world were received by the gentlewomen, obscured by lowered blinds or standing curtains, behind which they would sit and converse more or less invisibly, or receive the message (written or oral) and deliver it to the Empress within. It was only when they could be sure of being unobserved that the ladies would venture out to sit on the veranda or wander in the garden beyond. Barely a breath of the politics that seethed in the larger world of the palace is apparent in the picture Sei Shōnagon presents. Among the men, advancement in rank and title was the focus of constant rivalry. Sei Shōnagon and her friends were fascinated, though passive, observers of this struggle, and connoisseurs of its finer details, but they would have been surprised at the suggestion that they should want the powers and freedoms allowed to men: their tiny world was for them its own completely adequate centre.

The confined life of the women at court was only relieved by the intense pleasure of occasional expeditions. The highlights were viewing the splendid procession for the annual Kamo Festival (see Appendix 4), and the imperial processions when the Emperor left the palace, but religious events such as the popular Salvation Lotus Discourses could also cause great excitement, as Section 32 so vividly depicts. Even for such excursions, however, high-ranking ladies always remained hidden from view within their carriages, and observed the world through the haze of fine reed blinds.

Far from dulling the senses, however, this dimly lit and circumscribed world in fact vivified the perceptions of its inhabitants. Sei Shōnagon’s writing revels in the nuances of sound and scent – the soft tap of a lid placed on a kettle, the faint susurration of fire tongs gently stirring ash in a brazier, or the lingering scent from someone’s incense-impregnated clothes resonate with peculiar intensity. Visual awareness is also acute; the glint of firelight on a metal clasp or the glow of a glossed-silk robe receives loving attention.

This is perhaps to be expected, in a dark interior lit largely by an occasional oil lamp or brazier fire, or pale daylight filtered through fine blinds. What is unexpected and astonishing, however, is the vivid and detailed visual awareness of clothes. A figure some distance away, in a poorly illuminated room, will be recalled years later with an enthralled description of the details of clothing, colour and fabric. It is undoubtedly the case that Sei Shōnagon was particularly finely attuned to and observant of such matters, as her fellow-gentlewomen point out, perhaps rather wryly, in Section 78 after hearing a breathless report from her on a courtier’s splendid attire, but other writing of the time makes it clear that she was not unusual in her fascination with clothes. The question of what people wore was highly complex and of utmost importance for both men and women at court (see Appendix 6); Sei Shōnagon’s fine judgements reveal the degree to which clothing mattered in an estimation of others. Facial features, body type – such merely physical attributes are barely mentioned in describing a person’s appearance. A man or a woman is the clothes he or she wears.

This heightened awareness of taste and aesthetic sensibility is everywhere apparent in the court culture that Sei Shōnagon so lovingly documented, and nowhere more so than in relations between women and men. Senior courtiers constantly came calling on gentlewomen, and elegant repartee was the essence of conversations that could apparently continue for hours between the gentleman on his cushion on the veranda and the gentlewoman ensconced behind her blind or curtain close by. The only men who could breach the curtain’s boundary were family members, or lovers. Sei Shōnagon seems to have had several lovers during her period at court, a situation probably not uncommon for gentlewomen, but although she recorded her close relationships with these men, there is never a hint of any physicality in her descriptions. As with clothes, so with love – taste and sensibility, rather than the merely physical, are the focus of interest and awareness.

Nothing revealed a person’s degree of sensibility more clearly than the art of poetry. It would seem from reading The Pillow Book that poetic allusion was woven into every elegant conversation, and almost any occasion could be turned to the purposes of poetic composition. Anyone who hoped to be admired and accepted had to be deeply knowledgeable about the poetic canon, particularly the poems contained in the classic poetry collections such as Kokinshū, and able to weave apposite allusions to them into her or his own occasional poetry. Wittily nuanced messages, generally containing a poem, flew constantly between members of the court and sometimes beyond; these in turn required a suitable extempore poem in response, written in an elegant hand on paper carefully chosen for appropriateness of colour and quality, in every aspect of which one’s sensibility and character would be displayed for intense scrutiny. Although such exchanges of poetry were common throughout the court, by long tradition it was the romantic relationship that quintessentially embodied the essence of poetic exchange. A man could fall in love with a woman on the evidence of little more than her poems; a woman could decide to sever relations with a man if he demonstrated poetic obtuseness, as Sei Shōnagon several times describes herself doing in The Pillow Book.

Sei Shōnagon was a masterful practitioner of the art of witty repartee and poetic exchange, and revelled in recording her finest moments. She also frequently described how nervous poetic composition made her, and with so much at stake this is not surprising. She had the added burden, however, of coming from a family with a high reputation for poetic composition. Her own skills were clearly in the field of clever social verse; it was more serious composition, for poetry contests or in response to an occasion such as the excursion in Section 94 to hear the first call of the hototogisu (a small cuckoo whose sweet lilting call was a poetic harbinger of early summer), that she found intimidating.

