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The Tale of Genji and The Tale of Tristram (1)

Shuuko AMAZAWA

Given the great distance, both culturally and geographically,
between Japan and Europe, it can be surprising to find paral-
lels in literary heritages. In medieval stories of courtly love, a
number of similar features are shared by The Tale of Genji
(Gengji-monogatari), written by Murasaki Shikibu somewhere
between 1000 and 1013, representing an historical account of
court life in the Heian Period, and the Tristram cycle, which
was possibly written by several bards in France and England
between 1137 and 1230.

1. Both tales flourished in a glorious culture of dynasties. In
other words, The Tale of Genji was read aloud in the court of
Emperor Ichijo and Empress Shoushi, and the Tristram story
was sung in the French courts of Louis VII, Eleanor of
Aquitaine, Henry II, the queens of Philip-Augustus and Saint
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Louis, and so on. In addition, both tales were developed in a
similar way, in that they were constantly circulated, handed
down by many people, and transformed into many different
versions, before being gradually linked up with each other and
developed into one story. For example, Murasaki Shikibu
wrote The Tale of Genji referring to The Tale of Utsuho. On the
other hand, in Europe, the Tristram story called Estoire was
written, after Historia Regum Britanniae (1137) and Roman de
Brut (1155), by an anonymous trouvere, a poet and also a com-
poser. The Tale of Genji has two versions, one known as the
Kawachi Book version and the other as the Blue Book version.
That is similar to what Bédier proposes, namely that Estoire, a
tale of the Tristram cycle, developed into two versions, “ver-
sion commune” and “version courtoise”. In this manner, The
Tale of Genji and The Tale of Tristram were developed alike.

2. Both tales were meant to be read aloud, recited, or
chanted. In Japan, the tale was read aloud by a court lady
with a beautiful voice, in front of the emperor and empress. In
Europe, the romance was chanted by a jongleur with a musical
instrument at court in front of the king, the queen, and a large
audience. The Tale of Genji 1s different, inasmuch as it was read
aloud, from The Tale of Heike, another famous tale that was
sung with the biwa, a Japanese guitar. But what I want to con-
sider is that it was read aloud to an audience. In Europe, The
Tale of Tristram was chanted by a jongleur.

It is very important to focus on the presence of a narrator.
The sudden appearance of a narrator in the tales can be seen
quite often in both The Tale of Genji and The Tale of Tristram.
The appearance of a narrator might be proof that they were
not read privately but read aloud and chanted. At the same
time, a narrator plays an important role in that it relativizes
and theorizes these narrating tales and in the end allows new
themes to be interwoven into the stories.

3. Both tales have other similar points, as follows:

a. Both Genji and Tristram lose their mother in childhood,
growing up to be shining handsome men, highly talented
musicians with a courtly education.

b. They both fall in love with a married woman, whose hus-
band is closely related to them.

c. Each has two lovers whose characters appear to be
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complementary.

d. Each believes in God and is blessed with the grace of God.

e. Each has a servant who is smart, always faithful to them,

and helps with their assignations.

f. Each is banished when their illicit affair is discovered,

causing them many difficulties.

Lastly, I would like to examine more briefly other similari-
ties between these two tales, such as their organization, and
consider the true meaning of these two texts that flourished in
such different places but at almost the same time.
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REPERES HISTORIQUES

TEXTES CONTEMPORAINS

1137 Regne de Louis VI de France.

1152 Aliénor d’Aquitaine, répudiée par

Louis VI, éepouse Henri Plantagenét.
1154 Henri Plantagenét devient Henri

II, roi d’Angleterre.

1180 Regne de Philippe-Auguste.

1226 Regne de Saint Louis (IX).

1187 Historia regum Britanniae, de Geoffrey

de Monmouth.

