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KIRITSUBO

Once, in the reign of a certain emperor, there was a woman among
the many ladies of the court who, although her rank was hardly high,
had gained the emperor’s exclusive love. In those days birth and
rank were of the utmost importance, so the ladies of the court were
unpardonably jealous and rude. The common people compared the
emperor’s infatuation to the Chinese Emperor Hstian Tsung’s blind
love for Yang Kuei-fei and worried that it might call some disaster
down upon the realm.

Her father had been of fairly high rank, but he was dead. Her
mother, following his wishes, had gone ahead and presented her at
court, but she was helpless without a powerful guardian. She had
been given the Kiritsubo, the Paulownia Court, to live in—hence her
name in the tale. In time, she gave birth to the emperor’s second son,
a boy who would later be called Hikaru Genji: Genji, the Shining
One. The mother of the emperor’s first-born son lived in the
Kokiden Pavilion. As the daughter of the Minister of the Right she
had been introduced to the emperor before any other woman, and
since she was the mother of the crown prince the emperor himself
had to treat her with respect. Yet, even though her power was
unrivalled, she worried that the emperor’s affection for his second
son might lead him to make this son the crown prince. For this threat
too she blamed Kiritsubo.

The ceremonial “‘putting-on-of-trousers” was held when Genji
was two years old. People both criticized and praised the ceremony
as being no less splendid than that of the first-born prince.

Kiritsubo’s inability to bear people’s hatred and jealousy had
made her chronically ill. In that summer the illness became severe
and she passed away.

Like Emperor Hstian Tsung when he lost Yang Kuei-fei, the
emperor spent his days in tears, looking for some trace of his lost love.
When darkness fell one wintry night he sent someone to visit
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Kiritsubo’s mother. The messenger was moved to sadness when she
entered the deserted grounds of the estate, lit only by the moon.
From the lady the messenger received several of Kiritsubo’s belong-
ings to give to the emperor as mementos. At the sight of them the
emperor wished desperately that someone could bring to him, as to
the Chinese emperor, some sign that the messenger had found where
the dead lady’s spirit was hidden. He gazed continually at a scroll of
Po Chii-i’s “The Song of Everlasting Sorrow”’, a poem about Hsiian
Tsung and Yang Kuei-fei, but even in this he found no way to heal
his grief.

When Genji was five his grandmother too died and he was left
with no one to depend on but the emperor. He showed his scholarly
talent by performing the ceremonial reading of a Chinese classic at
the age of seven. Genji excelled in both scholarship and music. His
father the emperor, who loved him deeply, had been considering
naming him crown prince, but beforehand he had Genji’s fortune
read by a Korean physiognomist. Because of the prediction and his
fear of causing political strife, he decided to make Genji a commoner.

Still grieving for Kiritsubo, the emperor eventually invited to the
palace a girl who closely resembled her and grew to love her. She
was called Fujitsubo and was the fourth daughter of the previous
emperor. The emperor’s sorrow receded. Meanwhile, Genji, who
could only remember his mother vaguely, became very fond of
Fujitsubo when he was told that she looked just like his mother.
People loved and admired this pair, who shared equally in beauty
and in the warmth of the emperor’s affection.

Genji’s coming-of-age-ceremony was celebrated even more
magnificently than that of the crown prince the year before. The
Minister of the Left acted as his sponsor in the ceremony, and gave
Genji in marriage his daughter by the emperor’s younger sister. The
crown prince too had asked for this girl, Aoi. She was of irreproach-
ably high birth and belonged to a powerful family. But, perhaps
because she was older than the eleven year old Genji, she was
extremely reserved toward him and the two of them did not become
close.

The Minister of the Left attributed the problem to Genji’s youth
and did not feel dissatisfied with him, but although the Minister
waited upon him with great care, Genji spent most of his nights in the
palace. Without his being aware of it, his feelings for Fujitsubo had
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changed: having once adored her as a substitute for his mother, he
was now in love with her for her own sake. No one could take her
place in his heart. In the palace he was given his mother’s apart-
ments, while the Nijo mansion, which he had inherited from his
mother, was tidied up and beautifully prepared as his private
residence. Genji, who could only think how much he would like to
live there with a woman like Fujitsubo, passed his days in melan-
choly longing.
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THE BROOM TREE

HAHAKIGI

Genji, now sixteen, was the object of general curiosity and affection.
No one could imagine the tragic love which lurked in his heart.

One evening during the rains of the fifth month when Genji was
on night duty at the palace, his friends To no Chiijo, Sama no Kami
and T'6 no Shikibu no J6 came to his room to visit. They completely
lost track of time talking about women they had known. Sama no
Kami took up To no Chijd’s idea of dividing women into three
levels: upper, middle and lower, and said that he most appreciated
those in the middle class, the daughters of provincial governors.
Then he told stories of his own experiences with a very jealous
woman and with a fickle woman. T6 no Chajo also told the story of
Yugao, a fragile girl who had finally vanished. Genji listened to all
this and for the first time felt interested in these middle class women
he had never even thought of before. The story of Yiigao lingered in
his memory. Finally, To no Shikibu no Jo told the story of a clever
woman who was the daughter of a professor with whom he had
studied. As they talked on inconclusively, the night drew to a close.
Genji once again thought of Fujitsubo, but she was no more than an
unattainable dream.

The next day when Genji called at the Minister of the Left’s after a
long absence he reflected that according to the discussion the
previous night, Aoi would be rated as one of the rare women of the
highest level. However, she was difficult to get close to and he longed
for someone with whom he could feel more at ease.

Because of a directional taboo he left the Minister of the Left’s and
went suddenly to Ki no Kami’s villa in Nakagawa, where he knew
that Utsusemi, the young second wife of Kino Kami’s old father, Iyo
no Suke, chanced to be staying. Some time ago Genji had heard talk
of Utsusemi’s being invited to serve in the palace.

That night as he lay awake he heard a group of women indiscreet-
ly gossiping about him. The sound of clothes rustling on the other

[9]
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side of a sliding panel suggested that he was surprisingly close to a
woman. After the people of the household had fallen asleep, Genji
crept into the woman’s room. It was not locked.

The woman was Utsusemi, whom he once would have despised as
being of the middle class. Although graceful and modest, like the
pliant bamboo she seemed impossible to break. Genji was unexpect-
edly fascinated. On his way home in the light of the pale morning
moon, he looked back time and again and murmured to himself how
true Sama no Kami’s speech had been. The very briefness of their
meeting made it harder to forget her. What would she be thinking
now?

After this, Genji had Utsusemi’s little brother take him again to
visit the house, but the weeping Utsusemi, acutely conscious of her
position, turned him away. This was the first time a woman had ever

refused Genji.
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