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Japan in the early seventeenth century was a wild place. Serial killers stalked the streets of
Kyoto at night, while noblemen and women mingled freely at the imperial palace, drinking saké
and watching kabuki dancing in the presence of the emperor's principal consort. Among these
noblewomen was an imperial concubine named Nakanoin Nakako, who in 1609 became
embroiled in a sex scandal involving both courtiers and young women in the emperor's service.
As punishment, Nakako was banished to an island in the Pacific Ocean, but she never reached
her destination. Instead, she was shipwrecked and spent fourteen years in a remote village on
the Izu Peninsula before she was finally allowed to return to Kyoto. In 1641, Nakako began a
new adventure: she entered a convent and became a Buddhist nun.Recounting the remarkable
story of this resilient woman and her war-torn world, G. G. Rowley investigates aristocratic
family archives, village storehouses, and the records of imperial convents. She follows the
banished concubine as she endures rural exile, receives an unexpected reprieve, and
rediscovers herself as the abbess of a nunnery. While unraveling Nakako's unusual tale,
Rowley also reveals the little-known lives of samurai women who sacrificed themselves on the
fringes of the great battles that brought an end to more than a century of civil war. Written with
keen insight and genuine affection, An Imperial Concubine's Tale tells the true story of a
woman's extraordinary life in seventeenth-century Japan.
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Thomas“History, real solemn history, I cannot be interested in. Can you?”“Yes, I am fond of
history.”“I wish I were too. I read it a little as a duty, but it tells me nothing that does not either
vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or pestilences, in every page; the
men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all—it is very tiresome: and yet I often
think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention. The speeches that
are put into the heroes’ mouths, their thoughts and designs—the chief of all this must be
invention, and invention is what delights me in other books.”—JANE AUSTEN, NORTHANGER
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTSThe history of the final throes of the age of warfare in Japan—roughly
1573 to 1615—has traditionally been written as the history of men: the struggles of emperors
and courtiers, military leaders and foot soldiers, European missionaries and shipwrecked
sailors. The lives of the women who also endured this cataclysm have been recreated
principally in the realm of popular entertainment: historical novels, television dramas, and
movies.1 Yet despite this plethora of reimaginings, until recently historians have paid little



attention to women’s half of Japan’s experience during these years. To be sure, documentary
evidence of the sort scholars rely upon to reconstruct past lives is, for most women in this
period, fragmentary and imprecise. It makes much better professional sense to write about the
men—there is so much more material to go on.2 In this book I have tried to keep the focus on
the women, but my account of the imperial concubine Nakanoin Nakako includes biographies
of her father and brother as well. There is the intrinsic interest of their lives, of course, and the
availability of source materials, principally poetry; father and brother are important too because
men were such powerful figures in a woman’s life. I have also chosen to include a brief
biography of Akechi Tama, baptized Gracia, who was Nakako’s aunt by adoption and marriage:
Nakako’s mother was the adopted sister of Gracia’s husband. The contrasting fates of these
sisters-in-law illustrate how a woman’s husband could mean the difference between life and
death.Throughout, I have attempted to steer a middle course between two kinds of historical
writing: biography and imaginative re-creation. The lives of women such as Akechi Tama,
Tokugawa Masako, and—for two examples from very different worlds—Bertrande de Rols, the
wife of Martin Guerre, and Artemisia Gentileschi, the seventeenth-century Italian painter, have
all been told both ways.3 Of course, the two genres have their advantages and disadvantages.
“On the one hand there is truth; on the other there is personality,” as Virginia Woolf put it when
she summed up “the whole problem of biography.”4 Kubo Takako’s life of Tokugawa Masako,
wife of Emperor GoMizuno’o, adheres strictly to what can be known from the documentary
record and eschews literary sources altogether. As a result, the woman at the center of the
story is lost, occluded from view by the welter of courtier diaries and shogunal directives
concerning her. Miyao Tomiko’s biography of the same subject takes instead the form of a
historical novel narrated by an aged lady-in-waiting. Obviously unreliable as history, it
nonetheless manages to conjure up an entire world; one closes the book convinced that the
author has conveyed something of what it might have been like to live in it. Such has been my
aim in this biography.From time to time I have availed myself of the biographer’s right to
speculate, but—pace Catherine Morland’s complaint in Northanger Abbey—I have not invented
any speeches for my heroine’s mouth. As a would-be writer of a woman’s life in the
seventeenth century, I have fashioned my story with such materials as have survived.
Unfortunately, nothing indisputably by Nakako herself—not even a poem—has come down to
us. This makes for difficulties, though they are not insurmountable. Natalie Zemon Davis
crafted a portrait of the artist and naturalist Maria Sibylla Merian from her entomological texts
and filled in the picture by attending to the people and places around her. Germaine Greer
cleared away centuries of sexist speculation in her biography of Anne Hathaway, the wife of
William Shakespeare; her subject left no texts of any sort, but scrupulous analysis of her
husband’s work and learned deployment of social history resulted in a much more plausible,
satisfying account of the playwright’s wife. Annette Gordon-Reed is another historian who has
successfully created a convincing portrait of a woman who left no texts: Sally Hemings,
Thomas Jefferson’s concubine.5The material I have worked with in the succeeding chapters
straddles the worlds of fact and fiction: it includes oral history, poems, and a seventeenth-
century novelette, as well as the more usual diaries, letters, and official histories. Poetry was
once the written medium in which the elite of Japanese society were trained to express
themselves; both Nakako’s father and her brother wrote poems seemingly every day of their
lives, and poems are (mostly) what survive of them. The novelette I include because it is full of
period atmosphere and provides our only close-up—however contrived—of the characters at
the heart of this story. Occasionally, I have also compared the history in which Nakako was
embroiled with the fictional world depicted in The Tale of Genji. To almost everyone who



mattered in Nakako’s milieu, Genji was of immense importance: it described the golden age of
the imperial court, which the reigning emperor sought to restore; it provided several aristocratic
families, including Nakako’s, with a house tradition of scholarship on which they depended for
their livelihoods and for their place in the world; and it represented a standard of elegance to
which the upper echelons of the warrior estate aspired. To put it another way, in seventeenth-
century Japan, literate people understood themselves not simply in terms of the facts that are
central to the protocols of modern history writing, but also through the correspondences they
saw between their world and the world of The Tale of Genji. The novel had not yet been
relegated irrevocably to the past; rather, it was part of the story they wanted to tell about
themselves in the present, and as such it appears as a thread running through this narrative.It
is a pleasure at long last to be able to thank those many colleagues and friends who made
writing this book so enjoyable and completing it possible. The initial spark was provided by Ii
Haruki, Professor Emeritus of Osaka University, who many years ago sent my husband,
Thomas Harper, an essay by Morikawa Akira in which the dramatic events of Nakanoin
Nakako’s life furnish essential background to a discussion of manuscripts in the hands of her
father and brother. I am grateful to Professor Morikawa, Emeritus of Tokyo University by the
time I contacted him, for kindly responding to my inquiries.A fellowship from the Canon
Foundation in Europe enabled me to begin full-time research in 2000. Willem Boot of Leiden
University, Adriana Boscaro of Ca’Foscari University of Venice, and Peter Kornicki of the
University of Cambridge loyally supported me then, and have continued to offer their support
whenever I asked for it. My thanks are also due to Corrie Siahaya-Van Nierop and her former
colleagues at the Canon Foundation in Europe for their sponsorship of an unconventional
project.Yokoyama Toshio at the Institute for Research in Humanities, Kyoto University, gave
generously of his time and matchless knowledge of the ancient capital. It is entirely thanks to
introductions from him as well as his painstaking correction of my clumsy attempts at polite
correspondence that I was able to gather much valuable material and meet many people who
offered crucial insights. Among them were the current head of the Nakanoin house, Mr.
Nakanoin Izumi, and his aunt Mrs. Ueda Hiroko, née Nakanoin, both of whom told me what
they knew of their family’s recent history. Ms. Furukawa Chika of the Kyoto University Library
kindly helped me decipher the handwritten catalogue of the Nakanoin Archive and some of the
documents it contains. Also in Kyoto, Professors Patricia Fister, Oka Yoshiko, and Barbara
Ruch made time in their busy schedules to offer friendly advice and scholarly expertise. I am
especially grateful to Patricia, who later read the entire manuscript and made many helpful
suggestions for improvement. At the two convents with which Nakako was associated,
Abbesses Tanida Gakush�ÒÀ Shibata Sh�×&V’À and Tanaka Ek�Ð gladly shared their knowledge and
their unique perspective. Many thanks also to Robert Singer and the Namikawa family for
putting us up again.In the village of Nij�Ð in Izu, the current head of the Kutta-Suzuki house, Mrs.
Suzuki My�ÒÀ and the four generations of her family welcomed us into their lives and graciously
responded to my questions. I should especially like to thank her daughter Naomi and son-in-
law Narushima Susumu for their warm hospitality on many occasions. I am also greatly
indebted to our regular hosts, local historian Watanabe Morio and his wife, Sakae, of the
Fukuya in Shimokamo, who went out of their way to help, providing photocopies of documents
and maps, discussing possible scenarios, and driving us to important locations so that we
could see the lay of the land for ourselves.A conversation with Stanca Scholz-Cionca in 2000
convinced me that I could tell Nakako’s story, and during a semester-long secondment to
Venice International University in 2006, I began to see how to write it. In Venice, Peter and
Rose Lauritzen kindly loaned us not only their guest flat but also their library, which turned out



