
Esther T. Jones

Doctor Milspaw

English 205, World Lit

10 December 2011

Japanese Heian Court Poetry, and Expressions Thereof in Genji Monogatari
(Lecture Notes)



1. Japanese Court Poetry

a. History

Japanese court poetry spans a time length of around 950 years, from 550 A.D. to 1500 A.D.
Like many other Asian cultures of the time, the Middle Ages were a period of high cultural 
refinement for the country of Japan.

The courtly nature of Japanese poetry is one of its defining characteristics.

The Heian Court during the late Heian era (when Genji was written) resembled the state of 
Japan at this period in time; that is, it was closed off and isolated, creating a culture known 
as “Heian Court, or Ocho Culture.” (Kato 139) This culture raised literature, especially love 
stories, to a high art.

This type of poetry flowered during the early Middle Ages, but as the court fell into decline,
so did the poetry, and had an almost nonexistent voice from about the late 1200’s to the 
renaissance.

Japanese poetry owes much to the Chinese poets who had come before; the works of these 
poets were greatly admired, studied and copied in medieval Japan. However, the Japanese 
took great care to exclude Chinese loan words from their own distinctive poetry.

An important work that was compiled in the late 700's (the cusp of the Heian period) is that 
of the Manyoshu (Kato 59). It was a work that included many poems and lyrics, and 
includes many examples of poems as a means of courtly conversation. This work contains 
some of the key themes (such as pillow-words and parallelism) that define later Heian 
works. However, the preferred form at this time was Choka.

Another important work was the Taketori Monogatari, which was delicately concise, highly 
dramatic and written with a deliberate structure (Kato 121). There is a reference to it in 
Genji stating that the Taketori was “the ancestor of the monogatari genre.” (Kato 122)

The third most important work before Genji was the Kokinshu (c. 900) which laid out the 
types of poems and forms followed for the rest of the era.

Buddhism, which lent many of its themes to Tanka poetry, introduced two popular sects that
held sway over much of the Heian era. These were the Tendai (which contained elements of 
all of the different sects of Buddhism, as well as embracing the Shinto religion) and the 
Shingon, which was much more secret and exclusive (Kato 94). This sect also included 
many rituals, as opposed to actual doctrine.

b. Purpose

The purpose of a Tanka very often was to make the reader feel something. This is true of 
many poems, whether they were private collections, or a plea from a lady to her lover not to 
forget her. Genji abounds with many such pleas.



c. Form

A commonly used aspect of courtly poetry is the Pillow-Word or makurakotaba

Kotaba means “words, diction or the materials of poetry” (Miner 18), appropriate when 
considering that pillow-words were part of the form, or building blocks of courtly 
poetry.
(Another important word here is kokoro, which can be translated “heart,” but includes 
concepts of “spirit, feeling or conception” (Miner 18). )

Pillow-words are both very old, or quite recent (i.e. freshly coined) depending on the 
purpose that the poet is attempting to convey. They consist of an attribute or epithet that 
occupies an entire 5-syllable line while modifying a following word.

When talking about Kotaba and Kokoro, it must be noted that Kotaba (words) needed to be 
refined and perfectly shape the content, and Kokoro (heart) was encouraged to be as 
expressive as possible. Sometimes a lack of refinement in kotaba can be forgiven if kokoro 
is sincere enough.

Poetry of the Heian Period is almost exclusively written in the Tanka form, following a 
5,7,5,7,7, syllable pattern. Additionally, the line or words in the middle must make sense as 
a standalone sentence with those preceding or following it, creating the effect of two 
separate poems joined fluidly together. This does not usually translate very well into 
English.

Odd numbers were preferred in Japanese Literature.

Arrangement of words, and wordplay is very important. The Japanese language contains an 
abundance of puns, as well as the fact that many little words will generally combine to form 
larger ones. That is, one long word may have many smaller words inside, the individual 
meanings of which relate to the poem overall.

 e. Content

Art and feeling were very important to unite together. Sometimes one was stressed more 
than the other, but the idea was to produce an easy organic effect.

Consider this example of a fictional poem about a mother and her child, which feels 
touchingly real and stands timeless:

I kept forgetting
That the child was dead and, asking,

As if she were alive,
“What can that girl be up to?”

I have fallen into a greater grief.

(aru mono to
Wasuretsu nao



Naki hito o
Izura to tou zo

Kanashikarikeru)

 From “The Tosa Diary.” (Miner 93)

d. Themes:

Reason and rationality (or the disturbance thereof) are hallmarks of literature hailing from 
western civilization; for the Japanese, deep and true feelings mold the world of their 
literature.

