The Inside and Outside of Heian Literature

—With special reference to education in the Chinese Classics and
the Works of Murasaki Shikibu'—

ITOH Moriyuki

0O O Recently the controversy over the name of ‘Kokugo gakkaill the Association of National
Language Studies” O has been reported in the newspaper Asahi Shimbun( 21. June. 200201
It is said that the word ‘kokugo’ does not sound right in this time of globalization, and the
Association’s name should be changed to ‘Nihongo gakkai’' the Society of Japanese

Linguistics[d According to the newspaper,

Over the past two years, in each issue of the Association’s journal Kokugogaku, four
or five people have been expressing their opinions regarding this issue. The
controversy started from the common doubt about the word ‘kokugo'l] national
languaged on the ground that it lacks a universality because of its self-centred
image of Japan. The increase of foreign students and researchers, the boom of
learning the Japanese language and the publishing of Ono Susumu’s Nihongo
renshdch60 A workbook of the Japanese languagel also have lent force to the
argument. Comparing the names of departments at Japanese universities with
those of a decade ago, we can see that ‘Kokugo, kokubungaku ka' have decreased
from 66% to 28%, being replaced by ‘Nihongo, nihonbungaku ka'. From next year
2003, Monbukagakushou The Ministry of Education and Sciencel] will change the
name ‘Kokugo gaku’ to ‘Nihongo gaku’ in its funding scheme for ‘Kagaku kenkyGhi’

O the Scientific Research Funding

0 O ‘Kokubungaku? study of national literature[and ‘Kokushigakul study of national history
are similar terms, both born from a way of thinking which positioned Japan at the center.
This kind of concept is a by-product of the birth of' nation-state’. In Japan, the origins of

the term can be found in ‘kokugaku’'] the study of national ancient thought and culturel in
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the 18" century. The so called ‘kokugaku' encompasses the studies of national language,
literature and history. When ‘koku’ is used, it only specifies ‘Japan’ in general. Such a usage
became popular during that period.

00O To a person like me who is familiar with Heian literature, this is a new issue because
the concepts of ‘kokugogaku’ and ‘kokubungaku’ did not exist in the Heian Period, and
therefore this should not have concerned the writers of that time at all. At the time, during
the Ritsuryo System( late 7t" century O late 10" century(] the word ‘kokugaku’ was used to
indicate the schools that were established for educating the children of local officials of the
gun. The word did not have any other meaning until the Edo Period.

O O Likewise, the usage of the word ‘Kokuf( bunka which indicates the characteristics of
the Heian culture is similar. During the Heian Period, ‘kokuf(’ only meant poems and
customs of various regions of the time, and did not have the meaning we see in today's

dictionary. For instance, in KojienO 5" edition, by Iwanami Shoten(]

Kokufl bunka: the elegant aristocratic culture which flourished during the middle
and the late Heian Period. Because of the discontinuation of the Japanese
embassies to the Tang Dynasty, and the weakening of the influence from the T'ang
culture, this is represented by the development of kana characters, women'’s
literature, yamato-e[] Japanese style painting(] shinden-zukurilla major style of

traditional architecture] and the art of the Pure Land Buddhism.

This explanation clearly shows that the concept of ‘kokugaku’ of the pre-modern period is
used to explain the Heian culture, and this concept is still alive today.

0 O Traditionally, ‘kokufd’ in the Heian Period was used to specify the cultures of various
regions in the Japanese Archipelago. It is wrong to change its connotations and to add a
completely different meaning which points to ‘Japan’ as a nation-state. Therefore, it is
problematic to have this entry in the dictionary, and the explanation itself is influenced by
the concept of ‘kokugaku’ because it treats Tang culture and 'kokuf( bunka' as two
contradictory things.

O 0O It is obvious that the literature, art and architecture of the Heian Period were all
influenced by China just as kana was created by simplifying Chinese characters. It is hard
to believe that after the Japanese envoys to Tang were cancelled, the aristocrats intended to
create a culture which aimed to exclude the Tang culture. Nor is it convincing to argue in

such vein even based on observing the result of the new culture from the 10" century to the
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11% century.

O 0O Let us look at literature. Shortly before the literature written in kana reached its
pinnacle during the 10™ century, poetry and prose in Chinese had its golden age in the 9t
century. If we borrow the logic of the above quoted dictionary, we can say that kana
literature developed because of ‘the discontinuation of the Japanese embassies to the Tang
Dynasty of China, and the weakening of the influence from the Tang culture’. But such a
statement does not make sense. If we consider the significance of an influence over
literature, it is more reasonable to say that it was the enthusiasm for writing poetry and
prose in Chinese in the preceding hundred years that laid the ground for the flourishing of
the new literature in the coming era. This opinion can be proved by the best example of
kana literature, The Tale of Genji and The Pillow Book.

