
Study Guide for Murasaki Shikibu's The Tale
of Genji: An In-Depth Exploration of the
Masterpiece of Japanese Literature

Murasaki Shikibu's The Tale of Genji is widely regarded as the world's first
novel, written over a millennium ago. It is a masterpiece of Japanese
literature that offers a profound and intricate exploration of human nature,
courtly life, and the complexities of love in 11th-century Japan. Through its
rich cast of characters, elaborate plotlines, and lyrical prose, The Tale of
Genji continues to captivate readers and scholars alike.

This study guide is designed to provide a comprehensive overview of The
Tale of Genji. It offers detailed summaries of each chapter, insightful
character analyses, thought-provoking discussion questions, and a
thorough examination of the novel's literary significance. Whether you are a
student approaching The Tale of Genji for the first time or an experienced
reader seeking a deeper understanding, this guide will serve as an
invaluable resource.
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Summary of Chapters

Part I: Kiritsubo (Volumes 1-3)
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* Kiritsubo, a beautiful concubine, becomes the favorite of the Emperor. *
She bears him a son, Genji, who is destined for greatness. * Kiritsubo's
sudden death and Genji's subsequent exile from the court cast a shadow
over the novel.

Part II: Hahakigi (Volume 4)

Genji meets his cousin, Rokujō, at the festival.

* Genji returns to the court and quickly establishes himself as a charismatic
and talented prince. * He embarks on a series of romantic entanglements,
including a passionate affair with his cousin, Rokujō. * Genji's reckless
behavior leads to conflicts and controversies.

Part III: Suzaku (Volumes 5-7)
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* Genji builds a magnificent mansion, the "Suzaku," where he gathers a
harem of women. * His romantic pursuits become more complex and
intertwined, leading to rivalries and jealousy. * Genji's political fortunes rise
and fall, reflecting the turbulent nature of courtly life.

Part IV: Yūgao (Volumes 8-10)
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Genji falls in love with Yūgao, a humble woman.

* Genji's affair with the humble Yūgao results in her death and the birth of
his son, Kaoru. * The supernatural events surrounding Yūgao's demise add
a mystical element to the novel. * Genji's guilt and remorse lead him to
seek spiritual solace.

Part V: Wakana (Volumes 11-17)
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* Genji's romantic affairs continue, including a passionate relationship with
his former mistress, the Lady of Rokujō. * The "Rokujo Ladies," six of
Genji's former lovers, seek revenge on him and his daughter, Akashi no
Nyogo. * Genji's final years are marked by both personal triumphs and
tragedies.

Part VI: Mumashi (Volume 18)
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Kaoru, Genji's son, on a pilgrimage to Oharano.

* Kaoru, Genji's son, embarks on a pilgrimage to Oharano, the site of his
mother's death. * The novel's last chapter focuses on Kaoru's search for
self-discovery and the legacy of The Tale of Genji. * The novel ends on a
poignant note, reflecting the cyclical nature of life and the enduring power
of storytelling.

Character Analyses

Hikaru Genji: The protagonist of The Tale of Genji, Genji is a handsome,
intelligent, and charismatic prince. He is known for his romantic exploits
and complex relationships with women. Genji's character is both idealized
and flawed, reflecting the contradictions inherent in human nature.
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Kiritsubo: Genji's mother, Kiritsubo is a beautiful and virtuous concubine.
Her early death deeply affects Genji and the course of the novel. Kiritsubo
represents the ideal woman of Heian Japan: beautiful, loyal, and self-
sacrificing.

Rokujō: Genji's first love, Rokujō is a passionate and obsessive woman.
Her love for Genji turns to hatred when he breaks off their affair. Rokujō's
character explores the dark side of love and the destructive power of
jealousy.

Murasaki no Ue: Genji's main wife, Murasaki no Ue is a gentle, intelligent,
and virtuous woman. She is the embodiment of beauty, grace, and
refinement. Murasaki no Ue's relationship with Genji is one of the most
enduring and complex in the novel.

Kaoru: Genji's son, Kaoru is a sensitive and introspective young man. He
embarks on a pilgrimage to discover his own identity and the truth about his
father's legacy. Kaoru's character represents the transition from the old
world of The Tale of Genji to a new era.

Discussion Questions

* How does The Tale of Genji portray the role of women in Heian Japanese
society? * What are the main themes explored in The Tale of Genji? How
are they relevant to the human condition? * Discuss the literary significance
of The Tale of Genji. Why is it considered a masterpiece of world literature?
* How does the novel's intricate plot structure and large cast of characters
contribute to its overall impact? * What are the strengths and weaknesses
of Genji as a character? How does he embody both the idealized and
flawed aspects of humanity?



Literary Significance

The Tale of Genji is a literary masterpiece that has had a profound
influence on Japanese culture and world literature. It is a complex and
multifaceted work that explores themes of love, politics, class, and the
human condition with remarkable depth and insight.

Psychological Realism: Genji is regarded as one of the first novels to
delve into the psychological complexities of human relationships. It portrays
the characters' emotions, motivations, and inner struggles with an
unprecedented level of detail.

Poetic Prose: The Tale of Genji is written in an exquisite and lyrical style.
Murasaki Shikibu's use of imagery, metaphor, and allusion creates a rich
and evocative tapestry that transports readers into the world of Heian
Japan.

Historical Significance: The novel provides a detailed window into the life
and culture of the Heian period in Japan. It offers a wealth of information
about courtly customs, fashion, and social norms, making it an invaluable
resource for historians and cultural scholars.

Legacy and Influence: The Tale of Genji has inspired countless works of
art, literature, and music. It has been translated into over forty languages
and is widely recognized as one of the greatest literary achievements of all
time.

Murasaki Shikibu's The Tale of Genji is a timeless masterpiece that
continues to captivate readers with its nuanced characters, intricate plot,
and profound insights into the human condition. This study guide has



provided a comprehensive overview of the novel, from a detailed summary
of its chapters to in-depth analyses of its characters and literary
significance.

Whether you are delving into The Tale of Genji for the first time or revisiting
this literary treasure, this guide will serve as an invaluable companion. It
will enhance your understanding, spark meaningful discussions, and
deepen your appreciation of this remarkable work of world literature.

Let Murasaki Shikibu's words transport you to the vibrant world of 11th-
century Japan and immerse you in a literary journey that will forever enrich
your life.
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