Feelings in and of themselves are to be admired, and seeking after personal pleasure is 
encouraged.

Such feelings are expressed very poignantly through poetry, and include a full range of 
emotions, from love to despair to hatred, etc.

 An early Heian example originating in the 900’s reads:

The snow falls on,
Covering the road where not a person

Comes to visit me – 
And will I melt in lonely grief,

 Leaving no trace of my transitory life. 

(Yuki Furite
Hito mo kayowanu

Michi nare ya
Atohaka mo naku
Omoikiyu ran.) 

By Oshikochi Mitsune (Miner 14).

Buddhist themes work their way into some of courtly poetry, and the content of these poems
tend to hint at different aspects of Buddhist culture.

The Shinto religion gave rise to the view that nature is divine; this theme is expressed often 
in poems. (Incidentally, in Genji nature is never catastrophically deadly.)

Purity was associated with cleanliness and was a tremendously important theme.

Love is perhaps the most important theme, in all its different aspects: Parental love, 
brotherly/sisterly love, love of life and the things in it, and romantic love. Love was the 
“second great subject of court poetry”  (Miner 150).

Along with love go beauty and sadness. Two other important themes, these are often 
expressed with a metaphor drawn from the natural world, comparing a woman (or a part of 



her, her hair for example) to night, the moon, a flower,  a river, etc., the list goes on.

A connection to nature is often very important; well written poems tend to begin with with a
reference or allusion to one of the four seasons. This season then sets the mood for the rest 
of the poem.

Directness is avoided – especially as this is court poetry, the language of those who 
considered themselves to be the most refined of all the Japanese people, and who therefore 
spoke in careful, deliberate nuances.

Three themes markedly missing from Heian era poetry are those of:
War, Poverty, and Corrupt Politics.

Events are not recorded as a way of marking time, (a Western convention) but rather as 
happenings that are interesting enough to draw attention away from the inexorable flow of 
time. This concept is important in a long work such as Genji because the poems pleasingly 
interrupt both the narrative flow and the actual text of the story.

2. Poetry as found in “The Tale of Genji”

The Tale of Genji  (or “Genji Monogatari) was written in 1010, and is considered the greatest 
work of Japanese literature (Miner 80).

The period of literature that came from the time just before Genji was written is known as the 
early classical period, and ran from 784 A.D. to 1100. It was into the traditions of this earlier 
world that Lady Murasaki stepped when she wrote her tale. 

The classical period is overlapped by the Heian Period – the era during which the authoress 
lived; this period began shortly after the classical period, in 794, and end shortly afterward, in 
1185.

During the Heian era, women associated with the court rose to high prominence. The women 
who wrote were often on the edges of power, but not as powerful as say, the empress. Murasaki 
herself in her diary believes that she is a superior poet. Indeed, Genji  is such a landmark in 
Japanese literature that many do consider her the greatest Japanese author.

(An interesting note: women had to practice (reading and writing) Chinese characters in secret, 
men had to practice diary writing in secret (Kato 175). )

Lady Murasaki's diary provides insight into the person she was. She is believed to have been 
born in 973 and died sometime after 1013 (Keene 11), and she took Buddhism as her guiding 
light. 

The Tale of Genji is an example of two different genres brought together. One is that of 
tsukurimonogatari, which is a fictional tale in which poems are extremely important.

Poems in these types of stories are often set up in such a way that they “echo” a previous
part of the tale. Genji can properly be considered tsukurimonogatari, because the story 



contains almost four thousand lines of poetry.

 The other is that of just Monogatori, which are tales concerned almost exclusively with the 
aristocracy, ignoring the common people (Kato 16). This reflects Ocho Culture, which did just 
that. (In a manner similar to the French Aristocracy of the late 1700's.)

Genji was written in close, exclusive circles, for a very specific audience, and dealt entirely 
with courtly love.

Hand in hand with themes that echo one another comes parallelism, where a similar event 
happens time and again to different people at different points in time. 

One example would be the fact that Genji slept with his stepmother, and their son was 
treated as his father's son, and later in the tale, a wife of his has an affair which produces
a son, and Genji in turn is forced to acknowledge another man's child as his.

Genji exhibits a belief that the soul could leave the body in dreams and visit the desired person 
by means of a thread that connected the two. 