She was perfectly happy to be the one who intimidated with poetry on other occasions, however, and The Pillow Book abounds in tales of various hapless gentlemen’s defeat at her hands. She evidently had an astonishingly quick mind, and could cap any allusion that came her way. The situations that caused her most difficulty were those involving allusions from Chinese poetry: not because she was ignorant of it, but rather because it was considered unseemly for a woman to betray any knowledge of it. The Chinese language belonged to the sphere of men: their public and official writing, of both prose and poetry, was conducted in Chinese, and their education was largely devoted to the Chinese classics. Other sources make it clear that it was in fact not unusual for an intelligent woman to gain some surreptitious knowledge of these classics – and indeed the scenes in The Pillow Book in which men are heard chanting Chinese poetry show that women were frequently exposed to it – but it was generally frowned on for a woman to flaunt this knowledge. Sei Shōnagon, typically, knew far more than most, and the gentlemen knew she did, and enjoyed seeing her negotiate the difficult challenge of cleverly responding to a Chinese allusion in a suitably roundabout way.

From the above it may seem that Sei Shōnagon’s primary social focus was men, and men certainly are the principal players in many of the episodes she related. But the real emotional focus of her life at court was the Empress she served. For all Sei Shōnagon’s clear-eyed and acerbic observations on those with whom she came in contact, her vision of Her Majesty was perpetually glazed with something close to adoration. Teishi was by all accounts an enchantingly lively and beautiful young woman, yet even so Sei Shōnagon’s worshipful attitude towards her strikes most modern readers as excessive. But we must remember that the Heian court was far from alone in its adulation of emperors and empresses; this kind of adoration, which may appear to us merely sycophantic, was for many centuries and in many lands the norm.

Teishi evidently took pleasure in Sei Shōnagon’s company, if we can trust The Pillow Book accounts, and certainly enjoyed teasing her, at times a little cruelly, by pretending to test her love. But Sei Shōnagon was in fact a precious asset for Teishi, someone whose fine taste and brilliant wit brought honour to her in a world that placed high value on the reputation of one’s salon. When Sei Shōnagon delights everyone with a particularly adroit and ingenious response to a poetic challenge Teishi has posed, a gentlewoman admiringly remarks, ‘You epitomize the sort of person who belongs in this court’ (Section 279). This was undoubtedly true, and it should be the first thing kept in mind in turning to the question of the origins and purposes of The Pillow Book.

WHAT IS THE PILLOW BOOK?

The final section [s29] provides its own explanation for how The Pillow Book came into being. There Sei Shōnagon gives us this rather cryptic scene:


Palace Minister Korechika one day presented to the Empress a bundle of paper. ‘What do you think we could write on this?’

Her Majesty inquired. ‘They are copying Records of the Historian over at His Majesty’s court.’

‘This should be a “pillow”, then,’ I suggested.

‘Very well, it’s yours,’ declared Her Majesty, and she handed it over to me.



Unfortunately, precisely what Sei Shōnagon intended by her reference to a ‘pillow’ (makura)3 has never been satisfactorily explained. We can probably dismiss the idea that she meant it literally. References to ‘makura’ in other works of the period suggest that she may have been requesting to keep the paper by her pillow for private jottings – she asserts several times that her writing was never intended for public view, although there is a strong whiff of false humility in these disclaimers. Still, paper was a precious commodity, and this was a gift to Her Majesty, who evidently wished it to be used for some purpose that might equal or rival the work going on at the Emperor’s court, where they were making a copy of one of the great Chinese classics. Besides, having read this far, we will know that it is probable Sei Shōnagon was being witty. Various puns have been suggested,4 but a conclusive explanation remains elusive. The one thing that is clear is that it was as a result of Sei Shōnagon’s suggestion that Teishi gave her the bundle of paper which became the bound book (sōshi) later known to the world as Makura no sōshi (literally ‘Pillow Book’).5

Perhaps we can combine several interpretations and imagine Sei Shōnagon taking away her pile of paper to keep by her pillow and write, in the form of private jottings and as if purely for her own entertainment, a work that would redound to the credit of Teishi’s court – a work conveying the brilliant wit, exquisite taste and sheer ‘delightfulness’ for which that court had become known and which Sei Shōnagon was felt to epitomize. If this was her aim, she certainly fulfilled it.

The question of when and why the book was written is rather more complex than this, however. Scholars have used the reference to Korechika’s court title in this scene to date the gift of paper to between 994 and 996. In the same section, Sei Shōnagon also describes how her work was disconcertingly revealed to the world when she put out a mat for the visiting Governor of Ise, Tsunefusa, and discovered too late that her precious ‘bound book’ was sitting on the mat (though no matter how ill-lit the room, it is rather unlikely that Sei Shōnagon wouldn’t have been aware of what was on that mat she apparently guilelessly offered).

