Some Aspects of Narration
in Japanese Nikki Diary Literature

ITOH Moriyuki

O My original proposal to the conference included a broader examination of the
narrative structure of 10th-12th century diary literature, but due to the limitation in
time | have decided to focus on autobiographical works written in kana, and specifically
on Kagerd Nikki and the significance of its appearance in the history of kana prose.
O First, let me review some basic facts concerning the history of diary literature in the
Heian period (794-1185). As many of you may know the oldest existing kana diary is
Tosa Nikki, written circa 935 by a man called Ki no Tsurayuki which describes a trip to
Kyoto from Tosa on the island of Shikoku. The first known autobiography by a female
author however is Kagerd Nikki, written circa 975 by a lady we only know as
“ Michitsuna's mother.” The significance of Kagerd Nikki in the history of Japanese
literature is that it is the first time a woman looks introspectively at her own life and
gives it shape in the form of an autobiographical diary written in kana prose.
O Although Tosa Nikki was completed earlier than Kagerd Nikki, it is a more integrated
and consistent work. In contrast, each of the three volumes of Kagerd Nikki are different
in both form and content. This inconsistency demonstrates how difficult it must have
been for Michitsuna's mother to complete Kagerd Nikki. For the purpose of clarifying
these difficulties, it might be best to explain why Tosa Nikki was systematically
consistent: when we compare the conditions under which both works were written, it
becomes obvious that Ki no Tsurayuki had three advantages.
O First, since he was a male official, Ki no Tsurayuki was already familiar with keeping a
diary and was in the habit of doing so. On this point, he himself writes at the beginning
of Tosa Nikki, Earl Miner's translation reads:
O O It is said that diaries are kept by men, but I shall see if a woman cannot also keep
one.
In those days men kept diaries not in kana, but in a Japanese form of classical Chinese,
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for that was the official written script used by men at the time. Because Ki no Tsurayuki
was accustomed to keeping a daily diary, it was easy for him to write Tosa Nikki in a
diary format. Perhaps there was also a clear framework upon which the work was
intentionally based: Tsurayuki's return to Kyoto with a group of retainers after having
served as the governor of the Tosa area for several years. In comparison, Michitsuna's
mother must have been groping in the dark for a suitable frame around which she could
build Kagerd Nikki.

O Secondly, Ki no Tsurayuki was skilled at expressing himself in kana, and this
enhanced the quality of Tosa Nikki as a literaly work. There is no doubt about Ki no
Tsurayuki's skill, for he was known as a leading waka poet and was also the author of
the kana preface to Kokinshi (Collection of Early and Modern Poetry).

O Thirdly, Ki no Tsurayuki fashioned a female narrator to tell the story. Why he utilized
an imaginary author for a work labelled a“ diary” has been the subject of much
discussion. As | mentioned earlier during the Heian period men used Chinese
characters in official documents. Therefore it has often been suggested that it was
necessary for Ki no Tsurayuki to pretend to be female in order to publish a kana diary,
and that it was conceivably more convenient for him to assume such a guise to express
his deep sorrow for his dead daughter.

O There is some truth in these interpretations. However, | would like to stress that it
was necessary for Ki no Tsurayuki to create such a fictional narrator in order to maintain
a critical distance vis-a-vis the other characters and incidents in the diary. | base this
theory on the fact that Tosa Nikki possesses a strong critical element. It can also be said
that Ki no Tsurayuki did not have any concrete models from which to fashion a kana
prose style exept the* fictional” narrative method he had acquired from reading such
narratives. | think that only someone thoroughly acquainted with story-telling
techniques would have been able to use a fictional narrator to fulfill his objective. In
order to give true expression to his feelings Ki no Tsurayuki did not feel it necessary to
place the narrator, writer and main character all into one persona especially since at
that time there was as yet no other work in which these three functions were united.

O It is difficult to know the precise literary conditions during the first half of the 10th
century, a period when kana prose expression underwent remarkable change and
development, because there were very few contemporary materials available to
illuminate the literary situation. However, apart from daily written activities such as
exchanging waka poems or letters, only* fictional” narratives served as models for kana
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literary prose, although Tosa Nikki itself became such a model after its completion. It is

also true that the men were involved in writing those narratives, because the authors of

Taketori Monogatari, Ochikubo Monogatari or Utsuho Monogatari are all thought to be

men. | don't know whether Ki no Tsurayuki had any prior experience in writing stories,

but there is no doubt that he mastered the technique by using a fictitious narrator.