1155 Roman de Brut, de Wace.
=1165 Erec et Enide, de Chrétien de Troyes.
=1173 Tristan, de Thomas d’Angleterre.
=1175 Tristrant, d’Eilhart von Oberg.
=1176 Lais, de Marie de France (dont
Chievrefoil) .
Cliges, de Chrétien de Troyes.
=1180 Folie d’Oxford.
=1185 Tristan, de Béroul.
Conte de Graal, de Chrétien de Troyes.
=1200 Folie de Berne.
=1210 Tristan, de Gottfried von Strassburg.
= 1226 Tristrams saga ok Isondar, de frere Rob-
ert.
1225—>1230 Tristan en prose.

(H4F1)  Anne Berthelot (1991).

ZHER S (D

T-2 . .
Asez® me plest e bien le voil,

Del lai qu’hum nume chevrefoil,
Que la verité vus en cunt,

* Pur quei fu fet, coment e dunt.
Plusurs® le m’unt cunté e dit
Ejeo I’ai trové en escrit
De Tristrame de la reine?,

® De lur amur ki tant fu fine?,
Dunt il eurent meinte dolur,
Puisen mururentenun jur.

T-3

Ha ! Dex, qel duel que Ia roine
N’avot lesdras du lit otez |

2 Ne fust la nuit nus d’eus provez.
Se ele s’en fust apensee,
Mot eiist bien s’anor tensee.
Mot grant miracle Deusiout,

™ Quis garanti, si con li plot.

T—4
%% Par Deu, trop firent que vilains !
T-5
Li conteor® dient qu’Yvain
Firent nier, qui sont vilain ;
N’en sevent mie bien Pestoire,
1268 Berox I’a mex en sen memoire,
Trop ert Tristran preuz et cortois
A ocirre gent de tes lois.

T—6
Laou® Berox le vit escrit,

Nule gent tant ne s’entramerent
172 Ne si griment nu conpererent.

(#i7) PLEIADE (1995) K.
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SEERS ()

T—7

Seignurs, ceStcunte est multdivers,

#% E pur ¢o P'uni par mes vers?,
E di en tant cum est mester,
E le surplus voil relesser.

Ne vol pas trop en uni dire :

% Icidiverse la matyre
Entre ceus qui solent cunter
E de le cunte Tristran parler,

Il en cuntent diversement.

#% Oi enai de plusur gent,

Asez sai que chescun en dit
E ¢o que il unt mis en escrit.
M¢é# sulun ¢o que j’ai oy,

# Nel dient pas sulun Breri,

Ky solt1é gestes e 1é cuntes
De tuz 1é reis, de tuz lé cuntes
Kiorent esté en Bretaingne.

78 Ensurquetut, de cest ovraingne,
Plusurs de noz granter ne volent
Co que del naim dire si solent,
Ke? femme Kaherdin dut amer ;

% Linaim redut Tristran navrer
E entuscher® par grant engin,
Quant ot afolé Kaherdin.

Pur cest plaie e pur cest mal

2% Enveiad Tristran Guvernal
En Engletere pur Ysolt.
Thomas ico granter ne volt,

T-8

Il sunt del cunte forsveié?
#% E de la verur esluingné.

E se ¢o ne volent granter,

Ne voil vers eus estriver :

Tengent le lut e jo le men,
210 1a raisun s’i provera ben !

T—9

Tumas fine ci sun escrit ;
3280 A tuz amanz saluz i dit,
As pensis ¢ asamerus®,
As emvius, as desirus,
As enveisiez, as purvers,
28 [A tuz ces”] ki orunt ces vers.
[S]i dit n’ai a tuz lor voleir,
[Le] milz ai dit a mun poeir.
[E dit ai} tute la verur
%2 [Si cum] jo pramis al primur.
E diz e versiai retrait,
Pur essample issi ai fait
Pur I’estorie embelir,
322 Que as amanz deive plaisir,
Et que par lieus poissent trover
Choses u se puissent recorder.
Aveir em poissent grant confort
% FEncuntre change, encontre tort,
Encuntre paine, encuntre dolur,
Encuntre tuiz engins d’amur®.
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