Tsunefusa held the post of Governor between 995 and 997, which we might expect to give us a rough guide to when The Pillow Book was completed. But whatever Tsunefusa triumphantly made off with and passed around was not the whole work we have today; it contains numerous scenes and references datable to after 997, the latest of them (Sections 6, 222 and 273) belonging to the period immediately before Teishi’s death in 1000. Scattered asides elsewhere in the book also reveal that at least in some sections Sei Shōnagon was aware of an audience, one that had begged her ‘not to leave anything out’, but that was nevertheless likely to be offended by some of what she included. All this suggests that an early version of the work, circulated by Tsunefusa, met with gratifying success, and at the encouragement of her eager readers she continued to add to it for the rest of her time at court and quite possibly beyond.

One of the most striking aspects of The Pillow Book as we have it is that it is an extraordinary jumble: some sections are brief while others can be many pages long; there are lists, personal reminiscences and anecdotes, and the author’s own thoughts and opinions on all manner of topics, while sections seem to be snatches of scenes for a romantic tale. Sometimes some or all of these flow in and out of each other within a single section. Was there once perhaps more order in the work that subsequently became irrevocably tangled and confused? Since no manuscript of The Pillow Book survives from earlier than the thirteenth century, and that version differs from others known from later references to have existed before that date, we cannot know. Scholars still argue over its earliest form, a problem that is further complicated by the existence of four different versions of the work.6

One argument suggests that the original impulse for the work can be traced to the lists scattered throughout it. They take various forms, but in the simplest, consisting largely of strings of names or objects belonging to a given category, Sei Shōnagon’s interest is almost exclusively to do with their appearance in or association with poetry. Given the importance of poetic allusion in her world, such a compendium would have been of great interest to her readers, in a way it cannot be for us. Perhaps what Sei Shōnagon originally set out to do was create a kind of handbook of poetic references, in the manner of others already in existence?

The famous first section can certainly be read in this way: as a prescriptive list of the times of day that poetically most embody the subjective essence of the various seasons. However, although the second section seems to set out to continue this form, Sei Shōnagon rapidly slips into personal anecdote and extended description, liberally laced with pithy comments, until at the end of this section she seems to have abandoned the projected list altogether. The fact is that Sei Shōnagon’s personality is irrepressible, and seldom suffers for long the strict confines of a list; again and again, she cannot resist adding personal comments and asides that sometimes lead off into anecdotes or lengthy opinions in which her list is apparently quite forgotten. It is easy to imagine that her readers would have enjoyed these interjections of direct and personal writing, finding to their delight that their world was being documented for them in intimate and exquisite detail. We cannot tell whether the lists scattered throughout the work constitute its original material or were intended to be a kind of backbone, but in the Pillow Book we have today it is Sei Shōnagon’s own voice that predominates.

Nevertheless, we should keep in mind that those lists, which could read as a quirky, personal cataloguing of names and things based on highly individual taste, may well have been intended essentially as catalogues of shared taste, responses and knowledge. In the world of the Heian court, as in other conservative societies and periods, the essential role of taste and opinion was to affirm one’s identity with others, and individual variation was often looked at askance – a fact to which Sei Shōnagon often reveals herself to be very sensitive. The conflicting claims of individuality and group are always present, of course, and Sei Shōnagon’s personality was sufficiently strong to cause her to suffer from them. Yet much that might seem to us simply personal and individual in her writing is really the articulation of her world and its values.

This point is relevant when we consider the key word okashi, which is woven throughout her work as a strong motif. Perhaps the best English translation is the earlier meaning of ‘amusing’: that which entertains, intrigues, delights, pleases and beguiles. Since ‘amusing’ is now a rather chilly and old-fashioned word, however, I have chosen the more spirited ‘delightful’ in my translation. English will tolerate far less repetition than classical Japanese, so I have frequently substituted other words with similar meanings, such as ‘charming’ or ‘lovely’, and there are of course instances where ‘delightful’ does not convey the exact nuance intended. But even so, the reader may notice that ‘delightful’ occurs with great regularity; this is deliberate, since it is important to convey something of the nature of this crucial word’s constant, central presence in the work.

There can be no question that when Sei Shōnagon declared an experience or thing to be okashi it was a response of genuine feeling, but she did so knowing that her readers would understand precisely what she meant, and smile in agreement. Okashi is much more than a matter of merely private and transient responsiveness. It is in essence a kind of aesthetic response, one that can be cultivated and honed, which delights itself by its awareness of the frisson of pleasure that an object or moment produces, and whose pleasure is compounded by the knowledge that it would be shared by others of cultured sensibility. Sei Shōnagon was writing not only for but, in an important sense, on behalf of her audience at court as she noted, described and discussed the myriad things that engaged her interest, and the okashi sensibility is the unifying theme behind her jumble of apparently random jottings. She does indeed epitomize the sensibility of Teishi’s court, and in documenting her own responses to the world she was producing a kind of exposition of that sensibility.