OO In this paper, | will focus on the works of Murasaki Shikibu and her excellent
knowledge of the Chinese classics which was ignored by the ‘kokugaku sha’ll the scholars of
kokugakul in the pre-modern period. Through my discussion | will try to prove the so
called ‘kokuf( bunka’ was based upon a deep communication with foreign countries, and it

was not by any means an exclusive and self-righteous product.

O O In a recently published Japanese translation of the book Voices of the Past-the Status of
Language in Eighteenth-Century Japanese Discoursel Cornell University, 19910 the author
Sakai Naoki points out that the method employed by the kokugaku scholar Kamo no
Mabuchi 1697-17690 who tried to revived an ancient Japan is very similar to the method
used by the Confucian scholar Ogyl Soraill 1666-172800 who sought the true spirit in the
classics before the establishment of the Qing Dynasty through research on Chinese
archaism. It is ironic that Mabuchi, who was trying to exclude Chinese influences from the
Japanese language and culture, had to use Chinese exegetics to fulfill his aim.

O O A similar example can be seen from the Heian Period. For instance, the Kokin wakash(
O Collections of Japanese Poems from Ancient and Modern Times[ has two prefaces one
written in kana and the other in Chinese characters. Ki no Tsurayukill 868?-945?[] the
author of the kana preface, actively quoted Chinese poetics while writing the first critical
work on poetry in the Japanese language. Because the Kokinsh(Q was compiled by royal
command, the collection itself was given an official authority, which meant that the
anthology of native verse was as good as Chinese verse. By using Chinese poetics to discuss
Japanese verse, Tsurayuki proved that because Japanese poems have the same techniques

as those of Chinese poems, they deserve to be the subject of scholarly criticism. The method
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Tsurayuki took to establish the footing of the new literary style, waka, was soon employed
by Murasaki Shikibu while writing The Tale of Genji.

O O Let us first briefly see the state of literature in the 10" century preceding The Tale of
Genji. Until the beginning of the Heian period, it is obvious that the aristocracy, both men
and women, used kanji in their daily life, for kanji was the only means to write down the
Japanese language. The complicated orthography in Man'yd-shG tells us that the readers in
the early Heian period needed a profound knowledge of Chinese characters just to read and
write waka poems. The aristocracy at the time must have had to read many volumes of
Chinese texts so that they could become familiar with enough Chinese characters for the
composition of Japanese poems. Through this, they must have acquired a vast amount of
knowledge of Chinese history and literature.

O O In the golden age of the composition of Chinese poems in Japan from the Nara period
till the Heian period, during which numerous anthologies of Chinese poems composed by
Japanese aristocrats were edited, sometimes even by Imperial order, excellent female poets
of Chinese poetry flourished. Princess Uchiko, the Emperor Saga’'s daughter, who lived from
807 till 847, is one of these female poets. The abundance of these successful poetesses of
Chinese poetry, which is exceptional even in the Heian period, testify to the unusual
linguistic conditions in the early Heian period in which people had to use kanji/Chinese
characters not only in writing Chinese texts but also in transcribing Japanese sentences.

0 O This Chinese poetry composition boom, however, lasted only one century, though
Chinese classics themselves continued to be indispensable knowledge for men until the
beginning of the modern period. It is better to say that the invention of kana was the main
reason for the sudden cessation of the Chinese poetry composition explosion that had
prevailed even among women. The important meaning of the diffusion of kana in the
Japanese literary history cannot be compared with the diplomatic policy such as the

discontinuation of the Japanese embassies to the Tang Dynasty".

0 O As stated above, in 905, an anthology, this time not of Chinese, but of Japanese poems,
was edited by an Imperial order. This first imperial anthology of Japanese poems, namely
Kokin Waka ShQ, established the predominance of waka. Around this time various prose
works such as Taketori Monogatari, Ise Monogatari and Tosa Nikki were written in kana,
one after another. It is noteworthy that not only Tosa Nikki by Ki no Tsurayuki, but also
most of the works in kana, especially the representative stories or “monogatari” of the

period in question such as Taketori Monogatari, Ise Monogatari, Ochikubo Monogatari, and
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Utsuho Monogatari, are now judged from their style and content to have been written by
male authors.

