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Women’s History Month

Why Was Lady Murasaki an Important Figure in Japan’s History?
Many great works of art and literature came out of Japan’s Heian period, from the late 8th to the late 
12th centuries. One woman writer, Murasaki Shikibu, became so famous that one of her books is to-
day known as a great masterpiece of world literature. You will examine four primary sources about 
“Lady Murasaki” and write a claim about why she was an important figure in Japan’s history.

Murasaki Shikibu was born in Japan around 978 into a 
lower branch of the noble Fujiwara family. Historians 
do not know her real name since women in Heian 
Japan used nicknames. While growing up, she was 
taught to read and write in Chinese, skills that usually 
were taught only to boys. In the year 1005, she became 
a lady-in-waiting to a queen who was also one of the 
daughters of the powerful leader, Fujiwara Michinaga. 
Before and during her life in the royal court, Murasaki 
spent many hours writing poetry and keeping a very 
detailed diary of the daily life around her. These finely 
detailed writings became famous throughout the world.

This artifact shows an image of Lady Murasaki with 
one of her poems. It is a hand-colored woodblock print 
from a page of a Japanese book whose title translates 
to “One Hundred Poems by One Hundred Poets.” The 
print was created by Hishikawa Moronobu in Japan 
around 1670. Lady Murasaki’s poem is translated as:

“I WANDERED forth this moonlight night, 
And some one hurried by; 
But who it was I could not see,— 
Clouds driving o’er the sky 
Obscured the moon on high.”

As you examine the woodblock, what details from the poem do you see in the art? 
What do you notice about the clothing that Murasaki is wearing, and what does it 
indicate about her status in society? What does the fact that Murasaki is represented 
on a page in this book tell you about her importance in Japan’s history?

Lady Murasaki was a keen observer of life around her. She kept a detailed diary of her 
observations and reactions, especially after she became a member of the Fujiwara court.

This is a page from a Japanese book printed in 1670. The artist made the pic-
ture of Lady Murasaki with a handcolored woodblock print. One of her poems 
is printed around her picture.
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Murasaki was influential in spreading the use of the Japanese language, which was just developing 
during this period. Most men wrote in Chinese, the official language of the government. But, according 
to Murasaki’s diary, women were discouraged from knowing the language. Women, including 
Murasaki, developed their own written Japanese language to express their thoughts and stories.

Here is an excerpt from Lady Murasaki’s diary, in which she writes of living at the home of Prime 
Minister Fujiwara, the father of the Queen. The diary describes a celebration of the birth of the 
Queen’s new son. How does Murasaki describe the women who are attending the celebration? 
What does this excerpt reveal about members of high society during the Heian period?

The Diary of Murasaki

The under garments were in deep and pale jasmine yellow or in green and white. Some wore 
scarlet and green, and others dresses trimmed with three folds. Among those who were not 
permitted to wear figured silk the elderly persons wore blue, or dull red . . . The colour of the 
sea painted on their trains was tasteful and quiet. On their belts was a repeated design.

The younger ladies wore . . . chrysanthemum colours according to their taste . . . I saw some 
fans exquisitely strange and original . . . Their faces and heads were hidden by fans . . .

To serve dinner Ladies-in-Waiting . . . came out near the square pillar 
where the court ladies sat. They were like beautiful angels . . .

When night came we had beautiful dances. The court nobles 
presented themselves before the King [to dance] . . .

When they danced the “Long-Pleasing Son,” the closing one, they went 
out singing and danced along the road beyond the garden hills. As they 
went farther away the sound of flute and drum mingled with the sound 
of wind in the pine-wood towards which they were going . . .

The dancing before the King had begun and it was very delightful, when the voice of the 
young Prince was heard crying beautifully. The Minister of the Right said flatteringly that 
the August Child’s voice was in accord with the music. 

—Lady Murasaki, 1007

Many Japanese people grew up reading Lady Murasaki’s writing, especially her most 
famous book the Tale of Genji, also known as Genji-monogatari. This book about a 
handsome fictional prince, Genji, and the beautiful women he falls in love with captivated 
readers during the Heian period, and continues to be a well-loved novel today.
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Lady Sarashina, another successful female writer during the Heian period, read much of 
Murasaki’s works as a young girl. Sarashina recorded her thoughts and feelings in diaries the 
way Lady Murasaki did. Only a few copies of Sarashina’s diaries have been preserved.

Here is an excerpt from one of Sarashina’s diaries about her life as a twelve-year-old girl. According 
to this passage, how did Lady Murasaki’s work influence young Sarashina? Compare this diary 
text with the one by Murasaki. Why might each diary be considered a valuable primary source 
for evaluating the importance of Lady Murasaki? What are the limitations of each one?