0 The three advantages which Ki no Tsurayuki had [0 being a male, being skilled at

kana, and being able to pass himself off as female O were not available to the author of

Kagerd Nikki. Although there are many male classical Chinese kanbun diaries left from

the Heian period, there is no proof that the women of that time habitually kept kana

diaries. An examination of Michitsuna's mother's waka poetry in Kagerd Nikki, reveals
that she was gifted poet, but, as | will explain later, it does not seem likely that she had
any experience as a narrative author before she wrote Kagerd Nikki, for she is critical of

“ fabrications” put forth in the* fictional” tales. Michitsuna's mother the prose author,

was born with the appearance of Kagerd Nikki. It was also at that very moment that the

new genre of the autobiographical kana diary was first produced in Japanese literary
history.

O In order to explain how epoch-making her attempt was, let me refer to another

contemporary work which is in complete contrast to Kagerd Nikki. It is the Ichijé Sessho

Gyosh(, a personal poetry collection partly attributed to Fujiwara no Koremasa, an older

brother of Fujiwara no Kane'ie, the husband of Michitsuna's mother. The way this

collection was completed is a little complicated. In the first half of the collection, which
is thought to have been written by Fujiwara no Koremasa himself, there is a love story
describing a man called Kurahashi no Toyokage, a secretary at the Ministry of Finance.

O It begins in this fashion:

O O O Although Kurahashi no Toyokage, a secretary at the Ministry of Finance, was a
mere commoner, when he was young he wrote poetry which he sent to the ladies
he loved. This is a collection of those poems.

O Although this quotation appears to contradict the title Ichijo Sessho Gyoshi (literally:

“ The Regent Ichijd's Poetry Collection), it is clear from other historical sources that it

was partly written by the Regent himself, namely Fujiwara no Koremasa, not Kurahashi

no Toyokage. As the title indicates, Fujiwara no Koremasa was a regent chancellor, so his
contemporaries would never have referred to him as & mere commoner.” Therefore, the

Toyokage commoner status must have been a fictional creation. When he collected his

own poetry, Fujiwara no Koremasa adopted a narrative style instead of an
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autobiographical one. Moreover, he gave a name and a career to the imaginary hero,
creating a thoroughly fictionalized narration in contrast to the story related in Tosa
Nikki. The method of using narrative fiction was widely recognized among works
labelled* diary” or* personal poetry collection” at the time.
O There is little time for further discussion at this juncture, but there are other
contemporary personal poetry collections using a fictionalized narrative style, such as,
the Hon'in no jijashd, completed in 971. Gosenshd O the second imperial anthology of
Japanese verse, completed in about 951 0O also includes many fictional narrative
headnotes to poems, and other poetry tales (uta monogatari) appeared one after another.
Therefore we may assume that narrative style was used for literary genres other than
pure fiction. It is in this milieu that Kagerd Nikki appears with its opening passage
which I am sure must made quite an impact in its day.
ao..... as the days and nights went by in monotonous succession (Michitsuna's mother
writes, in Edward Seidensticker's translation), she had occasion to look at the old
romances, and found them masses of the rankest fabrication. Perhaps, she said to
herself, even the story of her own dreary life, set down in a journal, might be of
interest; and it might also answer a question: had that life been one befitting a well-
born lady?”
O In this preface Michitsuna's mother comments that the old romances are full of
fabrications and that she would prefer instead to write about the experiences from her
own life. This does not mean, however, that Kagerd Nikki was not influenced by other
more" fictional” narratives. Considerable influence from other narratives can be found
as well, but by rejecting the fictional structure of works like Tosa Nikki or Ichijo Sessho
Gyosha, Michitsuna's mother developed a style which allowed her to talk about her own
life in the form of the diary.
0 These days it is common for writers to discuss their own lives in an autobiographical
manner putting the author, narrator, and main character into one persona. However,
when Michitsuna's mother began to write Kagerd Nikki, she had no models to follow. In
fact, after Kagerd Nikki was completed, it became a model in its own right. After its
completion diary literature and fictional narratives such as Tosa Nikki or Ichijo Sessho
Gyoshi began to diverge.
O Kagerd Nikki's place in literary history is no doubt secure, but its appearance marks a
significant rhetoric shift in Japanese literature that still leaves considerable room for

further discussion.
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O I hope that this much has became clear from this paper.

0 Thank you very much.

U Notes:

0O This paper was written for presentation at the PAMLA 1998 Conference and translated by Cosmos
Translation and Interpreting, Ltd. It also benefited from the comments and suggestions of Lynne K.
Miyake.

0 1. The Gossamer Years: A Diary by a Noblewoman of Heian Japan.

00 Trans. and introd. Edward Seidensticker. 1964. Tokyo: Tuttle, 1994, p.33.
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