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Excerpt
Gender, Power, and Continental Trade History

in The Tale of Genji
Kawazoe Fusae
Tokyo Gakugei University

The Tale of Genji sets its story a hundred years before The
Tale was actually written: it is based on the historical context of
the Engi period (around the year 900). It was a transitional time
in terms of Japan’s trade history. Japan'’s trade with the Korean
kingdom, which had been enhanced in the 8th and 9th centuries,
ended during the Engi period (919). Trade with China also had a
turning point during that period. When trade ships from China
arrived at Hakata, the government would send a special
delegation there so as to grab hold of the trade directly. From
909 on, the government stopped sending its own officers;
instead, it started to send only a purchase list to Hakata.
Dazaifu’s local officers would represent the government during
trade. Thus, low-ranked officers working for the Hakata office
controlled distribution of luxurious imports from China and
interacted with court people in Kyoto, who wanted to possess a
large number of Chinese objects for status.

The Tale includes a number of episodes in which court
people show off their power and authority by presenting their
partners with imported objects. Genji is described as one of the
priviledged few who owns many imports: his strength is
indicated in particular through his almost exclusive power of
possessing imports from Korea. The particular way Genji plays
with imported and domestic objects is indicative of his

aesthetically refined authority. For instance, in an episode in the

CHLEELIRRREANZ, | EERHRB) k.
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Plum Branch chapter, as a gift for the marriage of Akashi
Princess, Genji presents her with a set of model calligraphy, a set
consisting of three different papers with a different style of
calligraphy for each; an authentic kanji writing on Chinese
paper; a graciously feminine writing of hiragana on Korean
paper; and a free cursive writing of waka poems on Japanese
paper. Genji's well-balanced taste is displayed by his
differentiation of the three cultures on the basis of their gendered
semiotics, according to which the imported cultures are
associated with masculinity and its public authority, while the
domestic culture is characterized as something feminine and
intimately private. Such gendered metaphors are repeatedly
applied when Korea is differentiated from China. Genji’s strong
tie with Korean culture allows him to present his imported
possessions with a gendered ying-yang balance--a combination,
for instance, of a Chinese book and a Korean flute.

Episodes including imported objects also articulate a change
in Genji’s political life. In Part One of The Tale, Genji enjoys
imported luxury and possesses an overwhelming number of
items. In contrast, in Part Two, which describes Genji’s political
decline in his later years, we realize that those objects from
China are not exclusively gathered in his palace; rather, they are
owned by quite a number of political leaders, imperial members
and so forth. Such relativization of Genji's wealth indicaties his
fall - from the single authority of the Heian court culture to a
political and cultural has-been .

[E.5.]