(As a side note, this belief bears slight similarity to the “the red string of fate” a concept 
that originated in China.)

Dream states, and dream worlds were indicated by the term yume, and reality, or the waking 
world by the term utsutsu. These were and remain important concepts in Japanese poetry.

One of Genji's  main themes is that extreme, intense emotional attachment is detrimental. Given
that Lady Murasaki (as well as many other court ladies, and others) was primarily Buddhist, 
(Buddhism teaches that desire and attachment prevent the soul from gaining enlightenment), 
this view makes perfect sense. As is shown in the tale, Genji, (and those around him) suffers 
because of his desires and attachments.

His possessiveness also cause problems, for his daughter, whom he takes from her mother, and 
for Murasaki, who is unable to gain his consent to become a nun. (In Buddhism, women could 
become nuns whether they were virgins or not, and very many Buddhist nuns in ancient China 
were in fact widows.)

The character of Genji is good and his intentions are often noble, but his single-minded pursuit 
of women above all else causes him trouble and grief in very profound ways. He seems a tragic 
hero because he is fated to travel forever through the court, without ever gaining a chance at 
noble rule. (This “second” or “third” son concept still exists in Japan today.)

Genji is good looking and makes up for his losses by taking still more lovers.

Genji is interesting because it presents a window in time. The events that take place are mostly 
real-life, and even the supernatural events are not overtly explicit, that is in a manner like a 
fairytale.

The Monogatari just kind of ends abruptly, but that is the way with such literature, and it just 
means that the window has been closed, and we are not able to peer through it any longer.



Genji was referenced in later works such as a poem by Teika that begins:

The bridge of dreams
Floating on the brief spring night 
(Haru no yo no
Yuyme no ukihashi) (Miner 114)

These lines are a reference to the name of the Last Chapter in Genji which is titled “The 
Floating Bridge of Dreams.” (The chapters are often known by their memorable names.)

Other works sought to imitate Genji throughout the remainder of the Heian era.

After Genji was written it has been rendered again and again throughout Japanese history, 
beginning with picture scrolls produced in the Heian era to the Manga produced today. This 
ensures that all Japanese people both young and old will be exposed to, and highly familiar with
The Tale of Genji. 

Manga versions of Genji produced today tend to focus more on the emotions expressed through 
the poems, rather than on the poems themselves, and the love affairs tend to be visually 
reproduced in semi-graphic detail.

3. Selected Poems

a. Foreshadowing is an important theme in Genji 

Probably one of the most importance poems in the entire Genji Monogatari the one found 
on page 100:

How glad I would be
To pick and soon to make mine
That little wild plant
Sprung up from the very root
Shared by the murasaki.

According to the footnotes, murasaki was “a common meadow plant associated with love 
because of the purple dye extracted from its roots.” The notes go on to point out the the Fuji
in Fujitsubo's name means “Wisteria,” a beautiful purple flower. The young Murasaki 
reminded Genji of the mother figure whom he had so loved, both in form, and in the names 
that unite (through colour) these two women.

Genji, unable to continue an affair with Fujitsubo, replaces her with Murasaki in the future, 
thinking of this role for the young girl when he first meets her, even if it is a somewhat 
unconscious association.

As the story precedes, we find that Genji has now deliberately turned his thoughts to 
acquiring Murasaki as a lover, as he says to her after cutting her hair:



Rich seaweed tresses
Of the unplumbed ocean depths
A thousand fathoms long
You are mine, and mine alone
To watch daily as you grow.
(Shikibu 169)

Which by itself is a very nice poem, and the footnotes remark that it is customary to wish a 
little girls hair to grow a thousand fathoms long; however, they also remark the word miru, 
which means seaweed, also means to possess (To possess daily etc.,) as one would a wife. 
The young girl is innocent of Genji's intentions, but the author sets it up so that the readers 
know.

b. Sadness is most often represented in two main ways:
By tears, using the metaphor “dew.” 
By loneliness or emptiness, expressed as longing.

An interesting occurrence crops up on page 90, in the chapter titled “Young Murasaki.”

Ever since that time
I first spied the tender leavers
Of the little plant
The travelers sleeves I wear
Are endlessly wet with dew

The “little plant” refers to Murasaki, and Genji is sad over her, but the nun who replies 
Genji redirects the metaphor of dew to mean a general (as opposed to romantic) sadness 
brought on those who live in the mountains:

O never compare
Dews that gather for a night
On your own pillow
To those that in these mountains
Wet many a mossy robe! 

