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Characters as Authors: Authorship in The Tale of Genji

Yueying LI

7

Abstract

How does authorship operate within a literary text in Heian Japan? This article examines the dynamics of
authorship in The Tale of Genji by exploring how its characters actively participate in literary productions as
authors inside the story itself. Letters, solo verses, poetry exchanges, and the protagonist Genji’s illustrated diary
generate multiple layers of writings within the tale. Yet authorship here is rarely fixed at the moment of composi-
tion; it is continuously renegotiated as the narrative unfolds. Characters assert, conceal, or even contest their
authorial roles, blurring the boundaries between the author and the text. By focusing on these literary activities of
the characters in Genji, the study demonstrates how texts and authors are mutually generated: the act of writing
shapes the authorial identity, which the characters leverage to structure the narrative world. This approach posi-
tions authorship not as a preexisting status but as an evolving, relational phenomenon shaped by interactions
among characters, texts, and readers. In this light, this article illuminates Genji’s narrative structure as self-gener-

ating and multilayered, driven by the interplay between textual production and authorial subjectivity.
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