to be full of biographies of women. The examples they offered of lives famous or notorious
have been a constant source of inspiration.Distracted by other projects and teaching duties for
far too long, I finally returned to full-time work on this book in 2008–9, when Waseda University
granted me a year’s sabbatical leave. Thanks to Phillip Harries, I was able to spend that year at
the Oriental Institute of the University of Oxford, blissfully undisturbed. Linda Flores kindly
arranged membership of the Pembroke College Senior Common Room, and Bjarke Frellesvig
organized accommodations. I should also like to thank Robert Chard and Hilde De Weerdt for
their help with Chinese materials. James and Bonnie McMullen, and Brian and Irena Powell
were as unstinting in their friendship that year as they have been for more than twenty years.
Ian Neary of the Nissan Institute of Japanese Studies, University of Oxford, and Angus Lockyer
of the Japan Research Centre at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London, kindly invited me to present work-in-progress seminars, and I benefited greatly from
the comments and questions of the audiences on these occasions. Later I also enjoyed the
opportunity to speak about Nakako to the Department of Japanese Studies at the University of
Sydney; I am grateful to Rebecca Suter for the invitation, and her Sydney colleagues, past and
present, for their warm hospitality during many visits over the years.Friends have been a
constant source of encouragement and insight. Since this project’s inception, Royall and Susan
Tyler have been congenial long-distance interlocutors. Edwin Cranston helped me make sense
of the “bridge of dreams” poems on pp. 158–59. I am also grateful to Julia Borossa, Keiko
Clarence-Smith, Kate Elwood, Susan Goldie, Bettina Gramlich-Oka, Kimura Akiko, Nicola
Liscutin, Gail Marshall, Margaret Mehl, Motoyama Tetsuhito, Shud�Ð Sachiko, and Geraldine
Stone, whose interest never seemed to flag. The advice of Lesley Downer and Bill Hamilton
was a boon. Rajyashree Pandey generously put her own work aside one summer to read the
first draft; I went back to her many times for suggestions and could not have done without her
sympathetic intelligence. Lee Butler and John Oliphant both made time to read the penultimate
draft, and I am most grateful for their comments.Professor Uesugi Kazuhiro of Kyoto
Prefectural University designed the maps; I am indebted to his attention to detail and technical
expertise. I also benefited from the assistance of Ueda Hiroshi, who created the family tree and
helped me out in various other ways. The reader reports for Columbia University Press were
both meticulous and salutary, and this book owes much to their suggestions. Needless to say,
the errors that remain are mine alone. I was fortunate again to be guided to publication by
Jennifer Crewe, whose thoughtful assessments helped greatly to clarify my sense of the
audience; and by Leslie Kriesel, whose good humor and many sensible suggestions were
indispensible.As ever, my greatest debt is to Thomas Harper, who first suggested the project to
me, collected the basic materials, and kept at me for years until I finally agreed to look at them.
Together we read many of the texts and visited the places Nakako once lived, from Maizuru on
the Sea of Japan coast to Ir�×¦�¶• overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Throughout, he has been my
severest critic and my staunchest friend. This is his book too.INTRODUCTIONAngry people
are not always wise.—JANE AUSTEN, PRIDE AND PREJUDICEJapan in 1609Japan in the
early seventeenth century was a wild place. Serial killers stalked the streets of Kyoto after dark,
cutting down people at random; while in the imperial palace, at parties hosted by the emperor’s
principal consort and held in the presence of his mother, noblemen and women mingled freely,
pouring saké for one another and enjoying performances by an itinerant group of young women
whose abandoned style of dancing would come to be known as kabuki. Among the
noblewomen at these parties was an imperial concubine from the Nakanoin family; her
personal name was Nakako. This book tells the story of her extraordinary life.Nakako was born
about 1591 to a middle-ranking nobleman, Nakanoin Michikatsu, and his wife, the daughter of



an old provincial warrior family. At the time of Nakako’s birth, the family lived in a remote castle
facing the Sea of Japan where her father had taken refuge following a forbidden relationship
with an imperial concubine. In 1599, after nineteen years in the countryside, he was finally
pardoned and recalled to the capital. Shortly thereafter, in the first month of 1601, Nakako
entered service in the imperial palace. There her duties included waiting upon Emperor
GoY�× ei, grandson of the emperor whose ire had caused her father to flee Kyoto. In due course,
she could expect to be favored with the emperor’s intimate attentions.In 1603, following a
tumultuous battle between two competing coalitions of warlords, the leader of the victorious
coalition, Tokugawa Ieyasu, was appointed shogun by the court. Two years later he retired, the
better to oversee the transition to Tokugawa hegemony from behind the scenes, and the title of
shogun passed to his son, Hidetada, who ruled from his castle in Edo, present-day Tokyo. Even
so, the Tokugawa grip on the country was not yet secure. The shogunal deputy in Kyoto
stepped up patrols of the city and began investigating the random killings. Meanwhile, princes
and nobles continued to pay their respects at the great castle in Osaka, where the young
Toyotomi Hideyori, son of the country’s former military hegemon, and his mother clung to the
vestiges of power. The courtiers were hedging their bets: they knew that the current truce was
an uneasy one, and sooner or later, either the Tokugawa in Edo or the Toyotomi in Osaka must
emerge preeminent.In the midst of this period of uncertainty, scandal erupted. On the fourth
day of the seventh month of 1609,* the thirty-eight-year-old Emperor GoY�× ei was outraged to
discover that a group of his courtiers and concubines had been meeting clandestinely to
indulge in illicit sexual escapades. The women had consented to assignations with their male
colleagues; they had gone to view open-air performances of kabuki dancing; they had all
enjoyed drinking together at parties that are described as orgies of indiscriminate couplings.
The emperor demanded that the guilty courtiers and concubines alike should be “executed,
painfully, and before mine own eyes.”1 This incident is known variously as the court lady
scandal (kanjo jiken); the Inokuma scandal (Inokuma jiken), after one of the noblemen involved;
and the dragon-scale scandal (gekirin jiken). Gekirin, literally “contrariwise scales,” refers to the
rage of a dragon, and by extension a ruler. As a description of imperial anger, the expression
has its origins in a passage in “On the Difficulties of Persuasion” by the third century B.C.
Chinese philosopher Han Feizi:Now this beast the Dragon can be tamed, and when trained
can even be mounted. On the underside of its neck, however, it has sharp scales a foot broad
that grow contrariwise to all the others. Anyone who touches them is certain to be killed. The
rulers of men too have their gekirin, their sharp contrariwise scales.2True to Han Feizi’s
warning, two of those who had rubbed the emperor the wrong way were put to death, and the
lives of several others were ruined.Nakako was caught up in the dragon-scale scandal, but
survived it. The savage punishment GoY�× ei had called for was unprecedented in court society,
and no one was willing to take responsibility for carrying out his orders. The retired shogun
Tokugawa Ieyasu was consulted, and counseled lenience. So it was that in the tenth month of
1609, Nakako was among the group of former imperial concubines banished indefinitely to the
tiny island of Niijima off the eastern shore of Japan in the Pacific Ocean. As luck would have it,
the boat carrying her into exile was wrecked in a typhoon, and she was blown ashore on the tip
of the Izu Peninsula. Rescued and safely out of harm’s way, she lived for fourteen years in the
deepest countryside, looked after by a village headman and his family. The villagers of Nij�ÒÀ
where Nakako spent her exile, still remember her, and the family who cared for her still has the
manuscripts she left behind. Finally, in 1623, she was allowed to return to the capital. Then in
1641 she took vows and began a new career as a Buddhist nun; the H�Ö¦™&–à Imperial Convent,
where she was abbess, is still there on a quiet back street in Kyoto. She was about eighty



years old when in 1671 her long and eventful life came to an end.Nakako is the only woman
involved in the dragon-scale scandal whose life can be traced—“documented” perhaps
overstates the case—from birth to death. Previous writers have discussed the scandal in the
context of a history of the relationship between two institutions, shogunate and court.3 Their
work has been invaluable to me, but my approach is different. Attempting to bring into sharper
focus the dim and discontinuous contours of one imperial concubine’s life opens a new window
on the past, through which we can see events, institutions, people, and even texts that would
otherwise remain invisible. Following the traces that Nakako left enables us to glimpse the
world of noblewomen who worked as imperial concubines and affords an intimate view of the
emperor at the center of that world; we also meet the men who were the concubines’ (often
anxious) fathers, brothers, even illicit lovers; and in the rarefied realm of imperial convents, we
encounter some of the same women again, this time as nuns. Along the way, we also see
samurai women who sacrificed their lives on the fringes of the last great battles of Japan’s civil
war era. I begin with a short account of GoY�× ei, the emperor Nakako served, and the violent
world into which he was born and that he experienced at first hand.All the omens were bad.
According to the aged warrior �ÇF� Gy�¶–6†’À a contemporary chronicler of the dragon-scale
scandal, when in the twelfth month of 1571 a son was born to Prince Sanehito, “it was divined
that he would meet with great misfortune; from his birth he was fated to decline; and he was
born with but meager prospects. There was no doubt but what some great misfortune would
befall him.”4 The unlucky child was Sanehito’s firstborn son. He was named Kazuhito, “peace
and benevolence,” and would one day become emperor; but true to the diviners’ predictions, he
was dogged by misfortune throughout his life and sometimes seems actively to have courted
disaster.5Japan in 1571 had been ravaged by civil war for more than a century. In Kyoto, the
capital since 794, the emperor “reigned but did not rule,” powerless to make rural magnates
remit the prescribed revenues from the imperial estates they managed. Like his predecessors
for many generations, he was compelled to leave the task of governing the country to his
military deputy, the shogun, whose office had been vested in members of the Ashikaga family
since 1336. But by the mid sixteenth century, warlords unallied to the Ashikaga controlled
much of Japan. Some dominated a single valley; others held domains covering whole
provinces and more, which they administered from a central stronghold with the help of their
vassals, the samurai. Fighting between rival warlords, who had begun the struggle for military
control of the whole country, was endemic throughout Kazuhito’s childhood.6Some of the
carnage the boy actually witnessed. The first of the three great conquerors of Japan, Oda
Nobunaga, managed to bring Kyoto and most of the central provinces under his control. In the
process, he dispensed with the Ashikaga shogunate, driving the last shogun from the capital in
1573. In the summer of 1582, however, on the night of the second of the sixth month, one of
Nobunaga’s generals, Akechi Mitsuhide, attempted to usurp his lord’s place. Nobunaga was
lodged in the capital at a temple called the Honn�Ö¦’À accompanied by only a small band of
vassals, when he was surrounded by Mitsuhide and his men, who set fire to the building as
they attacked. Nobunaga fell on his sword rather than be captured and killed. His son Nobutada
holed up in the well-fortified Nij�Ð Palace, originally built by Nobunaga for his own use, then in
1579.11 given to Prince Sanehito, who lived there with his family. Imperial father and son were
hurriedly evacuated (on the backs of their servants, according to one account) so that
Nobutada and warriors loyal to him could use it as a defensive stronghold in their fight against
Mitsuhide’s men. But en route to the comparative safety of the imperial palace, both the prince
and his son were abandoned barefoot in the street by their escort. As luck would have it, the
poetry master Satomura J�Ö†� happened upon the pair, immediately relinquished his palanquin,



