
Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji 

Monthly discussion group—December, ch. 14-22

1.  Politics  
How do shifts in the balance of power at the court bring about Genji’s recall from exile?

 Despite the re-instatement of his rank and status, what attitude does Genji take to the new 
political order in the court and to the exercise of political power in general?

 Once Genji’s half-brother, the Emperor Suzaku, abdicates and Fujitsubu’s son, Reizei, 
becomes emperor, what new dangers arise to threaten the political order of the court?  
Why would Reizei feel that he should abdicate and yield the position of emperor to 
Genji?  

 Despite Genji’s repeatedly stated desire to avoid court duties and do as he pleases, how 
do his relationships with important women in his life keep drawing him back into court 
intrigue?  E.G.

o Fujitsubo, the retired empress and secret beloved of Genji
o Oborozukiyo, his former love who becomes Mistress of Staff to Emperor Suzaku
o Akikonomu, whom the Rokujō haven asked Genji to care for as a daughter
o Akashi, his daughter by the lady of Akashi

 How does the friendly adolescent rivalry between Genji and Tō no Chūjō evolve into a 
political rivalry?  How does this rivalry manifest itself in relation to sons, daughters, and 
even art?  

2.  Taking care of women
In a parallel scene to the conversation between male friends about their experiences with women 

in chapter 2, Murasaki stages a conversation in chapter 20 between Genji and Murasaki 
about the important women in Genji’s life.  

 How does Genji evaluate his relationship with the following women in this 
conversation?  Does the evaluation he voices to Murasaki match what the reader knows 
about his engagements with each of these woman?

o Fujitsubo, the retired (then deceased) empress with whom he fathered the now 
Emperor Reizei

o Murasaki herself
o Asagao, the former Kamo princess who resists Genji’s advances
o Oborozukiyo, the lover with whom Genji was caught in the episode that 

precipitated his exile
o Akashi, the Novice’s daughter with whom Genji had an affair during his exile 

that resulted in a daughter
o Hanachirusato, the lady in the east pavilion

 How would you describe Genji’s relationship with Murasaki, whom he considers “the 
lady of his house”?  

o How does Murasaki cope with Genji’s seemingly incorrigible tendency to pursue 
whatever woman attracts him at the moment?



o Why does Murasaki immediately agree to take charge of the daughter Genji 
fathered by the Akashi lady during his exile?

 Why does Genji repeatedly take on elaborate. costly building projects: rebuilding a 
mansion at his residence in Nijo, renovating the run-down house of Suetsumuhana, then 
constructing an elaborate complex in Rokujō?

o How do the denizens of these complexes relate to their neighbors in other wings?
o Why does Genji continue to care for Suetsumuhana, the graceless lady with the 

red nose?
o What do these construction projects of both dwellings and gardens reveal about 

Genji’s most deeply held values?
 Given Genji’s generosity, how is the reader to judge the decisions of the women who 

resist his will?
o Might Utsusemi (the lady of the cicada shell) and Asagao (the lady of the 

bluebells) have fared better in the end if they had yielded to Genji?
o Why does the Akashi lady, who agrees to relinquish her daughter, resist Genji’s 

entreaties to move to his complex?

3.  Taking care of children
In this section of the novel, Genji evolves from rake to caretaker, not only of his former lovers, 

but also of several children, his and others’.
 How do you evaluate his parenting of Yūgiri, his son by Aoi?  

o What do you think of Genji’s decision to insist that Yūgiri rise through the ranks 
in this elaborately hierarchical society by his own merits?  

o Does this decision have unintended consequences?  
o Is Yūgiri a chip off the old block or does he differ from his father’s younger self 

in significant ways?
 How would you compare Genji’s parenting of his son Yūgiri to Tō no Chūjō’s parenting 

of his daughter Kumoi no Kari?  
 How does Genji see his role as Akashi’s father?  What drives his sense of obligations 

toward her future, and what plans does he make?
 What threats does Genji face to the great secret of his paternity of the Emperor Reizei?  

How does the father try to look out for the son’s well-being, all the while keeping his 
paternity a secret?

 What do you think of the Rokujō’s dying wish that Genji care for her daughter, 
Akikonomu, the former Ise Princess?

o What threatens to derail Genji’s paternal obligations to Akikonomu?
o Why, in the end, does he exercise unusual self-restraint in his relations to his 

former lover’s daughter?
 Why does Genji decide to bring the long-lost Tamakazura, Tō no Chūjō’s daughter by 

Yūgao (Genji’s lover killed by a spirit), to live at Rokujō and to raise her as his own 
daughter?  How is she to fit into the female social order of the complex?

4.  Religion  
Throughout the novel the plot moves through the courtly calendar of Shinto festivals to celebrate 
the seasons; episodes with significant meetings begin with pilgrimages to Shinto shrines; the 



trajectory of action is changed by Shinto taboos prohibiting contact with death; princesses are 
exalted to duty at important Shinto shrines, etc.  

 Since the Emperor is a descendent of the Shinto Sun Goddess and is thus the preserver of 
the cosmic order, why is Reizei so disturbed to learn that he is Genji’s son? 

 Besides the importance of Shintoism in the structure of the novel’s plot, do Shinto 
religious beliefs and practices seem to have a determining force in the characters’ 
psychology?

Likewise, throughout the novel, characters become monks, novices, and nuns; prayers to the 
Buddha are offered when characters are sick or dying; and some characters who experience death 
and loss are drawn to the Buddhist idea of renouncing the endless cycle of the world’s trials.

 How do Buddhist beliefs impact Genji’s understanding of his relation to the Novice and 
his daughter Akashi?

 Despite Genji’s triumphant return from exile and his lavish patronage of brilliant court 
festivals, why does he build a private chapel in the hills?

 After experiencing the treachery of court intrigue, the suffering of exile, the death of 
Fujitsubo, then her return in a dream to chastise him, has Genji fundamentally changed?  
Or is he deeply conflicted?  Why does he not act on his “desire to shut himself away in 
peace, so as to prepare for the life to come” (p. 330)?  

Do the Shinto elements of the novel’s plot and setting clash with the Buddhist call for 
renunciation that speaks to some characters?  Are these religions portrayed as conflicting world 
views, or do they co-exist in a space beyond theological inconsistency in Murasaki’s 
representation of her novel’s world?

5.  The Arts
Although Murasaki, who herself knew Chinese, repeatedly has her coy narrator voice a 
reluctance to judge poetry (p. 383), she often allows her characters to mock bad poetry:  e.g. the 
poem that an oafish suitor sends to Tamakazura (p. 411-12) and the thank-you poem 
Suetsumuhana sends Genji for a new year’s gift (p. 426-28).  

 What aesthetic criteria seems to shape these judgments of what constitutes bad poetry?

The court rivalry between Reizei’s two consorts, Akikonomu (Genji’s adopted daughter) and the 
young Kokiden consort (Tō no Chūjō’s daughter), becomes focused on a painting contest, which, 
of course, Genji’s side wins.  After the winner is announced, Genji and the prince who judged the 
contest discuss the aristocratic attitude toward the practice of the arts—whether painting, poetry, 
or music (pp. 329-30).

 Why is the ideal of the amateur artist (who has talent in many arts, but never works hard 
at any) so appealing to aristocratic cultures—whether in Heian Japan or Renaissance 
England (cf. Sir Phillip Sidney)?