O O In the Heian period, kana was designated as ‘onna-de’d the woman’s hand while kanji,
‘otoko-del] the man’s handOor ‘otoko-mojil] male lettersd. Therefore it has become a common
sense that Heian literature is closely associated with women’s literature. But the
contribution of men to the development of kana literature such as waka, nikki, and
monogatari, since the editing of Kokin Waka Sh(, was far from negligible. Still, it should
not be overlooked that these works in kana by men, particularly works of monogatari, are
considered to have been written as their hobby to some extent. In the preface of Sanbd-e-
kotoba, an anthology of Buddhist narratives compiled in 984, the editor Minamoto no
Tamenori criticized monogatari-tales for their absurd settings and frivolous contents by
saying that narratives were “women’s pastime.” His comment shows well how monogatari
was understood in the time of its publication. It was women such as Fujiwara Michitsuna
no Haha and Murasaki Shikibu who played a key role in overthrowing this contempt for
kana literature and pioneering a new kana prose literature.

O O After Tosa Nikki, the first diary written in kana which showed the possibilities of new
literary genres and a diversity of characters, there was no other works being created to
follow this diary for a while until fifty years later when Michitsuna no Haha wrote Kagerd
Nikki. Since then diaries in kana were produced mainly by women. It should be noted that,
although both are categorized as ‘nikki bungaku’ or ‘diary literature,” Kagerd Nikki exhibits
little influence from Tosa Nikki. In the preface of her Kager6 Nikki, Michitsuna no Haha
stated clearly her intention to establish a new literary genre in kana prose, namely,
autobiography, but she did not mention the precursory literary diary, Tosa Nikki. Instead,

she expressed her view about monogatari as follows:

O --- it is just that in the course of living, lying down, getting up, dawn to dusk,
when she looks at the odds and ends of the old tales of which there are so many,
they are just so much fantasy that she thinks perhaps if she were to make a record
of a life like her own, being really nobody, it might actually be novel, and could
even serve to answer, should anyone ask, what is it like, the life of a woman
married to a highly placed man, ---

0O The Kagerd Diary translated by Sonja Arntzen, The University of Michigan,
1997, p.570
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0 O As you can see in these words, Michitsuna no Haha thought that well-known old tales
contained too much ‘fantasy’ or ‘sora-goto’ and opted to write a record of her own life, ‘mi no
ue’ instead. As far as the extant monogatari works are concerned, most of those had been
produced by male authors when Michitsuna no Haha wrote her Kagerd Nikki. If most of
the monogatari tales in the time in question were really written by men, one could interpret
the preface of Kagerd Nikki as her manifesto declaring the rejection of tales offered by men
and the resolution to express women’'s life by women themselves in their own words.
Michitsuna no Haha, thus, did not fail to see behind her husband, Kane-ie, a great number
of men who, while boldly making little of monogatari as reading for women and children,
forced on women monogatari the men had written. In my opinion, Murasaki Shikibu must
have understood the nature of Kagerd Nikki as a manifesto against male-dominant
monogatari and created her own literary masterpiece.

O0OAs a writer in the early eleventh century right after Kagerd Nikki was produced,
Murasaki Shikibu must have taken notice of this outstanding diary by a woman. It would
be a foolish action to reproduce the same unchanged type of monogatari as the ones by male
authors, while there was already Kagerd Nikki, a new literary work that rejected the
fantasy of old tales and realistically portrayed a woman's life. Murasaki Shikibu must have
kept to herself the determination to write her work based on the level achieved by Kagerd

Nikki. Now, let us trace her ideas in her texts.

0 O Hikaru Genji's comments on monogatari in the ‘Fireflies’ chapter clearly tells us that
the author composed Genji Monogatari with an intention of surpassing Kagero Nikki. On a
rainy day of early summer, Hikaru Genji speaks to Tamakazura, who is passing the time by

reading an ‘e-monogatari’ or an illustrated story:

“Women seem to have been born to be cheerfully deceived. They know perfectly
well that in all these old stories there is scarcely a shred of truth, --”
00 The Tale of Genji translated by Edward G. Seidensticker,[]

His comment on the relation between women and stories bears a close resemblance to the
comment on monogatari in the prefaces of Sanbb-e-kotoba and Kageré Nikki. When
Tamakazura protests his words, however, Hikaru Genji starts giving a long talk supporting
monogatari. Interestingly, he argues at the beginning of this long talk that “The Chronicles

of Japan and the rest are a mere fragment of the whole truth. It is your romances that fill
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in the details.” In this scene Genji is attempting to win Tamakazura’s favor. Taking his
secret desire into account, one can accept his rather exaggerated comparison of the tale
regarded as means of diversion for children and women to the official national history®
Since the discussion on narratives in the chapter of ‘Firefly’ has been considered to reflect
Murasaki Shikibu’s viewpoint of narratives, it would be better to interpret this comparison
of the tale to Nihongi or The Chronicles of Japan as her own aspiration for the monogatari
literature. From these words we can infer that Murasaki Shikibu intended to revolutionize
the level of monogatari by overcoming Michitsuna no Haha's criticism of old tales. In other
words, Murasaki Shikibu composes Genji Monogatari as a work that could compete with
male culture based on the Chinese classics.

