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Figure 1. The Heian Capital, the Greater Palace Compound, and the 

Inner Palace Compound. Initially edited by Mark Jewel, Jlit (jlit.net), 

further edited by the author 

 

The grid measured roughly 5.2 kilometers from north to south and 

around four and a half kilometers from east to West (Bargen, 2017; Stavros, 

2014). The Capital was protected from evil by Mt. Hiei on the Northeast and 

by Fugaoka, a hill north of the Daidairi (Greater Imperial Palace), where the 

god Gembu (the Warrior of Darkness) was held to reside (Bargen, 2017). 

Suzaku-Ōji, the main avenue, was 82 meters wide. Although it no longer 

exists, Senbon-dōri (Thousand Tree Street) marks its original course. The 

avenue, which runs north-south from the Suzaku-mon (gate), the southern 

entrance to the Daidairi, to Rashō-mon, the Capital’s southern entrance, 

divided the city into the Sakyō (Left Capital) to the east and the Ukyō (Right 

Capital) to the West. This arrangement reflected the Imperial government’s 

division in which the emperor faces south to survey his realm and is flanked 

by his two Ministers – the Minister of the Left and the Minister of the Right 

(in charge of governing the Eastern and Western Provinces, respectively). 

The western half of the city was deserted compared to the eastern part 

(Bargen, 2017; Stavros, 2014;). 

As Tyler indicates, “this is why, in history, as in the world of the 

Tale, the imperial palace compound is located in the north of the capital city, 

facing south, and why the residences of the nobility all face south as well” 

which “also explains the government’s bilateral symmetry” (Shikibu &Tyler, 

2001). Each half of Heiankyō had nine jō (zones) that ran from east to West; 

the northernmost was ichijō (First Street), and the southernmost was kujō 
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(Ninth Street), on each side of the Capital. North-South avenues divided the 

Right and Left zones into eight bō (quarters) of about seventeen acres each; 

these were further divided into 16 cho or machi (blocks) of about 120 meters 

on one side. Each machi could be further divided into 32 rectangular henushi 

(lots), eight henushi north to south, and four henushi east to West. One 

henushi measured about thirty by fifteen meters. On Shichi-jō (Seventh 

Street), and symmetrically in the right and left halves of the city, there were 

two markets, and near them, two guest houses, the East and West Kōrōkan. 

The guest houses were used to lodge foreign ambassadors because they were 

not allowed in the Dairi (Imperial Palace enclosure). 

The Daidairi was surrounded by a moat and an embankment with 

fourteen gates. The gates were symmetrically located as follows: four each 

on the east and west sides and three each on the north and south sides. 

Gardens with streams, recreational areas, open spaces, and walled-in offices 

and residences occupied the interior. The daidairi contained the dairi, the 

inner enclosure, where the emperor’s quarters were located, and the kōkyū 

(rear) palace, where his women resided, to the east of the daidairi’s central 

east-west axis and the north of the north-south one. It was at the center of the 

northern part of the city and occupied one-fifth of its roughly 400 acres (1.3 

kilometers from north to south and 1.1 kilometers from east to West). Even 

though it no longer exists, just north of Senbon-dōri, a stone still marks its 

location. 

Although it provides a window into Heian architecture, the Imperial 

Palace existing today in Kyoto is not the original one, nor is it at the exact 

location. The present Imperial Palace used to be the residence of a Fujiwara 

nobleman. Emperors also stayed there when the Imperial Palace was under 

renovation because of fires or earthquakes. In 1308, it became the official 

sato-dairi (outside Imperial Residence), and emperors could stay for 

extended periods of time. The buildings one visits nowadays were rebuilt in 

1856, but they were built in imitation of those in the Heian Period. The 

Shishin-den (Pure Dragon Hall), the place where the enthronement and other 

ceremonies were celebrated, contains the throne crowned with a phoenix. 

There are replicas of paintings on wall panels done in 888. A person can reach 

the hall by going up 18 steps flanked by a cherry tree to the east and a citrus 

tree to the West. The trees represent the places where the guards from the 

Left (east) and the Right (West) stood when on duty. The Seiryō-den (Pure 

Cool Hall) was initially meant to serve the emperors but, in the end, was used 

for functions. 
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The Shinsen-en (Sacred Spring Garden), located southeast of the 

Daidairi enclosure, was designated an Imperial garden and was only opened 

to the public on special occasions. It was a popular place to celebrate Imperial 

poetry parties, contests, and Buddhist ceremonies. It was also an important 

place for public events in Genji Monogatari. For example, the Shinsen-en 

was the place where Genji’s and his brother Suzaku’s coming-of-age 

ceremonies were celebrated. The garden also featured a lake where boats 

would have musicians and drinks. Only a small pond remains today, with an 

islet on which rests a shrine dedicated to the Dragon Queen, south of Nijō 

Castle. The Rajō-mon (Main City Gate), which fell into ruin after the Heian 

Period, was located at the southern end of Suzaku-Ōji: “The only 

thoroughfare to the city was through this gate which also stood at the head of 

the Toba road leading to the river port south of the capital” (Plutschow, 1983, 

21). Today, a stone remains in the middle of a children’s playground. Still, it 

is interesting to note that the Toba road is not mentioned in the English Genji 

Monogatari translations. 

