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Tree, The Bamboo Cutter, and Sumiyoshi, was not the achievement
of a mere human being.S

Although the ladies agreed that it should be easy for someone to

create a work that was even better than The Tale of Genji by skillfully
borrowing its techniques and materials, they clearly did not believe that

any later tale was in fact superior.

THE TALE OF SAGOROMo

The work to which the ladies of Story Without a Name gave the most

attention among those composed after The Tale of Genji was Sagoromo
Monogatari (The Tale of Sagoromo). One lady, asked to state her likes
and dislikes among the tales she had read, replied, “I think The Tale

of Sagoromo is next best to Genji. From the opening words, ‘We regret
the passing of the spring of youth,’6the language is somehow charming,
but although it maintains a wonderfully aristocratic manner] nothing
strikes especially deep into one’s heart. On the contrary, there are many
things in the book that might better not have been there at all.”8 This
mixed praise is followed by a more favorable evaluation of various scenes

in the work; but the section of Story Without a Name devoted to The
Tale of Sagoromo ends with sharp disapproval of the instances of su—

pernatural intervention, and with condemnation of the resolution of the

tale, the ascension to the throne of the hero, Sagoromo.
The lady is remarkably astute in her analysis of the faults of The

Tale of Sagoromo—its failure to strike deeply into the reader’s heart,
the various passages that are unnecessary to the development of either
the plot or the characters, the implausibility of the intervention of a

divine being in a work that is otherwise realistic, and the unconvincing
oracle that leads to Sagoromo’sbecoming the emperor; but her reasons

for ranking The Tale of Sagoromo second only to The Tale of Genji are

disappointingly brief and uninformative. The judgment nevertheless is

basicallysound: with the exception of Yoru no Nezame (Wakefulness at

Night), the work the ladies rated next highest in order of excellence,
The Tale of Sagoromo is the finest example of fiction in the tradition of
The Tale of Genji.

The authorship of The Tale of Sagoromo is nowhere mentioned in

contemporary writings. Fujiwara Teika, writing more than a century
later, expressed the belief that it was the work of a court lady, a daughter
of Minamoto no Yorikuni known by her title of Senji," who died in
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1092 at an advanced age.10This attribution is generally acceptedtoday,
and internal evidence suggests that the work was probably written about

1080. One other monogatarill and four poems in imperially sponsored
collections are also credited to Senji, and we know that she was in the

service of Princess Baishi (1039—1096),the fourth daughter of the Em—

peror Suzaku. Baishi was the high priestess at Ise from 1046 to 1058,
but later took orders as a Buddhist nun; perhaps her influence explains
the striking combination of Shinto and Buddhist elementsoinTheTale
of Sagoromo. The work is little read today except by spec1allstsin Heian

literature, but for many years it enjoyed great popularity, as we can

infer from the more than a hundred manuscripts that have been pre—

served, each with its complement of textual variants.

The Tale of Sagoromo is perhaps the first extended work of Japanese
fiction to have been conceived from the outset as a single, unified story.”-
The three love affairs that make up the bulk of the work are related

more or less independently, but the reader does not get the impression
that chapters, unanticipated when the work was begun,were addedin
response to the demands of readers or to a deepening understanding.of

the materials on the author’s part. Although most manuscripts d1V1de

The Tale of Sagoromo into four books, each with an elegantlywritten

introductory section, it is from beginning to end an uninterruptedac—
count of ten years in the life of Sagoromo, a prince of the highestrank

(the son of the kampaku and the nephew of the emperor). He 15 blessed

with extraordinary beauty and intelligence, as the author frequently
reminds us, but to the end is unsuccessful in his love for his cou51n,

Princess Genji.l3 Other loves or worldly honors, even becomingemperor,
give him no pleasure because of this frustration, and as his despair
accumulates, his thoughts turn incessantly to “leaving the world” as a

Buddhist priest. The work concludes as Sagoromo gazes out over an

autumn garden in the deepening twilight, and wonders about the nature

of the karma that has caused his life in the present world to be so

unsatisfying.
a . .

The Tale of Sagoromo opens with the quotation from P0 Chfi—i pralsed
by the lady of Story Without a Name, then abruptly.plungesinto-an
account of Sagoromo’ssecret love for Princess Genji Without identifying

by name either Sagoromo or his beloved. After a few pages thestory

begins again, this time in a more conventional manner, suggesting (de—
spite the evidence of Story Without a Name) that the presentopening

may represent a corruption in the text. The second opening 15 also rather

unusual because it sets the story in recent years (Rona koro), though

monogatari generally were set in some vague but dlstant past. There