The Diary of Sarashina

I looked at these poems which were written in such a beautiful handwriting, and I shed 
more tears. I sat brooding until mother troubled herself to console me. She searched for 
romances and gave them to me, and I became consoled unconsciously. I read a few volumes 
of Gengi-monogatari and longed for the rest, but as I was still a stranger here I had no 
way of finding them. I was all impatience and yearning, and in my mind was always 
praying that I might read all the books of Gengi-monogatari from the very first one.

. . . One day I visited my aunt . . . she said: “What shall I give you? You will 
not be interested in serious things: I will give you what you like best.” And she 
gave me more than fifty volumes of Genji-monogatari put in a case . . .

Now I could be absorbed in these stories, taking them out one by one, shutting 
myself in behind the kicho–. To be a Queen were nothing compared to this!

All day and all night, as late as I could keep my eyes 
open, I did nothing but look at the books.

. . . Although I was still ugly and undeveloped [I thought to myself] the time 
would come when I should be beautiful beyond compare, with long, long hair. 
I should be like the Lady Yugao [in the romance] loved by the Shining Prince 
Genji . . . I indulged in such fancies—shallow-minded I was, indeed!

—Lady Sarashina, 1059

As you observed in an earlier diary excerpt, Lady Murasaki often described in vivid detail the 
aristocratic people and events in the world she lived in. There are other passages from her diary in 
which she expressed her strong opinions, particularly about other female writers of the Heian period.

Here are excerpts from Lady Murasaki’s diary in which she comments on two famous 
writers. Lady Izumi Shikibu was considered by many to be one of the great Japanese 
poets of all time. She served in the same queen’s court as Murasaki. Lady Seishonagon 
served a different queen and was famous for her knowledge and wit.
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Do you think a diary is a reliable source of information? Based on this excerpt, why does 
Lady Murasaki disapprove of the work of each of these successful female writers?

The Diary of Murasaki

Lady Izumi Shikibu corresponds charmingly…She writes with grace and ease and with 
a flashing wit. There is fragrance even in her smallest words. Her poems are attractive, 
but they are only improvisations which drop from her mouth spontaneously. Every 
one of them has some interesting point, and she is acquainted with ancient literature 
also, but she is not like a true artist who is filled with the genuine spirit of poetry. 
Yet I think even she cannot presume to pass judgment on the poems of others . . .

Lady Seishonagon. A very proud person. She values herself highly, and scatters her 
Chinese writings all about. Yet should we study her closely, we should find that 
she is still imperfect. She tries to be exceptional, but naturally persons of that sort 
give offence. She is piling up trouble for her future. One who is too richly gifted, 
who indulges too much in emotion, even when she ought to be reserved, and 
cannot turn aside from anything she is interested in, in spite of herself will lose 
self-control. How can such a vain and reckless person end her days happily!

—Lady Murasaki, 1008

You have seen how one artist and one writer portrayed Lady Murasaki, and you have read 
two parts of Murasaki’s own diary. Do you think you have a nearly complete picture of 
Murasaki’s importance? What other sources might be helpful? Write a claim about her 
importance in Japan’s history, citing evidence from these primary sources. Exchange claims 
with other students and give critiques about how well they supported their claims.
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Reflect:

Think about what you know about Lady Murasaki. What else do you want to learn about Lady Murasaki’s 
impact on Japan? List some questions you have. 
 
Question 1:

Question 2:

Question 3:

Use the primary sources in the reading and reliable sources from the Internet or books to answer the 
questions. For each source, consider if it helps answer the question and why it was created.  
 

Answer 1:

Source:

Answer 2:

Source:

Answer 3:

Source:
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! 
The Medieval World and Beyond, Lesson 20, Heian-kyo: The Heart of Japan’s Golden 
Age. More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Use the evidence you gathered to make a claim to this question: Why 
was Lady Murasaki an important figure in Japan’s history?

Claim:

Create an argument to answer the question: Why was Lady Murasaki an important figure in Japan’s history? 
Your argument should: 
•  clearly state your claim. 
•  include evidence from multiple sources. 
•  provide explanations for how the sources support the claim.

 
Use this rubric to evaluate your argument. Make changes as needed. 
 

Score Description

3 The claim clearly answers the question. The argument uses evidence from two or  
more primary sources that strongly support the claim. The explanations accurately  
connect to the evidence and claim.

2 The claim answers the question. The argument uses evidence from one or more  
primary sources that support the claim. Some of the explanations connect to the  
evidence and claim.

1 The claim fails to answer the question. The argument lacks evidence from primary 
sources. Explanations are missing or are unrelated to the evidence and claim.

https://www.teachtci.com/