0 O For instance, one can see Murasaki Shikibu's ambition in the first chapter of Genji
Monogatari. This important chapter ‘Kiritsubo’ or 'The Paulownia Court’ composes a
wonderful introduction of the story that provides the reader with the prehistory of Geniji's
birth: a woman was ardently loved by the emperor and caused vehement jealousy among his
other wives. Suffering from such an intense jealousy, this woman died young and left a little
child behind. When reading this chapter, the reader is impelled to understand almost every
event with a reference to Chinese history and literature.

0 O Throughout the whole story, Genji Monogatari consists of expressions which were based
on the precedent texts. Particularly, the above-mentioned first chapter, ‘Kiritsubo' is
conspicuous for its refined pedantry. The texts quoted in the chapter incline toward Chinese
classics such as “The Song of Everlasting Sorrow”J Ch. Changhenge, J. Chégonka 000
Taking into consideration the importance of the first chapter in a long narrative, one could
interpret these highly intertextual expressions as her most important message for her
readers. That is, her message that this tale written in kana by a woman is not a mere
reading for women and children, but it deserves to be read by adult men with profound
understanding of the culture of Chinese classics.

0 0O One can see from Murasaki Shikibu Nikki that her readers understood properly this
message from Genji Monogatari. There are several references to Genji Monogatari in
Murasaki Shikibu Nikki. Interestingly it is all men around Murasaki Shikibu who mention
Genj Monogatari in this diary, namely, the Emperor Ichij6é, Fujiwara no Michinaga, and
Fujiwara no Kintd. While Michinaga was the man of power, Kintd was the man of culture of
his day who was reputed to be a genius in both poetry and music. Since these men of great
culture showed deep interest in Genji Monogatari, one can say that the aim of Murasaki

Shikibu to raise the level of kana literature by foregrounding the culture of Chinese classics
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succeeded. She must have been very fortunate as an author to have received the following

comment from the Emperor Ichijé on her work:

His Majesty was listening to someone reading the Tale of Genji aloud. ‘She must
have read the Chronicles of Japan!’ he said. ‘She seems very learned.’

0 The Diary of Lady Murasaki, tr. by Richard Bowring, Penguin Classics, 1996,6,
p.570

0O O Murasaki Shikibu Nikki describes how Murasaki Shikibu could not give full play to her
ability just because she was a woman, even though she surpassed men in her knowledge of
Chinese classics and composition. Because her only choice was to devote her literary talent
to the creation of a narrative in kana, she must have inserted her own mixed feelings into
the words of Hikaru Genji in Genji Monogatari when he said, “The Chronicles of Japan and
the rest are a mere fragment of the whole truth. It is your romances that fill in the details.”
0 O The above cited words of the Emperor Ichijo that ‘She must have read the Chronicles of
Japan!’ ‘She seems very learned’ indicate that the emperor himself admitted that an ideal
kana narrative suggested by Hikaru Genji was already realized in Genji Monogatari. While
writing in her diary how Genji Monogatari increasingly gained a reputation among men,
Murasaki Shikibu must have felt her long-standing complex about Chinese cultural heritage
healed.

0 0O Today, I will not go beyond this aspect, but we need to know that apart from the
Chinese classics, more interesting elements related to East Asian cultures can be found in
Genji Monogatari, such as a deep relationship between Buddhist thoughts and the theme of
the tale, and the important role played by the messenger from the Bokkai country.

0 0O As Motoori Norinagal 1730-18010 points out that Genji Monogatari is a work which
describes in detail the pathos between men and women in the court life, however, while
narrating ‘mono no aware’, Murasaki Shikibu did not focus her eyes only on the inner part

of the court life.
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Notes

0 010 This paper is written for the presentation at the 1st Otago Conference on Japanese Cultural
Nationalism[ Otago University, August 20-22, 20021 Special thanks to all the participants of the
conference for their thought-provoking comments on my work.

0 020 In English, the ‘Kokugo gakkai’ is officially called ‘the Society of Japanese Linguistics’. But this
is not a literal translation. ‘The Society of Japanese Linguistics’ would be the translation of ‘Nihongo
gakkai’ rather than ‘Kokugo gakkai'.

0 0 30 According to the recent research of Japanese history, the discontinuation of the Japanese
embassies did not mean the cutting off of cultural and economic exchange between Japan and China.
Rather, it has been made clear that exchanges with Tang China and Shilla on the Korean Peninsula
were active to the extend that those embassies were no longer deemed necessary.

0 040 Nihongi or The Chronicles of Japan is the official national chronicles written in Chinese.
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