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The Tale of Genji Analysis

Nearly one thousand years ago, Lady Murasaki Shikibu was asked by her fellow ladies of the Japanese court to write a piece of literature for their enjoyment. Confident in her abilities, Shikibu took her pen to paper and began writing the first installments of The Tale of Genji. She delivered them publicly to her awaiting audience through her voice and they received it ecstatically. At the age of forty-three, Shikibu abruptly ended her novel, leaving only the title of the fifty-fourth and final chapter to hint at some sort of concrete ending. The lack of cohesion and continuity between the first forty chapters and the last ten lead some scholars to believe that Shikibu ended her writing early on and the story was picked up again by later authors, perhaps even her daughter. Regardless, Shikibu was the sole owner of the majority of the intellectual property in The Tale of Genji and without her the complexity of the story and the thematic devices would be nonexistent. In essence, Shikibu created the first fictional novel of any real literary merit. She developed a convincing cast of characters who flourished on the subjects of love, politics, and human relations and what they meant to the Heian period of Japan.

It was suggested that Shikibu modeled her main character Genji after real political figures around her. Although the Genji’s traits and personality lack a definite human source, he successfully embodies an average political or royal person’s place in society and the type of lifestyle they lived. But Genji’s behavior was far from that expected of Heian period intelligentsia. He lived a life of pleasure, able to excel at most anything, as he approached problems with a laid-back attitude and a sense of confidence in his ability to manipulate most situations in his favor. This is highly apparent over the course of the book as he courts various women and even a man. Successively, Genji was able to seduce and outwit anyone who stood in his way. His failures were few and far between and he could control their repercussions’ hold on his life with a solid hand. There was no reason Genji’s name wouldn’t be synonymous with “the Shining Prince.” It wasn’t until he met Murasaki that Genji finally stopped endlessly chasing after any woman he wanted. Murasaki was his pride and joy and he raised her to be that way, like Fujitsubo and Kiritsubo. However, because of her lack of political or royal title, Murasaki could not be Genji’s main wife. Eventually, Genji collected all of the important women he had met, loved, and treasured over his lifetime and provided them all with a home inside his mansion the Rukujō-in. This became a symbolic beacon of Genji’s achievements as a man who pursued physical pleasure and complex relationships with women. This was the climax of Genji’s love life. From there, it would decline with his age until Murasaki died, effectively sending Genji into a spiral of depression, losing every ounce of his “shining” disposition along with it.

Following the prerendered trail of the love and sexual portion of his life, Genji’s involvement in Japan’s political arena started off complicated. He had the brilliance, wit, and charisma to be a talented orator and hold a high position in the court, if not the prestigious title of heir apparent itself. The only problems that barred him from reaching his potential early on were the death of his mother and the prophetic warning of the Korean sage. Instead of admitting defeat, Genji simply waited, showing off his clever strings of words and allowing himself to focus on the fine art of courting women. It didn’t matter to him when he would receive the power that was taken away from after the death of his mother or how he would obtain that power. A multitude of years lapsed and Genji finds himself in the company of his children and grandchildren. Through his politically savvy movements, Genji’s illegitimate son Reizei became emperor and Reizei restored Genji to the highest spot he can achieve in the court. This was the highlight of Genji’s political career and it counted as a victory against the earlier separation of power he endured. From there, his life in the political arena flatlined and he made no further advancements. 

Independent from his political and love lives, Genji had made some platonic relationships as well. Tō-no-Chūjō and Suzaku acted as Genji’s foils. They offered different views on the world of Japanese politics, culture, and relationships. Their existence highlighted the choices Genji made and why they were so crucial to the scenarios they were placed in. Tō-no-Chūjō’s and Suzaku’s roles give insight to what kind of character Genji would be if his mother had lived or if life had been more fortunate towards him. Genji also had a positive relationship with his father. Because he belonged to Kiritsubo, the emperor could never harm Genji or inhibit his genius. Furthermore, the emperor appreciated the talent his son showed and genuinely wished for him to be the heir apparent.

Shikibu’s synthesis of The Tale of Genji was perfect and set the precedent for future classical novels. The complexity of the story, the character evolution, and the conveyance of multi-layered themes were the first of their kind and they showed a deeper extension of literature that had never been fully realized before. Since 1021 C.E., The Tale of Genji has been a story the preaches perseverance in the face of extreme doubt and the pursuit of physical and emotional pleasure, and it will continue to survive through time because of this content and the way Lady Murasaki Shikibu expressed it.