and sent them on their way.7 Back at the Nij�Ð Palace, Nobutada and his supporters managed to
hold off Mitsuhide’s force for a time, but eventually they too were overwhelmed. Like his father,
Nobutada committed suicide to avoid capture and humiliation. The Nij�Ð Palace was reduced to
ashes.Portrait of Emperor GoY�× ei by Kano Takanobu (1571–1618). Hanging scroll (107.2 x
60.2 cm), early seventeenth century. Senny�¶¦’À Kyoto.Into the breach left by Nobunaga’s demise
stepped the second of the three great conquerors, Toyotomi Hideyoshi. He was born to a family
of farmers, the menfolk of which were from time to time called upon to leave their lands, take
up arms, and serve as foot soldiers. Hideyoshi too began his career as a lowly foot soldier in
Nobunaga’s vassal band. But his ruthless determination and military prowess enabled him to
rise to prominence: by 1573 he had been rewarded with command of a castle of his own, and
by the time of Nobunaga’s death he was one of his most trusted generals. Hideyoshi’s first
action was to hunt Mitsuhide down. His forces defeated the rebel general’s at a battle near the
village of Yamazaki in Yamashiro, to the east of Kyoto, but Mitsuhide escaped capture and was
heading for his home castle at Sakamoto in the neighboring province of �ÆÖ• when he met his
ignominious end, captured by peasants hungry for the reward Hideyoshi offered and stabbed to
death with sharpened bamboo sticks. Would-be usurper out of the way, Hideyoshi went on to
consolidate his position as heir to Nobunaga’s power and ambitions; by 1591, he had
succeeded in subjugating the rest of Japan.With a new military hegemon who had finally
brought the entire country under his control, Kyoto enjoyed a brief period of political stability,
and Hideyoshi’s eager participation in a variety of cultural activities, from flower viewing to Noh
drama to tea ceremony, gave these pastimes a new lease on life. Would-be intellectuals from
all over Japan flocked to the capital; they sought introductions to the mansions of the great and
gathered at poetry parties, and in the process of this scramble for patronage, the barriers
between court nobles, warriors, monks, and those of low rank continued to break down.8
Hideyoshi was sensitive about his lack of education, however, and it could be dangerous to
spend time with him, as the following anecdote reveals. A group of men were composing
poetry together. It was a renga or linked-verse party, at which participants took it in turn to
compose ku, links of five plus seven plus five syllables, alternating with links of seven plus
seven syllables. When Hideyoshi proposed the seventeen-syllable link:okuyama niDeep in the
mountains,momiji fumiwakeas I tread the tinted leaves,naku hotaruthe cry of a firefly!J�Ö†�
responded, “I know of no precedent in previous poetry for ‘the cry of a firefly.’”Hideyoshi was
furious, and he blurted out, “What are you talking about? There’s no creature under heaven
that won’t cry if I want to make it cry!”Nakako’s adoptive grandfather, Hosokawa Y�·6�’À who was
present at this same party, turned to J�Ö†� and said:“But you are mistaken. There is indeed
precedent for fireflies crying, as in the link just composed. It is:Musashino noUpon the moor of
Musashi,shino o tsukanetebundling stalks offuru ame nibamboo in the rainhotaru narade waif
not for the firefly,naku mushi mo nashithere would be no insect to cry.”J�Ö†� was aghast at his
error, and bowed his head to the floor. [Hideyoshi] was utterly delighted.The next day J�Ö†� went
straight to Y�·6�’à “Well, I certainly made a fool of myself yesterday,” he said. “That was a terrible
loss of face. But may I ask you which anthology that poem is from?”“With a man of his
consequence,” Y�·6�• said, “you raise questions of precedent? I made that poem up myself.”9In
fact Hideyoshi’s link was not at all original, but most likely borrowed from the thirteenth-century
primer of Japanese poetry, One Hundred Poets, One Poem Each:okuyama niDeep in the
mountains,momiji fumiwakeas I tread the tinted leaves,naku shika nothe cry of a deer!koe kiku
toki zoWhen I hear its voice I feelaki wa kanashiki10the mournfulness of autumn.Hideyoshi
simply substituted “the cry of a firefly” in his link for “the cry of a deer” in the original. Fireflies, it
need hardly be pointed out, do not “cry”; J�Ö†� was perfectly correct to object. Luckily for him, a



quick-witted ally stepped in and saved the situation by providing an impromptu fake precedent.
Even an acknowledged master of linked verse did not presume to correct the all-powerful
military leader.Prince Sanehito died suddenly, possibly of smallpox, on 1586.7.24, the year he
was to have become emperor.11 His father, the aging Emperor �Æv–Ö�6†’À had been on the
throne for almost thirty years and remained determined to abdicate, and so it was that on
1586.9.17 Sanehito’s son Kazuhito was hurriedly created prince, the first step to becoming
emperor.In Japan, as readers of The Tale of Genji will recall, children of emperors and princes
were not automatically princes or princesses themselves. The decision to confer these titles
depended upon a variety of factors, such as the rank and power of the child’s mother and her
family and the relative wealth of the imperial family at the time. By the late sixteenth century,
thanks to Hideyoshi, the fortunes of the imperial family had begun to recover after a long
period of decline during which important ceremonies had been abandoned or postponed,
sometimes for years. Emperor Go-Nara, for example, had had to wait ten years before funds
were available for his enthronement ceremony, finally performed in 1536; even worse, the
corpse of his grandfather, Emperor GoTsuchimikado, who died in 1500, had lain embalmed for
forty-four days until sufficient funds for his funeral could be found.12 The polygyny practiced by
Japan’s emperors throughout recorded history, until formally abandoned by Crown Prince
Hirohito upon his marriage in 1924, meant that there were often large numbers of imperial
offspring. When times were lean, very few could be created prince or princess. Excess males
were generally appointed to prestigious sinecures in the Buddhist hierarchy. The abbot of the
Ninnaji, for example, was always an imperial male appointed prince only after he had taken
vows as a monk. The daughters of emperors were occasionally married to high-ranking
noblemen, who were constrained to honor their princess-brides in a manner befitting their
imperial status. The alternative solution to the problem of supporting excess females, and the
one afforded the majority of imperial daughters from the medieval period through 1871, when
members of the imperial family were forbidden from entering religious orders, was to consign
them at a young age to the respectable safety of a convent, where they lived out their lives as
nuns. Imperial daughters who became nuns were not made princesses.13 Prince Sanehito’s
death must have been unexpected, for none of his male offspring had been appointed prince to
succeed him. Thus it was that Sanehito’s firstborn, Kazuhito, had to be created prince before,
on 1586.11.7, aged fifteen, he was installed as emperor.The posthumous name by which the
emperor is known to Japanese history is GoY�× ei, “the later Y�× ei.” Scholars do not agree about
who was responsible for choosing the name. Was it GoY�× ei himself? His son and successor,
Emperor GoMizuno’o? Or Nij�Ð Akizane, chancellor at the time of GoY�× ei’s demise?14 It was
certainly a bizarre choice. A standard Japanese historical encyclopedia notes of the first
Emperor Y�× ei, who had reigned some 700 years earlier, for the eight-year period 876–884, that
his “mad behavior was unending and after a murder in the palace in 884, he was deposed by
Regent Fujiwara no Mototsune.”15 An early history is more explicit: the murderer was Y�× ei
himself, and the victim none other than his own “milk brother,” the child of his wet nurse, who
by custom should have been his most trusted retainer.16 GoY�× ei, the man Nakako would fall
afoul of, modeled himself—or was thought by others to have modeled himself—on this
deranged earlier emperor.Cultivating good relations with the emperor and the court was part of
Hideyoshi’s strategy of command. One historian has even gone so far as to describe the
warrior-ruler’s attitude as “pusillanimous” and diagnose him as suffering from a case of
“imperatoritis.”17 Certainly Hideyoshi was happy to intervene in court matters when it suited
him. In the fifth month of 1585, for example, when a dispute broke out between two scions of
the noble families that had been taking it in turns to act as chancellor, Hideyoshi settled the



matter by putting himself forward as a compromise candidate. To succeed to the position,
however, he would have to be ennobled. This was easily accomplished by adoption: on
1585.7.11 Hideyoshi became the adopted son of one of the contending chancellors, Konoe
Sakihisa, and was duly appointed to the position the same day. The superior of Tamon’in, a
subtemple of the great K�ÖgV·V¦• in Nara, was outraged and described Hideyoshi’s self-
aggrandizement as something “unheard of in previous ages,” “unspeakable and unimaginable,”
and an act of “madness.”18 But to those actually involved there were, of course, advantages.
For facilitating Hideyoshi’s ambitions, several noblemen were rewarded with promotions in
court or ecclesiastical rank: among them were the disappointed candidate, Nij�Ð Akizane;
Akizane’s younger brother, abbot of the Daigoji; and Konoe Sakihisa’s son and heir Nobutada.
Hideyoshi also presented the Konoe with certificates granting them lands valued at 1000 koku*
in the central provinces of Tanba, Yamashiro, and �ÆÖ• “in perpetuity.” The other four regental
houses were granted lands valued at 500 koku each.19These were the five most powerful
aristocratic families at court: the Konoe, Kuj�ÒÀ Takatsukasa, Ichij�ÒÀ and Nij�Òà All were descended in
the northern branch of the Fujiwara clan, which had arrogated to itself hereditary rights to the
offices of regent and chancellor. In the course of dealings with the rising warrior estate in the
late twelfth through the thirteenth centuries, internal rivalries and animosity led to the division
of the northern Fujiwara lineage into five distinct houses. Once the offices held by the five had
been stripped of any effectual power in the governance of the land, however, they agreed to
hold them on a rotating basis, which they did through all subsequent centuries until the
nineteenth—except for the ten years 1585–95, when first Hideyoshi, then his nephew and
onetime heir Hidetsugu occupied the office of chancellor.In 1586, a little over a month after
GoY�× ei’s accession, Hideyoshi indulged in the traditional prerogative of chancellors to present
one of his daughters to the emperor as his principal wife. Hideyoshi had no natural daughters,
so he adopted one: Konoe Sakiko, daughter of Konoe Sakihisa. When Sakiko went to court as
consort (ny�Övð, one rank below empress), she was the first young woman to be appointed to
this position in more than 200 years. During the turbulent era of the Ashikaga shoguns, the
final century of which saw incessant warfare both in and out of the capital, emperors ceased
appointing their wives to the rank of consort and above; the imperial household no longer had
sufficient income to support an empress and the separate entourage to which she was
entitled.20 This effectively barred the daughters of the five regental families from becoming
imperial consorts, since they could not accept appointment to a lesser position. Nor could they
be seen to marry “beneath” them and so, like excess daughters of Japanese emperors, many
were made nuns and lived out their lives in convents. The Konoe were the premier regental
family; sending a daughter to court to be consort of Emperor GoY�× ei—even if she had first
been adopted by the upstart Hideyoshi—was a return to form for them. And, of course,
arranging this was another way that Hideyoshi insinuated himself with the ranking
nobility.When Konoe Sakiko was presented at court on 1586.12.16, she was eleven years old.
The emperor was fifteen. It was the custom for aristocratic males, when they came of age, to
be provided with an experienced older woman who would take responsibility for the young
man’s sexual initiation, so we may assume that Sakiko was not the first woman in GoY�× ei’s life;
nor would she be the only one. Sakiko’s first cousin Taneko, the daughter of one of Sakihisa’s
younger sisters, would also join the emperor’s intimate service in years to come.21 But Sakiko
remained the highest ranking of GoY�× ei’s women, and without a doubt the most important of
them. In the twenty years between 1590, when she was fifteen, and 1610, by which time she
was thirty-five, she gave birth to no fewer than twelve of GoY�× ei’s twenty-five children, more
than any of his other women.Hideyoshi’s most grandiloquent gesture as GoY�× ei’s enthusiastic