Sei Shōnagon would never have considered her task in these bald terms, of course, if indeed she considered it at all, and there certainly would have been no talk of ‘an okashi aesthetic’ at the court. Yet she clearly was intent on documenting her world through its lens. Even where the word itself is absent from what she writes, we feel its presence as the constant tenor, as much in her discussion of what fails to delight as in the record of what does. And when we consider the sorrowful and increasingly tragic events that began to overwhelm Teishi and her court a mere two years after Sei Shōnagon arrived, we must be astonished that out of this could have come a work that not only resolutely refuses to acknowledge these sorrows, but that largely refuses to acknowledge sorrow itself, and gives us in its place a world of exquisite delight.

It may well be, as some recent scholars7 have suggested, that Sei Shōnagon was consciously setting out to present Teishi’s court as forever bathed in the rosy glow of okashi as an antidote to the historical facts and as a way of salvaging Teishi’s sad tale for posterity – and it is certainly true that the wild chronological confusion in the ordering of anecdotes creates a floating portrait of the court detached from time and history (although the author included details that would easily identify the date of some episodes for a reader familiar with her world). As we read, we are always deep inside the moment of experience that comes to us off the page; Sei Shōnagon seems intent on presenting these moments simply for their own sake, not as part of some larger story that we will return to after these present pleasures or irritations have been savoured.

This effect is far stronger for a reader of the work in its original Japanese than for English language readers, for whom an awareness of time as past or present is woven deep into the structure of our language. The language in which Sei Shōnagon wrote was capable of using verb inflections to indicate nuances that make English verb tenses seem clumsy; but a writer did not on the other hand need to specify any time relationship at all, unless she particularly wished to. A narration of a past event could make use of a verb inflection indicating personal reminiscence, for instance, but it could, and often did, dispense with this and simply proceed in a time-neutral verb form. This characteristic of the language is perfect for Sei Shōnagon’s purposes. Although there are occasions when a sudden past inflection will ground a scene inside personal reminiscence, by and large the world she gives us is, quite literally, timeless.

This produces some peculiar and intriguing results. In most consecutive writing, context is usually enough to give the reader the necessary information about time, but Sei Shōnagon’s writing is anything but consecutive. She will often launch into a new scene without any orienting context except perhaps some thematic or tangential connection with the previous scene, and we find ourselves inside it without any idea of whether it is describing something that she herself once experienced, or that people of sensibility may well experience, or that we are experiencing through the medium of a romanticized scene from a tale. As we read on, we may come across a verb inflection or some other information that answers the question, but often we finish none the wiser, or confused by a description that seems to slip freely between reminiscence and a floating projection of the imagination. This detachment is exacerbated by the fact that the classical Japanese language does not need, and very seldom has, a specified subject to the verb. Is it I, or you, or we, or perhaps she, who is experiencing this? The question will often seem irrelevant, for in many passages, it is enough that the experience exists as we read, and that by reading we too experience it.8 In The Pillow Book, we seem to enter a kind of entranced historical present in which we will often find ourselves experiencing the moment as Sei Shōnagon herself does, but we are more generally the receptive consciousness of an anonymous lady at the Heian court.

LITERARY BACKGROUND

What traditions of writing did Sei Shōnagon draw on when she chose the form her ‘pillow’ would take? Over at the Emperor’s court, they were busy reinforcing the male literary tradition by laboriously copying a Chinese classic. What could a woman, who was barred from this tradition, produce that might in some way match that officially sanctioned endeavour?

Although when men wrote Japanese poetry they used the phonetic script that had evolved for writing the language (hiragana), this script, and the spoken native language, were largely the domain of women’s reading and writing. In the long, dragging hours when there was nothing much to do, the women would sit together and listen to a reading of one of the many tales written in this script that were then in circulation among the ladies (as well as some rather shame-faced gentlemen) in the better households. Almost all these tales have been lost to us, but they were evidently largely romantic and sentimental, and were inclined to idealized scenes of splendid men, exquisite ladies and affecting circumstances. They were frequently accompanied by illustrations, which the audience would gaze at as the words they heard brought the scene to life.

It seems that these tales, though intended for a female audience, were in fact largely written (anonymously) by men. But there was nothing to prevent a woman creating one – indeed, in the decade following Teishi’s death, this tradition would attain magnificent heights in the work of another court gentlewoman, Murasaki Shikibu, in The Tale of Genji. We might expect that Sei Shōnagon likewise would have tried her hand at writing a tale; certainly, the influence both of these romantic tales and of their illustrations is pervasive in The Pillow Book, and the atmosphere of their world colours her perceptions and responses in fascinating ways. Her prose itself, a form of written Japanese sometimes referred to as ‘women’s writing’ that had evolved relatively recently, and largely through the medium of tales and letters, is necessarily imbued with the language of the tales. There are even a few sections in The Pillow Book that seem to be little scenes from a romantic tale, and once she appears to begin one in earnest (Section 294). But Sei Shōnagon was too interested in the real world and its foibles to be able to sustain a romantic sensibility for long. Her forte was close observation and personal comment; if she set out to describe the ideal lover, she ended up providing a hilarious portrait of his mortifying real-life counterpart. The romantic tale was not the genre for her.

