
Murasaki Shikibu 

 

Murasaki Shikibu lived in Japan over a 

thousand years ago. Her dad and her 

granddad were both famous poets. As 

Murasaki grew up she loved reading 

books and learning how to write 

poems of her own. 
In Japan at that time people used to 

write in Chinese, not Japanese. Well, 

some people – only the boys were allowed to learn Chinese. Murasaki thought 

she should be allowed to as well, so she copied her brother and started to learn 

with him.  

Japan is a country in Asia made up of islands.  

here it is on a world map

 

 

Japan 

Mursaki Shikibu was a great 

writer who wrote the 

world’s first novel! 



 

When Murasaki grew up she was sent to live in the royal palace, to be a friend 

for the Princess who lived there. Every day she kept a diary. She would write 

down all the things which happened in the palace and how she was feeling.  In 

her diary she said that she liked to be on her own sometimes, staying in her 

bedroom and reading books.  She also wrote a secret in her diary. She said that 

she had started to teach the Princess Chinese! Murasaki didn’t tell anyone about 

their secret lessons, but when the Princess painted some Chinese words on her 

wall everyone found out and was very surprised!  

Murasaki had also started to write a book of 

her own. She made up a story about a prince 

called Genji. Some of the book sounded just like 

the palace that Murasaki lived in. Every night 

she would sit and write a little bit more of the 

story. She wrote the book in Japanese, not 

Chinese, so that other girls in Japan would be 

able to read it. It took her 10 years to finish it 

all, but when she did finish everyone loved it! It 

was called ‘The Tale of Genji’. It became 

famous all over the world and is still really famous today. 

Some people say that is the first story in a book that was ever written, and some 

people also say that it is the best story ever written!  

What next?... 

 Why not make up your own story and turn it into a book? You could draw 

your own pictures to go with it. 

 

 Have you ever kept a diary? Try writing down something about your day 

every evening before bedtime. 

 

 Chinese is a hard language to learn, but Murasaki could do it! See if you 

can learn some words in Chinese. Here are some to start you off: 

 
 

Chinese: You say it like this: It means: 

你好 “Nee-haoww” Hello 

你好吗 “Nee-haoww-mah” How are you? 

是 “Shurr” Yes 

不是 “Boo-Shurr” No 

  

No-one knows this 

shero’s real name – 

Murasaki Shikibu is 

actually the name of a 

character from her 

book! 
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