vassal, more presumptuous still than providing his adopted daughter as consort, was his
staging of an imperial progress. In the fourth month of 1588, it was arranged that GoY�× ei would
deign to visit the Jurakutei, Hideyoshi’s recently completed mansion in Kyoto. Early on the
morning of the fourteenth, Chancellor Hideyoshi went to the imperial palace anxious to direct
the arrangements of the courtiers who would accompany the emperor. Before noon, GoY�× ei
departed the Hall of Ceremonies and, with Hideyoshi himself holding up the train of the
emperor’s robes, proceeded to board his Phoenix Palanquin. Escorted by rows of courtiers
(Nakako’s father, living in exile, was not invited), the palanquin slowly made its way through the
streets of the capital, some 6,000 warriors guarding the route. Following the emperor, in a total
of 30 separate palanquins, were his mother and his grandfather, the retired Emperor �Æv–Ö�6†“°
his Consort Sakiko and her gentlewomen; and numerous female palace officials. The
procession was so long that when the emperor’s Phoenix Palanquin reached the middle gate
of the Jurakutei, Hideyoshi’s ox-drawn carriage had not even left the imperial palace enclosure.
Hideyoshi was guarded by 72 outriders and followed by at least 24 daimyo—all military men,
reportedly grateful for the opportunity to associate, however briefly, with the nobility. Festivities
at the Jurakutei continued for five days of banqueting; entertainments such as dancing, music,
and poetry; and lavish exchanges of gifts, among them Hideyoshi’s bestowing upon the
emperor “all the ground rents within the city of Kyoto in perpetuity.”22In his later years,
Hideyoshi developed ambitions for the emperor and court that seem positively insane: in 1592
he launched a full-scale invasion of Korea, the first step in a lunatic campaign to conquer all of
China and put a Japanese emperor on the throne in Peking. GoY�× ei obliged Hideyoshi by
providing imperial orders “to advance to Korea,” but his correspondence with the hegemon
reveals that he had no interest in actually traveling to the continent, let alone ruling over it.23
Instead, he was content to be presented with some of the loot from the offensive, in particular
printed books, equipment, and movable type.24 The attack on Korea was renewed in 1597, but
after Hideyoshi’s death on 1598.8.18 the brutal and expensive campaign was swiftly
abandoned. Japanese troops withdrew from the peninsula and returned home. It was not long
before there was a colossal battle between Hideyoshi’s vassals to determine which would
succeed him.* Rather than specify traditional era designations, I have used the familiar
Christian system for indicating years. Months and days are given in their original lunar form
throughout.* One koku, about 150 kilograms of unpolished rice, was the rough measure of the
amount of grain required to feed one adult male for one year. Income that accrued to a person
or institution from estates or enfeoffments was calculated in terms of the number of koku
produced by that land.Chapter 1A COURTIER’S LIFE, IN AND OUT OF THE
WORLDFriendship is certainly the finest balm for the pangs of disappointed love.—JANE
AUSTEN, NORTHANGER ABBEYThe Nakanoin family, showing their relationships with the
Sanj�Öæ—6†• and the Hosokawa families.Just days before the battle that would determine
Hideyoshi’s successor, Nakako’s father, Nakanoin Michikatsu, played a crucial role in rescuing
a cache of documents from a castle in imminent danger of destruction. These documents were
the record of a tradition of esoteric teachings that claimed to transmit the true (and of course
secret) interpretations of the Collection of Ancient and Modern Poems, the first imperially
commissioned anthology of Japanese poetry, compiled about 905. In the year 1600, the last
living man to whom these teachings had been entrusted in their entirety was the sixty-six-year-
old warrior Hosokawa Y�·6�’À the man who had manufactured the fake precedent to save his
friend J�Ö†� from Hideyoshi’s wrath. In the seventh month of 1600, Y�·6�• was besieged in his
castle at Tanabe in the province of Tango on the Sea of Japan, surrounded by a force
estimated at 15,000 men. Michikatsu was familiar with the castle: for almost twenty years, he



had lived in exile there under Y�·6�™ s protection. When after nearly two months the siege
showed no signs of ending, it was natural that GoY�× ei should choose Michikatsu to lead a
party of envoys to Tanabe in an attempt to free Y�·6�• and save the treasured esoterica. How
had it come about that Nakako’s father (and later Nakako herself) spent so many years in
Y�·6�™ s company?NAKANOIN MICHIKATSULike many noblemen in the civil war era, Michikatsu
led an eventful life both in and out of the capital. He was born in Kyoto on 1556.5.6 to a mid-
level aristocratic family. There were about one hundred noble families at this time, and the
whole of court society—male and female, officeholders and nonofficeholders—probably
numbered about one thousand people.1 We have already encountered the top-ranking
regental families; below them were four middling levels of nobility, the echelon to which the
Nakanoin belonged. They were one of three “ministerial families,” which meant that the highest
court office to which male members could rise was that of minister: in ascending order of
prestige, palace minister, minister of the right, minister of the left. Beneath these mid-level
nobles were a group of still lower-level families, whose members we know little about—except
for the crucial fact that they rarely, if ever, rose to a rank that would enable them to enjoy the
privilege of appearing in the presence of the emperor.For most of Michikatsu’s early life,
fighting between rival warrior bands engulfed large areas of the country. The economies of all
aristocratic families were precarious, as their hereditary rights to income from agricultural
estates were encroached upon and eroded by provincial strongmen. The Nakanoin were no
exception: in order to secure receipt of at least a modicum of income, Michikatsu’s father had
to spend long periods of time away from the capital, overseeing the family estates in the
province of Kaga, northeast of Kyoto. His principal wife, from an aristocratic family of identical
ministerial rank, remained in Kyoto with their children. Michikatsu’s father had a secondary wife
and at least two children in Kaga, and it was there that he died in 1565, when Michikatsu was
just nine years old.2Despite their plundering of aristocratic privilege, Japan’s warriors, even the
most powerful, never sought to usurp the imperial throne. Instead, they aspired to the artistic
accomplishments of the aristocrats from whom they had wrested the wealth and honors of the
court, and they were prepared to pay to acquire them. For their part, aristocrats—rather like
Renaissance scholars of the Bible—were “conscious of standing within a stream of cultural and
intellectual achievement, from which they benefited and to which they were called to
contribute.”3 They also came to realize that with careful husbandry, their polite
accomplishments—whether in poetry, painting, calligraphy, music, or even their version of
kickball—could serve as a source of income. Children of the nobility, both boys and girls, were
therefore schooled in the family arts from a young age. When they grew up, the boys could
expect to be called upon to teach what they knew; the girls could expect to put their education
to use either as gentlewomen serving in the houses of higher-ranking aristocratic families or in
the imperial palace. Noblewomen were also occasionally used by their families to forge
protective marital alliances with powerful warriors, who found that the cultural knowledge and
social connections of their aristocratic trophy wives could be valuable assets. The Nakanoin
family arts were literary: they composed poetry and they worked hard to preserve both the
physical texts of Japanese literature and the knowledge of how to interpret them.As an
aristocratic male, Michikatsu was trained to read classical Chinese—the written lingua franca
of the educated elite in East Asia throughout recorded history until the early twentieth century—
and to compose Chinese-style poetry and prose. He also learned to compose Japanese
poetry. Given his father’s frequent absence from the capital, Michikatsu was likely tutored as a
boy by his maternal grandfather, Sanj�Öæ—6†• Kin’eda. Kin’eda was heir to the tradition of classical
scholarship and poetic composition established by his father, Sanj�Öæ—6†• Sanetaka, who had



devoted his life to the study of both the Chinese classics and Japanese historical and literary
works. As a courtier in close attendance upon three successive emperors,4 Sanetaka had
access to books and manuscripts in the imperial collection, which he collated and copied. His
imperial connections were immeasurably enhanced by his wife, whose two sisters worked at
the palace: her elder sister served Emperor GoTsuchimikado; her younger sister, who served
GoTsuchimikado’s son Emperor GoKashiwabara, also gave birth to his heir, Emperor
GoNara.5 Despite these close ties with the imperial family, however, life for Sanetaka and his
wife was never secure. The �Ææ–à Wars of 1467–77 had left the capital in ruins; Sanetaka’s
residence was destroyed by fire no less than four times over the course of his life. To make
ends meet, he was forced from time to time to sell important texts in his collection, as well as
make copies of these and other texts specifically for sale. Sanetaka is known to have sold
complete manuscripts of The Tale of Genji, for example, at least three times over the course of
his life: in 1506, 1520, and 1529.6Compared to their tenth- and eleventh-century ancestors,
sixteenth-century aristocrats were a poor and sorry lot, their mansions reduced to ashes by
arson attacks and their estate income depleted almost to nothing. At times, when yet another
section of the capital burned, it must have seemed as if their very world was on the brink of
disappearing. The response of some was to cling ever more tightly to what remained of their
cultural capital, especially literary texts and the practices that had grown up around them.
These included giving lectures on the interpretation of important texts, compiling written
commentaries on which such lectures were based, and holding parties where poetry was
publicly presented. Paying warrior students sometimes attended, even hosted, poetry-
composing parties, where they could rub shoulders with their noble, if impoverished teachers—
even though, as in the case of Hideyoshi, such gatherings could be tense affairs.Sanetaka’s
son and grandsons were brought up to succeed to the scholarly lineage he founded. And
Michikatsu—Sanetaka’s great-grandson—was incorporated into this lineage and inculcated
with Sanj�Öæ—6†• learning from childhood. Aged just four, he was listed among the guests at a
banquet held by his cousin Kuj�Ð Tanemichi to commemorate the completion of a series of
lectures that Kin’eda had given on The Tale of Genji. The lectures were begun in 1555;
interrupted by civil war, they were finally completed on 1560.11.5, and the banquet was held
six days later, on 11.11. Some fifty-five men and women contributed poems to the occasion,
one for each chapter of the tale (including the nonexistent “Hidden in Clouds” chapter).
Michikatsu is among them, listed by his childhood name, Matsuyashamaru, as the author of
this poem on the twenty-sixth chapter of Genji, “The Pink”:suzushisa waThough cool beauty
mayizuku wa ari to mobe found in many a place,nadeshiko nothe inviting
charmtokonatsukashikiof this little pink is glimpsedtsuyu no asagao7in her freshly woken
face.The chapter contrasts the beauty of T�Ð no Ch�¶¡M’s daughters Tamakazura, Kokiden no Ny�Övð,
and Kumoinokari, who all retain an elegantly cool decorum despite the summer heat, with their
recently discovered sister from �ÆÖ’À who is hotly enthusiastic about everything. The “freshly
woken face” is that of Kumoinokari, caught napping by her father, “the flush in her cheeks …
pure enchantment.”8 Clearly, this poem about the nature of allure was written for little
Matsuyashamaru by someone else, most likely his grandfather, Kin’eda.Michikatsu’s
participation—however symbolic—in the 1560 celebratory Genji banquet provides a good
example of how his older male relatives trained him to make his way as a courtier and his living
as a scholar from an early age. His appearance at the palace in the entourage of one or
another of the emperor’s middle-ranking courtiers is mentioned in several diary entries. On
1562.1.18, “the Nakanoin boy” is at the palace and has a sip of saké; on 1563.1.15, he is
among the company of courtiers who serve saké to the emperor.9 The following year, he