The other possibility for ‘women’s writing’ in prose was the ‘diary’ or private journal that recorded personal experiences and thoughts, ostensibly purely for one’s own purposes. Men wrote diaries (nikki) too, but they were largely dry notations in Chinese of date and event. Women took the diary form and made it a looser, more subjective and psychologically penetrating record of lived experience. Unlike the tales, these diaries were not read for popular entertainment, but they were an accepted genre of writing that Sei Shōnagon clearly drew on in her descriptions of incidents she had experienced and witnessed. The diaries were the realistic antithesis of the romantic tales. Those that have come down to us, the earliest of which is Kagerō nikki (completed c. 975), give us a very different world from that of the tales, one in which we read of the sorrows of women condemned to wait and yearn for the visits of a fickle husband or lover, or of the frictions and everyday events that make up so much of life. Their finely nuanced introversion creates a style of writing that Sei Shōnagon’s brisk extroversion would have had no truck with. If she was going to write anything resembling a personal journal, she would have to do it in a very different way.

What she came up with was, in fact, so different that it is quite unlike anything known to have come before it. Scholars have pointed to the long tradition of compendiums and catalogues that Sei Shōnagon had to draw on when she conceived her lists, but if this is indeed how she began, she very quickly transformed it into something much more personal and flamboyantly alive. The Heian women’s diary form produced masterful examples of the kind of introspection that is perhaps a worldwide characteristic of women’s writing; but what Sei Shōnagon produced was an extended, ebullient conversation with somebody else – with her audience. She so engages us because she engages with us, we meet her eye across a thousand years. Perhaps it is the letter form that Sei Shōnagon’s overall style comes closest to – the random flow of anecdotes and opinions and thoughts, apparently dashed off extempore, veering impulsively from one comment or story to another, each new turn touched off by some random association or tangential connection, or perhaps by nothing at all. The bewildering shifts of tone and content, the rich mix of the elegant and refined with the down-to-earth and acerbic, produce an effect of spontaneity and intimacy that draws the reader into a warm complicity, even when we find ourselves appalled at her frequent snobbery and occasional cruelty.

The literary judgements of posterity, however, generally come down on the side of the serious. The Heian women writers who are still praised are those who evolved and expressed the sombre sensibility later identified as aware, a feeling-tone in which responsiveness to the moving nature of the phenomenal world derives from a recognition of its transience. While The Pillow Book is always mentioned in any list of the great Heian period classics, attention then often moves on to the Tale of Genji, or to the more pensive and melancholy diaries. Sei Shōnagon’s apparent frivolity has sometimes tended to condemn her to the margins.

The difficulty for the serious-minded and scholarly who are the arbiters of literary taste is really not just with The Pillow Book, its ‘shallow’ aesthetic and ‘erratic’ spontaneity. Sei Shōnagon herself seems to irritate. The earliest example is in the diary of the author of The Tale of Genji, the somewhat morose and withdrawn Murasaki Shikibu, who was a gentlewoman in the court of the Empress who had supplanted Teishi:


Sei Shōnagon … was dreadfully conceited. She thought herself so clever and littered her writings with Chinese characters; but if you examined them closely, they left a great deal to be desired. Those who think of themselves as being superior to everyone else in this way will inevitably suffer and come to a bad end, and people who have become so precious that they go out of their way to try and be sensitive in the most unpromising situations, trying to capture every moment of interest, however slight, are bound to look ridiculous and superficial. How can the future turn out well for them?9



Sei Shōnagon had long since left the court when these words were written, but this sour judgement shows that she still rankled for Murasaki. Similar opinions have continued to be expressed down the centuries, and modern scholars (men) have often been equally irritated by her. She has been dismissed by some as a mere chatterbox of a woman, and The Pillow Book considered to be nothing more than a silly gentlewoman’s idle thoughts spilling themselves haphazardly on to the page. It is common in Japan to contrast her with Murasaki Shikibu, and those who side with Sei Shōnagon in this perceived rivalry are often characterized as vacuous and frivolous.

Given this criticism, it is all the more impressive that The Pillow Book has always been accorded important status as a classic. Its fascination and odd genius are undeniable, and there have been and are many scholars happy to give it the attention it richly deserves, just as there will surely always be new readers who rediscover its delights.

NOTES

1. Marriage customs were complex. In Sei Shōnagon’s world, it was usual for a husband to come and go from his wife’s family home where she remained living, at least during the early years of the marriage. Male monogamy often was not strictly practised, and many marriages seem to have been rather tenuous arrangements. See also Section 2, note 4.

2. I follow the custom of giving dates without the fine calculations necessary to adjust to the lunar calendar used in Japan then. Teishi’s death occurred in the twelfth month of 1000, which approximates to February 1001 in our Julian calendar. For an explanation of the Japanese calendar, see Appendix 3.