Tears of blood express overwhelming pain of heart, and an instance of this occurs in Genji 
on page 393

“How can she dismiss 
as a light and worthless blue
the sleeves I must wear,
Dyed a far deeper colour
By the scarlet of my tears?”

“From my many woes
I have, alas, learned to know
The hues of sorrow:
How did the robe between us
Come to be so deeply dyed?”



These poems are exchanged by two lovers who are not supposed to be together, and are 
parted after only a short time. Tears always fall on sleeves in Heian court poetry; saying, 
“my sleeves are wet,” is equivalent to saying “I was crying just now.” The blue robe, mixed 
with the scarlet tears forms the colour purple, which again, is the symbol of love, so when 
the young girl replies, “How did the robe between us come to be so deeply dyed?” she is 
asking, “how did we fall so deeply and inescapably in love?” This is a very touching and 
sad pair of poems.

c. Another common theme is that while some of the women may not write poetry 
particularly well, they write with feeling (kokoro) and Genji is many times touched by 
the depth of this feeling.

One such poem is found on page 199, and is just a pretty poem about nature.

Alas, that great pine
Whose broad shade inspired such trust
Seems to live no more,
For the year's last days are here,
And the lower needles fall.

d. Sometimes the meaning of a poem is set forth directly, but other times, it is extremely 
obscure, and only the context of the story explains the meaning of the work.

A pair of poems that read in such a manner are these:

“Once upon a time
Could it be that others, too,
Lost their way like this?
I myself have never known
Such strange wanderings at dawn.”

“The wayfaring moon
Uncertain what to expect 
From the mountain's rim,
May easily fade away
and disappear in mid-sky”
(Shikibu 65)

The second poem seems almost unrelated to the first in any sense, and would be hard to 
connect except for the fact of the text. In this context we understand that Genji and his lady 
soon-to-be lover are both unsure of the actions they are taking, because neither of them have
done anything quite like it (sneaking away to an empty house away from everyone else) 
before. Again we have:

When the morning sun
Has melted the icicles
All along the eves
Why are the waters within



Even now frozen so hard?

A beautiful poem in its own right, and somewhat mystifying if not pretty, it is made clear 
from the context that Genji is frustrated with his lady, and is saying in very charming terms 
that she is frigid.

e. Genji abounds with poems that are elegant and intensely emotional.

Now the end has come
And I am filled with sorrow
That our ways must part:
The path I would rather take 
Is the one that leads to life. 
(Shikibu 5)

This first poem is the very first poem in the tale, and is spoken by Genji's mother as she lies 
dying. A few sentences following run thus: 

She seemed to have more to say but to be too exhausted to go on, which only decided him, 
despite her condition, to see her though to whatever might follow. 

The “him” here is his Majesty, Genji's father. The two do not have much screen time 
together, but love each other exceedingly, and each one's heart is broken at the thought of 
leaving the other. The woman's poem is an exquisite response to his Majesty's impassioned 
plea only moments before, and just shows how important the role of poetry is in 
communicating feelings to one another, thereby setting the scene for the entire rest of the 
monogatari.

Bell crickets may cry
Until they can cry no more,
But not so for me,
For all through the endless night,
My tears will fall on and on.
(Shikibu 9)

This is a poem expressed by another lady of the court, who felt deep sadness over the lady's 
death. The allusion to crickets is quite clever, as throughout late summer and fall, crickets 
chirp incessantly, and the lady implies that her grief will cause her to shed tears longer than 
the crickets can chirp. A very touching and poignant sentiment indeed.

Much later in the tale, Fujitsubo has borne Genji a son who looks exactly like him, but the 
three can never be together as a family and Genji's anguish is made clear in the following 
manner:

“What can be the tie
That bound us two together
A long time ago
That in this life she and I
Should be kept so far apart?



 The poem implies Buddhism, as well as a belief in soulmates – to put it Western terms, and 
illustrates that fact that Genji believes they were meant to be together, and that a love they 
shared in the distant past is keeping them apart now.

Another deeply emotional poem, but one written with a quiet longing is found on page 237:

How the winds must blow,
Where you are, across the shore,
When the thought of you
Sends such never-ending waves 
To break on my moistened sleeves.

The poem is simple but effective, comparing as it does the endless ebb and flow of the 
ocean to the tears produced by even a single thought of her beloved. And because she is 
crying so much, there is a storm in her heart so powerful that the winds of it must surely 
reach Genji. Incidentally the weather on the outside mirrors the mood of the poem.