began to participate in the round of annual observances and assorted festivities at court: those
held on the first day of each month, for example, and the Tanabata festival, celebrating the
once-a-year meeting of the lover-stars Vega and Altair on the seventh day of the seventh
month. He also took part in archery competitions and kickball matches. Michikatsu seems to
have been fond of kickball and often joined in formal matches at the palace as well as informal
gatherings in the gardens of his friends’ residences. As the game was played by Japanese
aristocrats, the aim was to keep the ball in the air, rather like hackeysack; the winning team
was the one that managed to keep the ball in play for the highest number of kicks.10 To one
match, organized by Prince Sanehito and held on 1575.7.3 in the presence of Oda Nobunaga,
Michikatsu wore a purple jacket and trousers woven from the tough fibers of the kudzu vine.11
He is mentioned too as a fine flute player who was frequently called upon to perform in
concerts at the palace.In accordance with custom, Michikatsu was awarded court rank for the
first time as a baby and regularly promoted thereafter. His first real official assignment would
appear to be his appointment, in 1569, to the position of major in the Palace Guards. This was
one of the guards’ units charged with keeping watch over the inner palace complex and
assisting the emperor in his round of ceremonies.12 In 1572 he was promoted to colonel in the
same unit. By 1575 he had become an imperial adviser, and in 1579, aged twenty-three, he
held joint appointments as chamberlain in the Ministry of Palace Affairs and, briefly, acting
middle counselor on the Council of State. He resigned this position on 1580.1.17 in favor of his
uncle, Minase Kanenari.Things seemed to be looking up at last. In his diary, only fragments of
which survive, Michikatsu records the visit of one Genzabur�Ð from Kaga, where the family
estates were located. Inoue Muneo, Michikatsu’s biographer, speculates that the man was a
steward responsible for ensuring that income from the estates was remitted. At the very least,
the young courtier did not have to live in the countryside as his father had been forced to do,
but could continue his education in the capital.13 In the summer of 1569, when Michikatsu was
thirteen, his uncle Sanj�Öæ—6†• Saneki had finally returned to Kyoto after more than a decade
spent earning his living in the entourage of the Imagawa, a provincial warrior family with courtly
pretensions based in Sunpu. The Imagawa had lost out to surrounding warlords; their
territories carved up, they could no longer patronize the courtiers who had gathered around
them. For the next ten years, until Saneki’s death in 1579, Michikatsu was able to read and
study texts with him. When Saneki was summoned to the palace of Prince Sanehito to lecture
on Genji, Michikatsu accompanied him, and in his spare time he copied a text of Genji,
probably recording notes from his uncle’s lectures as he went along. On 1579.11.22, when
Sanehito moved to the Nij�Ð Palace presented him by Oda Nobunaga, Michikatsu carried the
prince’s sword in the inaugural procession; and in 1580 Michikatsu received the honor of being
asked to organize his New Year poetry party.14IMPERIAL CENSUREWhen they were not
practicing the family arts, some nobles were living recklessly—for who knew what death and
devastation tomorrow might bring? In 1571, when Michikatsu was fifteen years old, he
witnessed with other terrified residents of the capital an orgy of violence dreadful even in that
violent age—Oda Nobunaga’s destruction of Enryakuji, the temple complex on Mount Hiei
northeast of Kyoto that was founded at the end of the eighth century and had been the
beneficiary of imperial and aristocratic patronage for eight hundred years. Here in Lamers’s
translation is the description by the Portuguese Jesuit Luís Fróis, who was in Kyoto at the
time:On … the last day of September … the great temple … located on the top of the mountain
was first burned down, and thereafter, Nobunaga sent many harquebusiers into the mountains
and woods to hunt for bonzes who might be hiding there. The soldiers were to spare nobody,
and they executed this order promptly. This victory did not satisfy Nobunaga, however. As he



wanted to quench his thirst for revenge still more and thus strengthen his reputation, he
ordered his whole army to immediately devastate the remaining houses of the bonzes, and to
burn down all 400 or so temples of the very famous university of Fiyenoíyama [Mount Hiei]. On
that day, all temples were ravaged, burnt, and turned into ashes. […] I have been told that
close to 1500 bonzes died, as did an equal number of secular men, women, and
children.15Fróis was delighted at the destruction: “Praise be to God’s omnipotence and
ultimate goodness, for he has ordered such a great hindrance to be punished with extinction,”
he wrote. But Japanese witnesses were (rightly) shocked and appalled at such sacrilegious
carnage—as one courtier exclaimed in his diary, “the destruction of the Buddhist law itself!
Incomprehensible, utterly incomprehensible! Is this the sort of thing a secular ruler ought to be
doing?”16A few years later, toward the end of the second month of 1579, Michikatsu was
returning home one evening from a visit to Prince Sanehito when he was caught in the rain and
took shelter at the colossal Chion’in temple complex. One readily imagines the sense of
unease with which he witnessed a troop of mounted samurai pass by—150 of them, he noted
in his diary.17Yet might it be that some who observed the warriors’ brutality and Nobunaga’s
arrant indifference to retribution, divine or secular, also felt freed from certain constraints on
their own behavior? For despite the best efforts of the courtier-scholars who raised him,
Michikatsu seems to have grown into a young man with a taste for dangerous escapades. An
entry dated 1580.6.22 in the Daily Records kept by the women employed in the Bureau of
Palace Attendants reads:On the occasion of the Nakanoin former Middle Counselor’s
scandalous behavior and consequent punishment, the twenty-one members of the inner and
outer guard units were warned, “know that each and every one of you shall be punished” [if you
commit similar offenses] and sent on their way. Moreover, Grand Counselor Yotsutsuji was sent
as imperial emissary to the place where Lady Iyo’s father, the lay monk Tansh�ÒÀ lives. He told
him that inasmuch as the Lady Iyo’s conduct at this time had been disgraceful, he should
expect that she would be punished likewise.18Michikatsu, twenty-four years old in 1580, had
frequented the imperial palace from childhood and was intimately familiar with the place. His
duties allowed him the liberty to move about; and his diary from this period describes several
musical soirées that actually took place in the office where the palace attendants worked,
which ostensibly was off-limits to men.19 It cannot have been difficult to come into contact,
even accidentally, with women he would never have had the opportunity to meet elsewhere.
The brief, elliptic account of his crime and punishment in the Daily Records suggests that he
had been caught in flagrante delicto with a certain Lady Iyo. From her name and other
references to her in the Daily Records we know that she was a lower-ranking gentlewoman
who had served at the palace for more than six years; probably, then, she was in her late teens
or at most her early twenties. She also seems to have been a woman the reigning Emperor
�Æv–Ö�6†• regarded as his. One scholar demurs, pointing out that by the time of Michikatsu’s
misdemeanor, the emperor was in his sixty-fourth year—that is, presumably no longer sexually
active—and that Lady Iyo is more likely to have been beloved of another, high-ranking man
whose side the emperor took.20 But age is no barrier to sexual jealousy, of course. Another
scholar suggests that Michikatsu aroused the emperor’s ire by refusing to send his younger
sister to court as an imperial concubine.21 There is no evidence for this theory either; it seems
safer to trust the account in the Daily Records, written by women who were there at the
time.The sanction to which Michikatsu was subject for his offense was known as “imperial
censure,” a rare form of punishment meted out within the court to those who incurred the wrath
of the emperor. It required no legal process before the Council of State or other deliberative
body, but was executed directly by the head of the emperor’s private secretariat, the Kur�ÖFð no



T�Òà It could thus be terminated only by pardon of the emperor himself. Typically the offender was
suspended from office and sentenced to house arrest, and occasionally banishment,
sometimes for many years. Emperor �Æv–Ö�6†• seems to have been particularly irascible, for over
the course of his thirty-year reign, he punished half a dozen courtiers with imperial
censure.22On 1580.6.18, Michikatsu fled the capital.23 He had been banished from court, but
he had not been sent into exile. It had been intended that he remain in Kyoto under house
arrest, his penalty exclusion from court life—a painful enough punishment, since it meant
exclusion from the world to which everyone he knew belonged, alienation from the very
activities that constituted his daily life. Rather than suffer this and risk further punishment—
possibly banishment to a distant place of exile—what Michikatsu did was to abscond from the
capital, of his own volition.An undated manuscript in the Imperial Archives provides
Michikatsu’s biographer with the means to speculate about his initial movements. It is a single
scroll in the hand of Prince Toshihito, Emperor GoY�× ei’s younger brother, recording thirteen
poems by Michikatsu, each on a different subject.24 The tenth poem in this collection is
prefaced with the note “the call of the cuckoo upon passing the barrier at Kiyomi,” a poetic way
of referring to the ancient barrier gate on the T�Ö¶�–AM, the Eastern Sea Road, that once regulated
passage to and from the eastern provinces of the country. “Kiyomigata” in the poem itself is an
old name for the nearby coast. Both barrier and coast were located in the province of
Suruga.KiyomigataOh gate to that barriermoru hito mo nakiat Kiyomigataseki no to wathrough
which none slips!shibashi todomuruHalt even if but for a momentyama hototogisuthat mountain
cuckoo.Cuckoos are always associated with summer in Japanese poetry, so we know what
season it is. The bird’s call is fleeting, leading one on, yet always out of reach—thus the poet’s
conceit here, asking the barrier gate to block the cuckoo’s escape in order that he may enjoy its
call once more. Based on this poem, Inoue suggests that Michikatsu might first have gone to
Suruga. His uncle Saneki had spent many years living in Sunpu, the capital of Suruga, and
though the Imagawa were long gone, perhaps there were still people there who had known his
older relative and with whom the young man could take refuge.Obviously a single poem cannot
offer proof positive, and Inoue does not press the point. He does draw our attention to two
others in the collection, however. One is this classic “morning-after” poem:Upon parting, feeling
that our chances of meeting again were but slight:ushi ya toteCrow of the
cockuramihatenishithat I thoroughly resented,tori no ne ocrying out “Oh woe!”mata
itoubekiHow I wish I might have yetakatsuki moganaone more dawn to detest it.Good manners
demanded that a man should send a “morning-after” poem to his lover immediately upon
returning home from a tryst. Traditionally, the crow of the cock at dawn signaled that it was time
for a man to drag himself away from his love and depart, before anyone who might see him
was awake. In this poem, the male speaker—let us call him Michikatsu—has in the past
resented the cock’s crow for forcing him to leave his lover’s side, but now that he and she are to
be separated, perhaps forever, he longs more than ever to hear the cock crow again—to be
woken from a night of love with her again.The other is the last poem in the collection, in which
Michikatsu makes specific reference to his plight.Having been punished by the previous
Emperor’s [character missing], hardly knowing which path to take:tsurenaki oDoes she even
nowmatsu to ya hito noyearn for me, saying she willomouranwait through troubled times?michi
mo naki madeAnd I in my lodging,areshi waga yadoso ruined no path leads to it.The
manuscript appears to date from the reign of GoY�× ei, so “the previous Emperor” would refer to
�Æv–Ö�6†’à Despite the depredations of insects that have eaten away part of the text, the poet’s
use of hito and omou together make it clear that this is a love poem. He is living in much
reduced circumstances, unsure what to do and whom to turn to. But his principal concern is the