3. The word ‘pillow’ (makura) carries certain overtones in classical Japanese, but they are not to do with the erotic. Rather, the word has a poetic resonance, appearing in literary expressions such as makurakotoba (‘pillow word’, a word that conventionally accompanies a certain word or phrase in early poetry) or utamakura (‘poem pillow’, a word or image codified for a specific poetic use). Some scholars argue that such connotations are important in understanding the intentions behind The Pillow Book.

4. The most plausible is a pun in which the name of Records of the Historian (Shiki) is treated as homophonous with the word shiki meaning something, such as bedding, that is laid out. Sei Shōnagon would thus be proposing that if the Emperor’s court is ‘laying out bedding’, Teishi’s court should cap this by providing the ‘pillow’.

5. Sei Shōnagon does not seem to have called it this herself. The work went by a variety of names until the present name became the established one around the mid-sixteenth century. The name apparently derives from the scene in Section [s29] quoted above.

6. Two of these, known as the Sakaibon and the Maedakebon, variously group passages in the same general style (lists, anecdotes and ‘essays’) separately. These are now considered to be a later ordering of the earlier random order, preserved in different forms and with some differences in content in the other two texts, the Nōinbon and the Sankanbon. (See ‘Note on the Translation’ for further discussion of these texts.)

7. Mitamura Masako is foremost among these scholars.

8. In an attempt to convey some of this effect, I have frequently chosen to translate passages or whole sections in the present tense, and made that anonymous experiencing subject ‘you’. This felicitously both speaks directly to the individual ‘you’ of the reader and draws the reader into the company of the general ‘you’ (which would be more formally expressed as ‘one’), so has the benefit of creating something close to the kind of complicitness with the reader that Sei Shōnagon’s Japanese produces. However, I have given the past tense to the many scenes that clearly mark themselves as narration of specific past events.

9. The Diary of Lady Murasaki, trans. Richard Bowring (Penguin Classics, 1996), p. 54.



[1]* In spring, the dawn – when the slowly paling mountain rim is tinged with red, and wisps of faintly crimson-purple cloud float in the sky.

In summer, the night – moonlit nights, of course, but also at the dark of the moon, it’s beautiful when fireflies are dancing everywhere in a mazy flight. And it’s delightful too to see just one or two fly through the darkness, glowing softly. Rain falling on a summer night is also lovely.

In autumn, the evening – the blazing sun has sunk very close to the mountain rim, and now even the crows,1 in threes and fours or twos and threes, hurrying to their roost, are a moving sight. Still more enchanting is the sight of a string of wild geese in the distant sky, very tiny. And oh how inexpressible, when the sun has sunk, to hear in the growing darkness the wind, and the song of autumn insects.

In winter, the early morning – if snow is falling, of course, it’s unutterably delightful, but it’s perfect too if there’s a pure white frost, or even just when it’s very cold, and they hasten to build up the fires in the braziers and carry in fresh charcoal. But it’s unpleasant, as the day draws on and the air grows warmer, how the brazier fire dies down to white ash.

[2]* Times of year – The first month; the third, fourth and fifth months; the seventh, eighth and ninth; the eleventh and twelfth – in fact every month according to its season, the year round, is delightful.

On the first day of the year, the sky is gloriously fresh and spring mists hang in the air. It’s quite special and delightful the way people everywhere have taken particular care over their clothing and makeup, and go about exchanging New Year felicitations.

On the seventh day, people pluck the new shoots of herbs1 that have sprung up in the patches of bare earth amidst the snow – they’re wonderfully green and fresh, and it’s charming just what a fuss is made over these herbs, which normally aren’t to be seen at such close quarters. Those of good family who live outside the palace brighten up their carriages and set off to see the Parading of the Blue Roans. It’s fun2 how, when the carriages are pulled over the big ground beam of the central palace gate, all the ladies’ heads are jolted together so that your hair combs tumble out and can easily break if you aren’t careful, and everybody laughs. I remember seeing a large group of senior courtiers and others standing about near the Left Gate Watch guardhouse, gaily snatching the attendants’ bows and twanging them to startle the horses – also, peeping through the carriage blinds and delightedly glimpsing groundswomen and other serving ladies coming and going near one of the lattice fences further in. Witnessing such a scene, of course you sigh and wonder just what sort of people they must be, to manage to be so at ease in the ‘nine-fold palace’. But when I actually saw them at such close quarters at the palace, the attendants’ faces were all dark and blotchy where their white powder hadn’t covered the skin properly, precisely like black patches of earth showing through where snow has half melted – a truly horrible sight. The horses’ rearing and lunging was quite terrifying, so I retreated to the depths of the carriage, where I could no longer really see.

On the eighth day, there’s a special thrill in the noise of all the carriages hurtling about as everyone who’s received a promotion does the rounds to exchange felicitations.

On the fifteenth day, the day of the full moon, a delightful scene always takes place in the houses of the nobility after the festival food is served. Both the senior and junior gentlewomen of the house go about looking for a chance to strike each other with gruel sticks,3 constantly glancing behind them to make sure they aren’t hit themselves. It’s marvellous fun when someone manages somehow to get in a strike, and everyone bursts into delighted peals of laughter – though you can certainly see why the poor victim herself feels upset.

