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After experiencing unpleasant hours of forced reading in high school classrooms, many of us may feel that
the world of classical literature is like a far and foreign place, where only those equipped with special
knowledge can set foot. I will not dwell upon the question if the way of teaching it has something to do with
it, but this is a view that does make sense to a certain extent. Classical literature is bit like the “high-end
product” of literary consumption. Bitter espresso, gorgonzola cheese, Barolo wine: in the world of food too,
exquisite products are not easily appreciated by the young and uninitiated. Or to use a musical metaphor:
the preciousness of some delicate adagios or pieces in a minor key defies simple definition. However, as is
often the case with first-hand experiences, there is more to it than that: the literary classics are more than
luxury products out of reach of the hoi polloi.

Ms. Isabella Dionisio has shown her readers how one can bring down the impenetrable walls that have
been erected around literary works deemed hard to approach, in a quiet and yet very convincing manner.
Take the “Tale of Genji.” She does not provide insights that are purely academic, based on existing research,
theories, and jargon; then too, she steers clear of the temptation of turning works of high literary quality
into cultural fast-food: finely chopped, covered in sweet sauce, instant gratification. She does not deny that
these works can be savored in all sorts of forms, including manga, but hers is a method that while staying
close to the original text, makes it accessible to the senses of a 21t century readership. To stick with our
musical metaphor: her interpretation is a scherzo, or perhaps giocoso, quite different from the austerity one
associates with perusal of the original text. For instance, when she talks about men and women falling in
and out of love, older sisters exasperated by yet fond of their younger brothers, etc., she appeals to a
universal mindset, modern as well as so much more interesting than what is offered in classrooms and
textbooks. In that sense also her excursions about the high regard in which the Tale of Genji is held abroad,
or comparisons with classics of Italian literature that were created by women, are very stimulating

Although Ms. Dionisio’s books have been received well by wide audiences, and she does appear on
national TV and radio broadcasts, it seems that she only seldom talks in front of larger groups of people.
One could say that the whole process leading up to the talk she held for us in Kochi is a succession of what
seem to be small miracles: the initial idea by the president of the Kochi-based association “Friends of Italy”
approaching Ms. Dionisio, whom we had never met but turned out to be an alumna of the University of
Ca’Foscari in Venice (Italy), one of our exchange partner institutions; and, of course, the fact that we were

able to convince her. The true miracle however is the ease and pleasure with which this native from Ancona



ventures into the remote realm of imperial court literature written a millennium ago.

It is the main aim of this lecture series to invite speakers who can show that the gap between Japan and
the outside world, which often appears to be unsurmountable, is more than a wide gaping gorge but
harbours many connections as well. [ wish to think that the exceptional effort and specialized knowledge of
our speakers does impress the participants that join us throughout the year, but it is rare to find a speaker
such as Ms. Dionisio, who herself embodies the ability to bring together worlds that seem so far — foreign

countries, ancient works of literature — and does so with marvelous grace.

We look forward to seeing you at our next event. Lectures will be announced on our website.

For direct notification, contact japanstudies@el.u-kochi.ac.jp
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