lover (hito) he has left behind. Does she still think of him? Yearn for him (omouran)? Is she
prepared to wait out the scandal, wait until he can return to her? Nineteen years would pass
before Michikatsu was pardoned and allowed to return to court. We do not know what became
of his Lady Iyo, or whether he ever saw her again. The times being as they were, and life being
as it is, probably he did not.HOSOKAWA Y�¥4�”Ö–6†–¶�G7Y s whereabouts in 1581 are unknown.
At some point during this year, however, he took refuge with the warrior Hosokawa Y�·6�’À who
had once been a student of his late uncle Sanj�Öæ—6†• Saneki. Michikatsu would spend the
remainder of his long exile from court living under Y�·6�™ s protection.Y�·6�• was both aristocrat
and warrior.25 His mother was born to the low-ranking yet still noble Kiyohara family,
distinguished for its scholarship of the Chinese classics. For a time she had been a concubine
of the twelfth Ashikaga shogun, Yoshiharu, and she was pregnant with his child when it was
decided that the shogun should take as his principal wife a daughter from the much higher-
ranking Konoe family. The Kiyohara daughter was married off to a warrior, and her child by
Yoshiharu—the future Y�·6�™wpas later adopted into another warrior house, the Hosokawa. He
was nurtured in the Kiyohara academic tradition and received instruction in such courtly arts as
kickball and the composition of Japanese poetry; but he also maintained close ties with his
natural father, Yoshiharu, and his two younger half-brothers, Yoshiteru and Yoshiaki, who
became the thirteenth and fifteenth Ashikaga shoguns respectively.Eventually, however, Y�·6�•
became a trusted vassal of Oda Nobunaga. At Nobunaga’s suggestion, Y�·6�™ s eldest son,
Tadaoki, was married to the daughter of another general—none other than the Akechi
Mitsuhide who would one day betray Nobunaga. The young woman’s name was Tama, and she
was the same age as Tadaoki. Mitsuhide’s attempt to usurp Nobunaga’s place put Tama and
the Hosokawa house in great danger. It was imperative to disassociate themselves from
Mitsuhide’s folly, as quickly as possible. On 1582.6.3, the day after Nobunaga died at the
Honn�Ö¦’À word reached the Hosokawa. Both father and son were in their province of Tango on
the Sea of Japan, preparing to join Hideyoshi, who—until he had news of Nobunaga’s death—
had been doing battle in western Japan. Y�·6�™ s reaction was swift. He “left the world” by
becoming a lay monk. He took the tonsure and the monkish name Y�·6�• Genshi, and he passed
the headship of the Hosokawa house to Tadaoki. He also sent a pledge of allegiance to
Hideyoshi, and to make it clear to all that his son was now in charge, he ceded the main
Hosokawa castle at Miyazu to him and moved to a much smaller castle along the coast at
Tanabe.What to do with Tama? They could repudiate her by sending her back to her natal
family, where undoubtedly she would have suffered the same fate as her mother, elder sister,
and younger brother, all of whom were stabbed to death by Tama’s brother-in-law before he
killed himself and set fire to the main keep of Akechi’s Sakamoto Castle.26 Or they could risk a
wait-and-see approach. After discussion between Tadaoki and the house elders, it was decided
that for the time being Tama would be sent away to a mountain village in the former Akechi
province of Tanba. This would enable the Hosokawa to demonstrate that they had divorced this
daughter of a traitor while at the same time keeping her out of harm’s way.27 Tama remained
locked away for nearly two years. In 1584, Hideyoshi allowed her out of hiding on the condition
that she move to Osaka, where the Hosokawa and other daimyo houses each kept a mansion;
there, under the hegemon’s gaze, she was effectively a hostage, held to ensure her husband’s
loyalty to the Toyotomi cause. The proffering and exchange of hostages was standard
procedure in early modern Japan, part of a “politics of family” that also encompassed alliances
created by marriage, concubinage, and adoption.28 In 1586, in order to persuade Ieyasu to
leave the safety of his home province and come to Kyoto, Hideyoshi went so far as to send his
own mother as a hostage. This ultimate surety Ieyasu could not refuse, though when he left



Hamamatsu Castle to travel to the capital, the rooms around Hideyoshi’s mother’s apartments
were stacked with firewood—just in case.29 Akechi Tama survived the crisis of her father’s
treachery by first going into hiding and then becoming a hostage. In years to come, she would
have the opportunity to repay the trust her husband’s family had shown her with her life.In
1581, however, when Michikatsu was adrift and in need of help, the Hosokawa had only
recently wrested control of the province of Tango from its former governing family, the Isshiki.
Though Y�·6�• had long lived the life of a warrior, he had grown up in the company of aristocrats
and was no stranger to their plight of dispossession and dispersal. The two men had come to
know each other via the Sanj�Öæ—6†• literary circle they both belonged to in the capital. Y�·6�• was
in every way Michikatsu’s senior: he was not only older by twenty-two years but also vastly
more learned. Nonetheless, he seems to have made Michikatsu welcome in every way he
could. One favor he did his noble guest was to provide him with a wife.MICHIKATSU
MARRIESMichikatsu’s wife is described in the genealogies as “the daughter of Hosokawa
Hy�Ö u-no-Tay�° Fujitaka, the lay monk Y�·6�’À but in reality the daughter of Isshiki Saky�ÒÖæòÔF�– u
Yoshitsugu, lord of the province of Tango.”30 What does this complex designation mean? To
answer this question, we must briefly recount the relationship between the Hosokawa and the
Isshiki family to which the young woman was born. The story serves to illustrate many features
of this savage age: first, the destruction of the old Ashikaga order by new forces allied to
powerful provincial warlords; second, the unceasing brutality of the warfare in which warriors
engaged; third, the fragility of the loyalties that such incessant warfare produced; and finally,
the role of women in making all sorts of bonds between men, from political alliances to literary
friendships.The Isshiki were a prominent branch of the Ashikaga clan and had been military
governors of the province of Tango since 1336. In 1575, Oda Nobunaga confirmed their tenure
of Tango, granting the province in fief to the ninth-generation head of the house, Isshiki
Yoshimichi.31 Before long, however, Yoshimichi seems to have fallen out with Nobunaga, who
commanded Hosokawa father and son to take the province from him. With the assistance of
Akechi Mitsuhide, the Hosokawa began their campaign in the fourth month of 1578. The local
warriors seem to have taken the attack upon their Isshiki overlord as an opportunity to express
their dissatisfaction with his rule. They deserted Yoshimichi en masse, and he was left with only
a hundred men to defend him. He fled to the Nakayama fort, the stronghold of one Numata
Kageyu. It was his ill fortune that Numata was secretly in league with the Hosokawa. Here
Yoshimichi met his end—in battle according to one account, by his own hand in
another.32Next, the Hosokawa were confronted by Isshiki Yoshimichi’s son. Different accounts
call him by so many different names—Gor�ÒÀ Yoshiari, Mitsunobu, Yoshisada, Yoshitoshi—that it
is impossible to assign him a definitive appellation. Indeed, one secondary work tells
essentially the same story of his death under two different names.33 This son of Yoshimichi
seems to have opposed the invasion of his father’s province with considerable vigor and
success, despite the desertion of so many of the family’s vassals. Eventually a compromise
typical of the era was proposed by Mitsuhide: Yoshimichi’s son would relinquish his main seat
at Hachimanyama to Y�·6�• and move permanently to the smaller Yuminoki fort; he would then
marry Iya, one of Y�·6�™ s daughters.34 The offer of a Hosokawa daughter in marriage would
provide the Isshiki son with an honorable means to accept defeat and avoid destruction. For
the Hosokawa, forging an alliance with a defeated house head would enable them to reassign
the loyalty of a former enemy and absorb his vassal band into their own. The son accepted the
Hosokawa offer. Nobunaga too seems to have approved this solution, and granted him lands
valued at 20,000 koku in Tango.Whether the planned marriage ever took place is not entirely
certain. One version of the story says that the young man was ambushed and murdered on his