A young man has recently begun to call on his new wife.4 Now it’s time for him to set off for the palace, and lurking in the background peeping out is one of her gentlewomen, gleefully self-important and struggling to contain herself till he leaves. The gentlewomen who are sitting gathered around the girl all smile, realizing perfectly well what’s going on, but she secretly motions them to stay quiet. Meanwhile, the girl sits there innocently, seeming to have noticed nothing. Then up comes the gentlewoman, with some excuse such as ‘I’ll just pick this up’, darts over and strikes her and runs off, while everyone collapses in laughter. The young man doesn’t take it amiss but smiles amiably, and as for the girl, it’s quite charming to see that though she doesn’t seem particularly surprised, she is nevertheless blushing slightly.

The gentlewomen strike each other too, and I gather men even get struck sometimes. It’s also amusing to witness someone for some reason lose her temper and burst into tears, and roundly abuse whoever has struck her. Even the more exalted people in the palace join in the day’s fun.

There’s a charming scene in the palace at the time of the Spring Appointments List. It’s snowing and everything’s icy, and men of the fourth and fifth ranks are walking about holding their letters requesting promotion. The youthful, high-spirited ones inspire you with confidence in them, but there are also old white-haired fellows who go around confiding in people, in hopes that this will improve their chances. They approach some gentlewoman and obliviously set about singing their own praises to her, and they can have no idea that some of the younger gentlewomen are busy imitating them and laughing behind their back. ‘Do please mention me favourably to the Emperor or Empress,’ they implore us – and it’s a fine thing if they actually gain the post they want, but really most pathetic when they fail.

The third day of the third month is full of the soft sunshine of spring. Now is the time when the peach trees begin to bloom, and of course the willows too are particularly lovely at this time. It’s charming to see the buds still cocooned in their sheaths like silkworms – but on the other hand, once the leaves have opened they’re rather unpleasant.

If you break off a branch of splendidly flowering cherry and arrange it in a large flower vase, the effect is delightful. And it’s particularly charming if a gentleman, be it one of Her Majesty’s brothers or a normal guest, is seated nearby engaged in conversation, wearing a cloak in the cherry-blossom combination with undersleeves displayed.

And how delightful it all is at the time of the Festival5 in the fourth month! The court nobles and senior courtiers in the festival procession are only distinguishable by the different degrees of colour of their formal cloaks, and the robes beneath are all of a uniform white, which produces a lovely effect of coolness. The leaves of the trees have not yet reached their full summer abundance but are still a fresh young green, and the sky’s clarity, untouched by either the mists of spring or autumn’s fogs, fills you with inexplicable pleasure. And when it clouds a little in the evening or at night, how unbearably lovely then to hear from far in the distance the muted call of a hototogisu, sounding so faint you almost doubt your ears.

It’s delightful, as the day of the Festival approaches, to see the attendants going to and fro carrying tight rolls of dark leaf-green or lavender fabric,6 wrapped lightly in just a touch of paper. Patterning effects such as graded dye and dapple dye strike you as unusually beautiful at this time.

The little girls who will be in the procession are also enchanting. They’ve already washed their hair and done it nicely, but they may still be wearing their everyday threadbare and rumpled clothes, and they trot around full of excited anticipation, crying ‘Rethread my high clogs for me!’ or ‘Sew up the soles of my shoes!’ But for all their boisterous posturing and prancing, once they’re dressed up in their festival finery they suddenly begin parading about with great solemnity, like self-important priests at the head of some dignified procession, no doubt starting to feel thoroughly nervous. It’s also touching to see, in the festival procession, a parent or aunt or perhaps an older sister accompanying the little girls and carefully tending their clothing as they walk.
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When you see a man who’s



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































    







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Chronology

Main background events are included. Names are given in the Japanese order, family name first.

966? Sei Shōnagon born. Father Kiyohara Motosuke, mother’s name unknown.

967 Emperor Murakami, Ichijō’s grandfather, dies. Interregnum for two years.

969 Enyū (b. 959), Ichijō’s father, succeeds to the throne.

975 Princess Senshi (964–1035) becomes Kamo High Priestess (until 1031).

977 Fujiwara Teishi born. Father Fujiwara Michitaka (b. 953), mother Takashina Kishi (d. 996).

978 Fujiwara Senshi (962–1001), daughter of Fujiwara Kaneie, becomes Empress of Emperor Enyū.

980 Ichijō born. Father Emperor Enyū, mother Fujiwara Senshi.

984 Emperor Enyū retires and takes Buddhist orders. Succeeded by Kazan (968–1008), eldest son of Emperor Reizei.

986 Emperor Kazan retires and takes Buddhist orders. Succeeded by Ichijō.

990 Teishi becomes High Consort to Emperor Ichijō. Fujiwara Kaneie, Michitaka’s father, becomes Chancellor.

991 Retired Emperor Enyū dies; Empress Dowager, Fujiwara Senshi, takes the tonsure.

993 Fujiwara Michitaka becomes Chancellor. ?Sei Shōnagon becomes a gentlewoman in Teishi’s court.

994? Fujiwara Korechika (974–1010), Michitaka’s son, presents Empress Teishi with the paper Sei Shōnagon will use for her Pillow Book.