One beautiful poem is composed by Genji's lady as he is reminiscing on the past. The two 
talk late into the evening, and the brilliance of the moon leads the lady to recite:

Frozen into ice,
Water caught among the rocks
Can no longer flow
And ['tis] the brilliant moon 
that soars freely through the sky.
(Shikibu 374)

Which serves the purpose noted above, that the poems serve to break up both the text and 
the narrative flow of the story, offering a snapshot of that moment in time. With just five 
lines, setting, temperature, time of day, and season have all be established, and set up the 
scene for the words that follow: 

Leaning forward a little that way to look out, she was lovelier than any woman in the world.

One especially heartfelt poem is set down on page 745 and runs thus:

On this winter night,
When my heart feels forever
Locked in agony
Ah, what new chains bar my way
Through your adamantine door!

The text then reports that he left in tears. Many more such poems litter the work, as feeling 
and emotions are very important in Heian poetry, and no-one considers it unmanly for the 
men to weep as shamelessly as they do (sometime more than the women in several 
instances.)

f. Poems in Genji are often exchanged as a direct means of conversation, replacing every 



day colloquialisms.

A fine example of this is found on page 16:

“Into that first knot
To bind up his boyish hair
Did you tie the wish
That enduring happiness
Be theirs through ages to come?”

“In that very mood
I tied his hair with great prayers 
Bound henceforth to last
Just as long as dark hue
Of the purple does not fade.”

These two poems are a pair, a question about the young Genji (posed by his Majesty) and an
answer (by his Excellence). There seems to be no other purpose here than to illustrate two 
men of the court speaking to one another in a polite, refined manner. Furthermore, this pair 
of Tanka is presented so causally that it seems correct to infer that such manner of speaking 
was the norm in the Heian court.

This type of casual poetry crops up again during a conversation that Genji and his friends 
are having about women. One of the young men says:

“I said, Fingers crooked to count the many times you and I have been together, show
that this outrage of yours is certainly not the first, ”... “Sure enough, she burst into 
tears and retorted, “Talk of outrages: when in my most private thoughts I count up 
your own, I believe this time at last I must take my hand from yours.”

With the exception of a few lines here and there of prose, Murasaki depicts two young 
people having a direct conversation through verse, expressing kokoro, as they are both 
emotional, the young man with anger, and the young woman with hurt.

The latter half of a conversation found on page 370 is interesting, as it causally refers to a 
belief in Buddhism, alluding to past lives as it states:

Once you are reborn,
Bide your time to wait and see
Whether in this life
Anyone has gone so far 
As to forget his mother.

A rather disrespectful manner of addressing one's elders, and insulting too, to speak of the  
the lady being reborn, implying that she will not reach enlightenment in her present state.

g. Poems are exchanged in Genji in letter form:

Take this pair, exchanged by a young man and one of his lovers:



I could never choose 
One from the many colours 
Blooming so gaily,
Yet the gillyflower I feel
Is the fairest of them all.

To a gillyflower
Brushing a deserted bed
With her dewy sleeves,
Autumn has come all too soon
And the sorrows of its storms
(Shikibu, 32)

The Tanka that are written down here are much more elegant and more delightfully vague 
than those used in direct conversation. This is no doubt that a letter is more carefully 
composed than a quick rejoinder in speech. (Note the use of flowers to refer to the woman, 
and the “dewy sleeves” which refer to the woman's sadness. The whole poem uses nature as 
an underlying theme.) 

Later on in the tale, we find a poem written on a fan, accompanied by a sweet fragrance. 
The fact that the poems were sent along with extras is a hallmark of poetic exchange in this 
era. The Tanka is very finely worded, which Genji takes pleasure in.

At a guess I see
That you may indeed be he:
The light silver dew
Brings to clothe in loveliness 
A twilight beauty flower.
(Shikibu 57)

h. Metaphors abound throughout Genji.

A particularly touching example is a poem composed by the Akashi lady as her daughter 
leaves with Genji:

Now that I am torn
From my little seedling pine
And her years ahead,
When shall I with my own eyes
See her as a mighty tree?
(Shikibu 349)
 
The lady uses here the metaphor of the little girl as a tender plant that is being uprooted and 
carried to a place where it shall be planted and cared for until maturity. A simple yet elegant 
metaphor, the poem at once expresses the lady's grief at the separation she must undergo, 
while at the same time indicating a belief that her daughter will grow up safely even if she 
herself is not there to see it.