way to the wedding banquet.35 Another version has it that following Y�·6�™ s official enfeoffment
in the seventh month of 1580, Yoshimichi’s son married his new lord’s daughter Iya, but two
years later, in 1582, he betrayed the Hosokawa. In retaliation, they lured him to a banquet and
murdered him.36 In support of the latter version, Iya is described in the Hosokawa house
genealogy as “wife of Isshiki Yoshiari; later married to Yoshida Kaneharu.”37 It is conceivable
too that the son-in-law’s betrayal of the Hosokawa consisted in joining forces with Akechi
Mitsuhide following the latter’s rebellion against Oda Nobunaga.38 The murder of the young
man is vividly described in a later account:In Tango the lord of the province was named Isshiki.
After Nobunaga assumed rule of the realm, he gave the entire province of Tango to Hosokawa
Y�·6�’à Y�·6�• took Isshiki as his son-in-law, allotted him a minute portion of his fief, and installed
him in the castle at Yuminoki. The day after Nobunaga’s death, Sansai [Y�·6�™ s son Tadaoki]
summoned the [former] lord, slew him with his own hand, and seized his castle. This lord was
the husband of Sansai’s elder sister. On that occasion, a man named Yoneda Kenmotsu came
bearing a sword. Inadvertently he placed it at the right of Sansai, where it would be difficult for
him to grasp it. Yoneda, realizing his error, as he withdrew kicked the sword with his foot as if
by accident, and then as if to set things right, placed it on Sansai’s left. In the course of the
drinking, Sansai grabbed it, drew, and in the same stroke cut [Isshiki] down.39It was in the
midst of these violent events that Nakako’s father, Michikatsu, arrived on the scene. We do not
know precisely when Y�·6�• arranged for his noble guest-in-disgrace to marry—perhaps when it
became clear that his stay in Tango would be a prolonged one. The woman he provided was
the daughter of one Isshiki Yoshitsugu—a man whose name appears in none of the accounts
of the battles of this era, though clearly he was a member of the defeated Isshiki house. In a
procedure common at the time, Y�·6�• seems to have adopted her as his daughter before
presenting her to his guest. Arranging for Michikatsu to marry a Hosokawa daughter, even an
adopted one, enhanced her prestige and flattered her natal family at the same time as it made
a liaison with a woman of the warrior estate more palatable to an aristocrat,
Michikatsu.MICHIKATSU RENOUNCES THE WORLDMichikatsu and his wife were furnished
with living quarters in a turret that formed part of Y�·6�™ s retirement castle at Tanabe, present-
day Maizuru City. This fact enables us to date their marriage to sometime after Y�·6�™ s decision
to take vows in the immediate aftermath of Nobunaga’s death in the sixth month of 1582.
Tanabe Castle, though built on an inlet of the Sea of Japan, feels as if it is in the middle of the
mountains. Even today, winding north on the train from Kyoto through valleys so deep they
remain in darkness for much of the day, one arrives expectantly in Maizuru only to find the town
surrounded still by mountains forested with cryptomeria, Japanese cedar. From the turret of
Tanabe Castle one might have seen, if not the sea, then perhaps the Isazu River that widens
as it flows into Wakasa Bay, but the Nakanoin family’s principal views would have been of rice
paddies bordered by mountains. In late autumn cold winds blow from the north and even the
daytime sky is dark with clouds. Winters are cold and damp. In weather forecasts for the region
during 2000–01, the predicted daily maximum temperature for Maizuru was almost always
lower than that for Kyoto, and even when fine weather was forecast for southern regions, rain
or snow would be forecast for the north. Shigure, chill, autumnal showers, seem to be frequent
too. There would have been little Michikatsu could do but huddle over a brazier for
warmth.Inoue transcribes several poems from this period that reveal Michikatsu rehearsing the
expression of disgruntlement at his misfortune. Here are two from a hundred-poem sequence
composed during the night of 1584.11.12.40 The first is on “admiring the blossoms”:yoso ni
shiteAway from it all,omou mo hana nihow I resent the blossoms!urami are yaEspecially
when�ÖÖ—•abito noI recall the feelingsharu no kokoro othey inspire in courtiers in spring.Even the



imagined sight of cherry blossoms upsets him, he claims—the eleventh month, when
Michikatsu composed these poems, is midwinter. Another poem is on the subject of
regret:kono mama niShould I rot awaykuchi mo hatenabahere like seaweed raked
upmoshiogusaalong the shore—kakiatsumetaruthen shall my writings count forkai mo araji ono
more than shells on the strand.A series of related images—seaweed raked up on the shore
(only to rot), shells piled up on the strand (only to die)—enables Michikatsu to explore the
subject he has set himself. In another hundred-poem sequence, the same subject, regret, is
given a different treatment:yo o uramiAngry with the world,hito o kakochitecomplaining about
others—hate wa matato my amazementmi o kaeriminuI end up paying no heedmi o zo
odoroku41to my own situation!By continuing to “work out” poetically, he honed his technique
while asserting his place within the courtly tradition that was central to his being.Like all
intellectual activity, composing poetry surely also provided Michikatsu with a profound source
of solace. On 1586.4.8 he began a “one hundred poems in one hundred days” sequence,
which he duly finished on 7.19. Here is his beautiful poem on the topic “lamplight in the still of
night”:shizuka naruIn the still of night,kokoro no tomo tothough I share a lamp
withkakagetemothe true friend of my heart,ukimi ni kurakito one lost in miserymado no
tomoshibi42dark the flicker on the shade.The “true friend of Michikatsu’s heart” is, of course,
Y�·6�’à Together they sit, reading and talking late into the night. A peaceful scene—but for the
gloom enveloping Michikatsu, seeming to darken even the lamplight on the paper window
shade.Later that year, on 8.13, Michikatsu, despairing of reinstatement at court, took vows as a
lay monk. Like his mentor Y�·6�’À he was politically rather than religiously motivated. Michikatsu
did not enter a temple, nor did he renounce women or drink. But taking vows and shaving his
head indicated that he had abandoned any hope he might still have had for reinstatement to
court office and further promotion in court rank. His wish was that by casting off worldly
ambition, he might be permitted to return to Kyoto and pass on the headship of the Nakanoin
family to a suitable heir. It is likely too that he had heard of Emperor �Æv–Ö�6†™ s desire to
abdicate and hoped that with the impending change of reign, he might be forgiven his former
reckless behavior.Y�·6�’À who was away from Tanabe visiting the capital when Michikatsu made
his momentous decision, saved the poems the two exchanged on this occasion.43 The “mossy
sleeves” that appear in the poems are those of a dark robe worn by one who has taken vows,
grown mossy because he now lives in the shadows. The other image, that of a heart deeply
imbued—literally, dyed with—murasaki (purple), refers to Michikatsu’s knowledge of The Tale
of Genji by “Murasaki Shikibu.”A poem received from the Nakanoin Middle Counselor, Lord
Michikatsu, upon his taking vows:murasaki niBefore this heart, sosomeshi kokoro modeeply
imbued with Murasaki,tachihatenubeats its last,sode no yukue oI consign these sleeves to
thekoke ni makasetefate of those of mossy hue.In reply [Y�·6�• sent]:murasaki niAn end to that
heartsomeshi kokoro nodeeply imbued with Murasaki:hate mo ushihow dismal,omowanu sode
oand unexpected those sleeveskoke ni yatsushitereduced to a mossy hue.Y�·6�• also recorded
the response of their friend Satomura J�Ö†�À the renowned master of linked verse whom we have
already met in the company of Hideyoshi:koke ni nasuAwesomely worthysode zo kashikokiof
respect, those sleeves rendered mossy;yuzuriokuand profoundkokoro wa fukakithe heart, dyed
Murasaki,murasaki no irothat foregoes its due rewards.Taking vows as a lay monk meant
adopting a new name. Michikatsu chose the religious name Sonen (“simplicity”) and the literary
style Yasokuken (“one who has sufficient”). Often shortened to Yasoku, Michikatsu’s style was
taken from the title of a poem (“On the hall he named “That Should Suffice”) by the Song
period scholar-official Huang Tingjian—a man whose own political career had been ruined by
accusations of immoral conduct and periods of exile.44 Yet whatever personal consolation



renouncing worldly ambition may have afforded Michikatsu, his sacrifice went unrecognized by
the new emperor. On 1586.11.7 �Æv–Ö�6†• abdicated and GoY�× ei ascended the throne, but
Michikatsu was still not recalled to the capital.NAKAKONakanoin genealogies record four
children born to Michikatsu and his Isshiki wife. The first was a son, born in the mid 1580s and
known as Takamochi. At some point—most likely when he came of age in his early teens—he
was granted the character “Taka” from Y�·6�™ s preretirement name, Fujitaka, adopted by the
Hosokawa, and married to Y�·6�™ s daughter Sen. The provision of his firstborn son to the
Hosokawa was perhaps a way for Michikatsu to repay some of the hospitality for which he was
indebted and maintain a connection between the two families. Unfortunately, Takamochi died
young, in his twenty-first year. Sen was remarried into the Ogasawara family of Hosokawa
retainers, but her two sons by Takamochi belonged to the Hosokawa and remained with them.
The elder was enfeoffed with lands valued at 3,000 koku; the younger, an excess male, was
made a monk.45The second child born to Michikatsu and his Isshiki wife was also a son, born
on 1588.1.26, and known after he became a courtier as Michimura (literally “Michi of the
village,” perhaps a reference to his less than illustrious birth in the remote countryside?).46
Where the father had been reckless, the son would be careful. During the long and
distinguished career Michimura later made for himself at court, he demonstrated unfailing
loyalty to the emperor he served, and he did his best to live down the taint of scandal that
lingered in the wake of his sister’s subsequent disgrace.That sister was Nakako, born also in
Tanabe Castle about 1591. One Nakanoin genealogy lists her only as “daughter, born after
Michimura,” and does not provide any other information except “banished to Izu.”47 It is not that
the family was especially squeamish about revealing details of their daughter’s birth and
subsequent life. Rather, the Confucian notion, as famously expressed in the Book of
Ceremonial, that “women have no business outside the home, therefore their names are not
known by outsiders,”48 seems to have been taken just as seriously in Japan as it was in China,
with the result that standard sources such as genealogies simply do not record information
about women. There is no mention—even in recently compiled genealogies—of Lady Nij�ÒÀ the
most (in)famous woman ever born to the Nakanoin family. The daughter of thirteenth-century
courtier Nakanoin Masatada, she was an imperial concubine whose extraordinary memoir The
Confessions of Lady Nij�Ð was only discovered in the Imperial Archives in 1940. The principal
purpose of genealogies is not comprehensiveness, but rather the selective recording of
significant dates in the lives of successive male heads of families. In the case of aristocratic
males, this means their birth and death dates; the dates of their promotions in court rank and
appointments to court offices; and in a literary family such as the Nakanoin, the date a house
head received esoteric teachings concerning the interpretation of important literary texts. The
case of the higher-ranked Konoe family is similar: genealogies list three daughters born to mid
sixteenth-century house head Taneie, for example; but, typically, neither their mothers nor their
dates of birth or death are recorded.49 In the next generation, that of Sakihisa, the one Konoe
daughter we know something about is Sakiko, because she was adopted by an important man
(Hideyoshi); married to an important man (Emperor GoY�× ei); and gave birth to an important
man (Emperor GoMizuno’o). Nakako’s date of birth is only approximate, therefore, because it is
not given in any Nakanoin genealogy and must be back calculated from her supposed age—
about eighty—in two different temple records of her death on 1671.6.27.50Michikatsu and his
wife had a fourth child, another son, on 1603.9.28.51 He was adopted into a Nakanoin branch
family, the Kitabatake, and, as Kitabatake Chikaaki, became the head of that house. Like his
elder brother Takamochi, however, he did not live long but died in 1630 in his twenty-eighth
year.What would Nakako’s early childhood have been like? At its most fundamental level, what



