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Medieval Japanese Literature 
On the Road: Travel and Literature in Medieval Japan 
 
 Here is a little background for the readings I have submitted.   
 
1. “Seeing a dead body lying among the stones on the island of Samine,” from the Man’yōshū 
poetry collection (794).  This poem is by one of Japan’s most famous traditional poets, 
Kakinomoto no Hitomaro (fl. Late 600s).  Hitomaro was literally worshipped as the Saint of 
Poetry in medieval times.  This “long poem,” with two accompanying “envoys” acting as lyrical 
commentary, movingly captures what it was like to travel in ancient times. 
 
2. From Tales of Ise, Episodes 1, 7-10 (pp. 69-70, 73-77; Notes pp. 200-205).  I am asking you to 
focus on Episode 1, and Episodes 7-10, which constitute a very famous travel sequence in 
traditional Japanese literature.  (Of course, you are welcome to read the first six episodes to get a 
better sense of what the hero is like.)  Tales of Ise is collections of short fictionalized narratives 
with poems, and was compiled in the 10th century.  The protagonist of many of the stories, 
including the episodes here, is a renowned lover and poet.  He has just been forced to leave 
Kyoto because he was having an affair with the Emperor’s fiancée, and he heads east, toward 
what is now Tokyo, but in those days was pretty wild, lonely country.  These three episodes are 
among the most famous pieces of writing in traditional Japanese literature. 
 
3. From The Confessions of Lady Nijō.  These are memoirs written by Lady Nijō, a middle-
ranking court lady who was a secondary wife of an emperor in the late 1200s and early 1300s, 
more than 300 years after Tales of Ise was written.  It is, as far as we know, a “true” story, and 
many of the people and events she writes about can be corroborated.   
 After considerable success in the privileged world of the imperial court of medieval 
Japan, Lady Nijō is in essence divorced by the emperor, whose primary wife is jealous of her.  
Nijō has hardly been faithful herself, having taken at least two lovers in addition to her 
relationship to the emperor (and actually juggling all these relationships simultaneously).  She 
accepts her fate, and decides it is a sign for her to turn more seriously to religious pursuits, so she 
becomes a Buddhist nun and decides to travel around Japan, partly to forget her troubled past, 
and partly see all the places she’d only read about in poems and stories.  To earn her way, she 
stops at religious institutions along the way, and copies sacred books for them, and sometimes 
also sells personal possessions.  In this passage, she has just set out for the first time after 
becoming a nun at the age of 31.  See if she makes any references to the Tales of Ise episodes 
you read earlier. 
 
4. From The Narrow Road to the Deep North.  I have marked the passages to read with a read 
rectangle. The author, Matsuo Bashō (1644-1694), is the most famous haiku poet in Japan, and 
this travel journal is his most famous piece of extended writing.  It may not be easily apparent 
from the selections, but the journey is both a physical and spiritual one.  Notice the appearance 
of “saintly” people along the road, most notably the “young man of tremendous physique” (p. 
120), who escorts Bashō through the dangerous mountains in a passage that can be interpreted as 
spiritual death and re-birth. 
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“Starter” Bibliography 
 
 Below are the books from which our readings were taken.  
 
McCullough, Helen, trans., Tales of Ise (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1968) 
 

 [Note that there is a newer, more colloquial, translation out now: Mostow, Joshua and Royal 
Tyler, trans., The Ise Stories (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2010).  I used the 
McCullough version here for convenience rather than because I think it is necessarily better.] 

 
Nippon Gakujutsu Shinkōkai, trans., The Manyōshū (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1965) 
 
Yuasa, Nobuyuki, trans., Bashō: The Narrow Road to the Deep North and Other Travel Sketches 
(New York: Penguin Books, 1966, with numerous reprints through 1983) 
 
Brazell, Karen, trans., The Confessions of Lady Nijō (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976) 
 
 Two all-purpose anthologies: 
 
Keene, Donald, ed. Anthology of Japanese Literature from the Earliest Era to the Nineteenth 
Century (New York: Grove Press, 1955) – this is a portable paperback, and includes selections 
from almost all of the traditionally canonical works. 
 
Shirane, Haruo, Traditional Japanese Literature: An Anthology, Beginnings to 1600 (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2007) – this doorstop hefty, and does not include works between 
1600 and the modern period, which are collected in another, equally large volume.  The benefit 
of the size is that a much broader range of writers (in terms of gender and class), genres, and 
styles is represented. 
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