995 Chancellor Fujiwara Michitaka dies. Michitaka’s brother and rival, Fujiwara Michinaga (966–1027), increases his power.

996 Teishi’s brothers Korechika and Takaie (979–1044) attack Retired Emperor Kazan; they are arrested and forced to leave the capital. ?Governor of Ise Minamoto Tsunefusa visits Sei Shōnagon and discovers and circulates the early draft of The Pillow Book. Teishi gives birth to a daughter, Princess Shūshi.

997 Korechika and Takaie are allowed to return to the capital.

999 Major fire at Imperial Palace. Teishi gives birth to a son, Prince Atsuyasu.

1000 Michinaga’s daughter Shōshi becomes High Consort to Emperor Ichijō, replacing Teishi in his favour. Teishi gives birth to a daughter, Princess Kyōshi, and dies two days later. Sei Shōnagon leaves the court.

1011 Emperor Ichijō dies. Succeeded by Sanjō.

1017 Last reference to Sei Shōnagon.



Further Reading

Very little has been written in English on The Pillow Book. The most important studies are:

Fukumori, Naomi, ‘Re-visioning History: The Diary-Type Passages in Sei Shōnagon’s Makura no sōshi’, Journal of the Association of Teachers of Japanese 31:1 (April 1997), pp. 1–44.

—, ‘Sei Shōnagon, the Ese/Essayist: Delineating Differences in Makura no sōshi’, Ga/Zoku Dynamics in Japanese Literature, Proceedings from the MAJLS (Midwest Association for Japanese Literary Studies) Fifth Annual Meeting 3 (Summer 1997), pp. 66–88.

Morris, Mark, ‘Sei Shōnagon’s Poetic Catalogues’, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 40:1 (June 1980), pp. 5–54.

For a broader reading in mid-Heian literature, the following translations and their usefully detailed introductions are suggested:

Anonymous, A Tale of Flowering Fortunes, trans. W. H. and H. C. McCullough, 2 vols. (Stanford University Press, 1980).

Anonymous, Tales of Yamato: A Tenth Century Poem Tale, trans. Mildred M. Tahara (University of Hawaii Press, 1980).

Izumi Shikibu, The Izumi Shikibu Diary, trans. E. Cranston (Penguin Classics, 1969).

The Kagerō Diary, trans. Sonja Arntzen (University of Michigan, Center for Japanese Studies, 1997). Earlier translated by E. Seidensticker as The Gossamer Years: The Diary of a Noblewoman of Heian Japan (Tuttle, 1964). The author is known only as the mother of Fujiwara Michitsuna.

Murasaki Shikibu, The Diary of Lady Murasaki, trans. Richard Bowring (Penguin Classics, 1996).

—, The Tale of Genji, trans. Royall Tyler, 2 vols. (Viking, 2001). Earlier translated by E. Seidensticker (Alfred A. Knopf, 1976).

Lady Sarashina, As I Crossed a Bridge of Dreams, trans. Ivan Morris (Penguin Classics, 1971).

Other useful background information on the period can be found in:

Dalby, Liza, Kimono (Vintage, 2001), Chapter 7 (‘The Cultured Nature of Heian Colors’).

Morris, Ivan, The World of the Shining Prince (Kōdansha International, 1994).

For more academic works that discuss the literature of the period, particularly The Tale of Genji:

Bowring, Richard, ‘The Female Hand in Heian Japan: A First Reading’, in The Female Autograph: Theory and Practice of Autobiography from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century, ed. Donna C. Stanton (University of Chicago Press, 1987), pp. 49–56.

Childs, Margaret H., ‘The Value of Vulnerability: Sexual Coercion and the Nature of Love in Japanese Court Literature’, Journal of Asian Studies 58:4 (November 1999), pp. 1059–79.

Field, Norma, The Splendor of Longing in the ‘Tale of Genji’ (Princeton University Press, 1987).

Mostow, Joshua S., At the House of Gathered Leaves: Shorter Biographical and Autobiographical Narratives from Japanese Court Literature (University of Hawaii Press, 2004).

Okada, Richard, Figures of Resistance: Language, Poetry and Narrating in ‘The Tale of Genji’ and Other Mid-Heian Texts (Duke University Press, 1991).

Sarra, Edith, Fictions of Femininity: Literary Inventions of Gender in Japanese Court Women’s Memoirs (Stanford University Press, 1999).

Shirane, Haruo, The Bridge of Dreams: A Poetics of the ‘Tale of Genji’ (Stanford University Press, 1987).
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