would she have eaten every day, what would she have worn, who would have educated her
and her elder brothers? Doubtless the family’s staple food consisted of grains such as barley,
brown rice, and millet. They would also have eaten a variety of vegetables—ferns, pulses, and
roots—simmered or pickled, as well as cooked seaweeds. Protein in the traditional Japanese
diet was supplied by tofu and other soybean products, and in Tanabe there would have been
fresh fish from the sea, whereas in landlocked Kyoto all but river fish had to be preserved in
either salt or vinegar before transport there. Fruits eaten in premodern Japan included loquats,
which ripen in early summer; akebia, which ripen in early autumn; and persimmons, which
cling to the tree through early winter and can also be dried and stored.Ordinary people wore
clothes woven from flax, the flaxlike fiber ramie, and increasingly cotton. “Cathay cotton” (kara
momen), as the imported fabric was known, had been worn only by the well-off until the crop
became widespread in Japan over the course of the sixteenth century. Thereafter, cotton was
adopted by all social classes for clothing and bedding: it was comfortable, durable, and
washable.52 Michikatsu perhaps managed to keep some of his silk court robes, at least for a
while, but it seems unlikely that other members of his family would have been clothed in silk, at
least while they remained in Tanabe. In the winter, they wore jackets padded with cotton
wadding or silk floss to keep (minimally) warm.The family’s living quarters are clearly shown on
a contemporary plan of the castle, designated as “Yasoku’s turret.”53 The structure rises from
the south-facing wall of a U-shaped projection in the eastern ramparts of the castle.
Immediately below it flows the outer moat. Beyond the moat a level plain planted with rice
stretches all the way to the mountains. The dimensions of the structure are not given, but
Tanabe was a small castle, and its turrets commensurately small. None of the surviving plans
is sufficiently detailed to show interior spaces, but it is unlikely there were any permanent inner
walls. This was a space designed for fighting, not domestic habitation. The Nakanoin would
have lived at close quarters in Tanabe. And from time to time Nakako would have been in the
same room with Y�·6�• and his wife. She was, after all, their granddaughter, through her mother,
whom Y�·6�• had adopted.Nakako would likely have been brought up according to aristocratic
standards, not by the very different, though more stringent, warrior code of conduct. Samurai
women were much more physically active than noblewomen: they were taught to ride horses
and use weapons, particularly the naginata or halberd, a broad sword blade fixed to the end of
a long wooden haft that served to keep its wielder at a safe distance from her attacker.
Noblewomen did not ride horses; they walked or, if very high-ranking, rode in ox-drawn
carriages or were carried in palanquins by bearers. Nor did they learn to use weapons, though
soon after birth, noble boys and girls were presented with a sword by their father, symbolizing
his acknowledgment of the child as his own. Nakako was presented with a sword by her father,
and we know that she kept it with her until 1623. Michikatsu’s later poetry reveals a profound
love for his daughter, and we may imagine that he devoted considerable time and energy to
educating her, as well as her brothers, preparing them to take their places in court society,
should they be fortunate enough to return to the capital. Noble girls were taught to read and
write and compose poetry in Japanese. And as we shall see, the evidence suggests Michikatsu
even taught Nakako to read The Tale of Genji. Visiting Europeans were astounded by the
prevalence of literate women in Japan. Luís Fróis observed in his Treatise of 1585 that
Japanese women “consider it humiliating not to know how to write, [while] among us, literate
women are not so prevalent.”54 Some noblewomen also learned to paint, in the black ink-on-
paper style known as hakuby�ÒÀ literally “white sketches,” after the plain white backgrounds that
were not filled in with color; and to play music, especially the koto and the lutelike biwa.
Instruments that required the player to blow into them were taboo for aristocratic women. We



do not know to what extent Nakako’s mother was literate—except for the description of her
lineage and her later posthumous designation, there is nothing further about her and certainly
nothing by her in the Nakanoin archive. But we are safe in assuming that it would have been
she who taught her daughter to sew. Women of all social classes in premodern Japan sewed
garments, for themselves, their menfolk, and their children. Bolts of cloth were bestowed as
gifts and as payment for services rendered; their standard width made the cutting out and
piecing together of kimono a skill that was easily mastered.Her father, Michikatsu, would have
been the only aristocrat Nakako knew in the first eight years of her life. Other influences would
have been far more powerful. From the slits (one hesitates to call them windows) in the walls of
their turret, she would have seen farmers at work in their fields and laborers from the castle
town. She would not have been one of those sheltered princesses who had to be shown dolls
so she would know what ordinary people looked like.55 Surely too the family found time to
make excursions to the seashore and the mountains, where they would have seen a great deal
more of country life in the raw than whatever urbanity Michikatsu brought to Tanabe. We may
suppose that these early years in the remote countryside provided Nakako with the reserves of
physical strength and resourcefulness she would draw on later in her eventful
life.MICHIKATSU’S GREAT WORKIn 1589, when Michikatsu had been living at Tanabe Castle
for some eight years, Y�·6�• suggested that his guest should compile a commentary on The Tale
of Genji. Y�·6�• himself had studied Genji with Michikatsu’s uncle Sanj�Öæ—6†• Saneki, but his
curiosity had not been satisfied. He had sought out copies of the earlier commentaries, but
there were so many of them and they were so difficult to consult; he wanted Michikatsu to
prepare a new one.56 And he made it possible for his guest to do so by providing him with
copies of the texts he would need to consult, as well as, we must assume, the (expensive)
paper, the ink, and the uninterrupted time he would need to complete the task. Michikatsu
agreed to Y�·6�™ s suggestion and began work.The first edition of The Tale of Genji was
compiled during the winter of 1008. For the next six hundred years, Genji would be copied and
expanded, edited and circulated, all in manuscript. It was only in the early seventeenth century
that a complete text was printed for the first time.57 Printing transformed Genji into the truly
popular work it remains today. But until the seventeenth century, Genji was an aristocratic text:
its principal manuscripts were the property of aristocrats, and aristocrats were its preeminent
interpreters.An ability to understand Genji and make allusions to it became de rigueur after the
courtier-poet Fujiwara no Shunzei’s famous declaration, at a poetry contest held in 1193, that
“to compose poetry without having read Genji is deplorable.”58 It is impossible to overstate the
importance of this moment in the history of the way Genji was read. As one critic describes the
consequences:Japanese poetry was the premier genre of all the arts practiced in Japan,
rivaled only by the composition of Chinese-style poetry. When it became permissible to draw
the diction and conception of poems from Genji, to allude to scenes and events in Genji in
poetry; when the many poems “composed” by characters in the Genji were themselves
admitted into the canon of Japanese poetry; the way then opened for all the other forms of
attention normally reserved for the classics to be applied to Genji—the collation, recension,
and verification of texts, the compilation of commentaries, the construction of genealogies, the
rendition of pivotal scenes in paintings.59By the late sixteenth century, when Michikatsu began
work, this accumulation of scholarship, lore, and the products of its application had grown so
vast that it could only be mastered by those willing and able to devote their entire lives to the
study of Genji. And this is precisely what Y�·6�• suggested Michikatsu do.Michikatsu was
exceptionally well qualified to fulfill Y�·6�™ s commission. His mother was a Sanj�Öæ—6†’À a family
that had been distinguished for more than a century for scholarship of Japanese literature.



Michikatsu’s great-grandfather Sanetaka was the highly regarded compiler of two influential
commentaries on Genji, Delighting in Flowers and Brooklet of Commentary, and his
descendants banded together to protect the family patrimony, building on the achievements of
their great predecessor.60 Thus the “accretive” nature of their scholarship, one example of
which must suffice: the Sanj�Öæ—6†• family’s response to a 1533.2 commission from the military
governor of Noto was to prepare a commentary based on Sanetaka’s Brooklet of Commentary,
supplemented by son Kin’eda’s lecture notes. With further additions, this text evolved into
Kin’eda’s own Starlight Commentary.61 The descendants of Sanetaka formed a school of
classical scholarship that came to be known as the Sanj�Öæ—6†• lineage; they were recognized as
leaders in the study of The Tale of Genji, and Michikatsu was one of them.His commentary
was a decade in the making. During these ten years, Michikatsu made occasional unofficial
trips to the capital, to attend poetry parties and to copy manuscripts he needed to consult.62
But most of the time he spent in Tanabe, where things could be surprisingly lively. The death of
several noted court poets in the mid 1590s, including Michikatsu’s cousin Kuj�Ð Tanemichi, left
Y�·6�• and the linked-verse master J�Ö†�væV—F†W of them noblemen—as the two most eminent
poets in the land. Y�·6�• especially seems to have attracted disciples from far and wide. The
warrior and poet Kinoshita Ch�×6•Mshi, lord of Obama Castle in the neighboring province of
Wakasa, recalls the day he stumbled upon one of Y�·6�™ s poetry parties in full swing: “Once
when I presented myself in Tango to pay my respects, Lord Y�·6�• was hosting a poetry
gathering.
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Bob Newman, “Yume no ukihashi. Turmoil reigned in early 17th century Japan. The emperors
had long since been relegated to political ciphers who led cultured lives in Kyoto, but could not
effect much outside the palace grounds. The lives of the court, the nobles and a few samurai
families who had intermarried with them were suffused with poetry, literature, music, and
romance. Outside raged civil war and murder. In this atmosphere a young imperial concubine
got involved in a sex and wild behavior scandal, angering the emperor no end. She was
banished with others to a remote island, didn’t arrive there due to a shipwreck, and
subsequently passed 14 years in a rural hamlet where she is still remembered. Pardoned in
1623 by a new emperor, in her early thirties, she returned to Kyoto, but wound up in a Buddhist
convent where she ultimately became the abbess and died aged eighty, in 1671. The actual
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knowledge of this erstwhile concubine, Nakanoin Nakako, is slight. Women were not often
mentioned in historical records. The reason you might read this book is that it provides an in-
depth look at the wider society of Japanese nobles and rulers at the time, covering many
families and individuals with Nakako at the center. The rich data obtained through what must
have been extremely difficult research impressed me no end. You’ll have to have patience to
wade through a sea of Japanese names and complex family ties. But, if you persevere, you’ll
become absorbed in this tale of family origins, shenanigans, imperial displeasure, exile, and
expiation during the time when the Tokugawa clan was taking over Japan. Some illustrations,
photos, and good maps will help you along the way. Nakako emerges from the fog of the past,
only to disappear again over the floating bridge of dreams [yume no ukihashi].”

Kate, “A marvelous book!. There is much to admire about G.G. Rowley's book. She has taken
on the difficult task of tracing the life of Nakako, an imperial concubine in 17th century Japan.
With little record of the lives of women remaining, Rowley's role is similar to that of a detective,
assiduously and perceptively piecing together what Nakako's life must have been like from a
wide variety of sources. And what a life Nakako had -- as the title says, scandal, shipwreck,
and salvation! Rowley brings to vivid life a place and age far different from that of modern
readers with a masterful sense of detail. Beyond the pleasurable experience of learning about
Nakako and the world she inhabited, reading Rowley's book is also highly entertaining. The
author has a droll style which made me smile appreciatively throughout. Rarely have I enjoyed
a book of history so much.”

The book by G. G. Rowley has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 4 people have provided feedback.
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