 

Temples in Heiankyō. 

While in Nara, temples occupied locations north of the Palace, in 

Heiankyō, they were placed in the southern end of the city. In the beginning, 

there were only two temples, one in the West, To-ji (also called Kyoō 

Gokoku-ji (Temple for the Transmission of the Teachings to the King and 

the Protection of the State), and another in the east, Sai-ji. In contrast with 

the location, temples occupied in Nara, Sai-ji, and To-ji guarded the southern 

end of the city. They were located on either side of Rajomon (rajo: city walls, 

mon: gate) “as if to balance the protective presence of the daidairi at the 

extreme north end” (Bargen, 2017). It is argued that the reason for this 

location and the limited number of temples is that after the Buddhist “pope” 

tried to usurp the throne in Nara, the Buddhist monks’ main functions were 

to conduct rites and prayers to protect the imperial Palace, the Capital, and 

the state. Kūkai, the founder of the Shingon Buddhist sect and head of To-ji, 

was allowed to establish a Shingon center within the imperial enclosure. 

Some of To-ji’s halls, the Ko-dō (Lecture Hall), Shoku-dō (Refectory), and 

Taishi-dō Hall (the living quarters of Kūkai), still stand today, and the temple 

is one of the few early Heian period sites that can still be visited. 

Interestingly, every 21st of the month, there is a market held in memory of 

Kūkai (on his death day). Sai-jo was burnt down in 990, but its pagoda, not 

mentioned in Genji Monogatari, survived until 1233, when it also burnt 

down. 
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Shrines in Heian-Kyō 

Go-jō, Roku-jō, and Kiyomizu temples do not predate the Capital’s 

founding but were built before Genji Monogatari. When Yūgao dies at the 

hands of Lady Rokujō’s spirit, it is here that Koremitsu takes her body to 

have it cremated. A little farther away, there are other temples, including 

Kurama, located about 13 kilometers away from the Imperial Palace, and 

Daiun-ji, located about 9 kilometers away; both temples claim to be the 

Northern Hills temple where Genji first discovered Murasaki. Herbert 

Plutschow (1983) argues that Daiun-ji may be the rightful title owner since, 

in 971, a statue of Kannon was installed there at the request of a princess 

hoping to be cured of a mental illness, and this started the tradition of 

worshiping Iwakura Kannon at the temple to pray for the mentally ill. Since 

Genji had a fever, he may have gone there to be cured. Unfortunately, he 

offers no proof of this nor elaborates it further, so it is difficult to confirm his 

claim. Although the Heian Shrine in Kyoto today was not built during the 

Heian Period, its buildings are a replica of that peculiar architecture, as are 

its gardens. People can stroll through them to get an accurate idea of the shape 

and size of Heian period shrine building structures. 

 

Mountain Retreats and Temples 

To avoid the pollution of the Capital, once people were on the point 

of death or getting old, they would retreat to the mountains. Emperors would 

abdicate in the name of their sons and live in the hills until they died.  

Enryaku-ji and Mt. Hiei: Mt. Hiei is located to the Northeast of the 

city. It is important to note that the Northeast was the location from where 

demons were supposed to spread epidemics and fires. In order to protect the 

city from them, Enryaku-ji was built, and monks were tasked with beating 

bells and reciting sutras. In Shaka-dō there is a pillar marking the Devil’s 

gate, the only remaining structure from the Heian Period since Oda Nobunaga 

burnt all 400 temples on Mt. Hiei in 1571. 

Mount Takao: Located northwest of Kyoto and famous for its spring 

and autumn colors, this mountain had (and they survive to this day) two 

temples, Jingo-ji and Kozan-ji, which still retain the original buildings. Jingo-

ji was constructed in 781 by Wake no Kiyomaro to pray for prosperity and 

peace for the “nation.” In 802, Wake no Kiyomaro’s son and the emperor 

invited Saichō, who founded the Tendai sect, to teach the priests of the 

country. In 809, Saichō invited Kūkai, who later founded the Shingon sect. 

The two worked harmoniously until 813, when they disagreed with their 

sects’ teachings. Two years after Saichō’s death, in 824, Jingo-ji merged with 
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Jingan-ji. Kūkai became the abbot and Jingo-ji, a Shingon sect temple that 

eventually moved to To-ji (in the city). 

 

Nonomiya Shrine  

A palace to prepare the priestess to enter the Grand Shrine of Ise is 

located in Sagano, about 8 kilometers northwest of Kyoto. Princesses lived 

in the shrine to undergo three years of purification before becoming the 

Priestesses of Ise. In Genji Monogatari, Lady Rokujō accompanied her 

daughter when she was named priestess, and Genji visited them there. The 

shrine, shown in Figure 2, has a black kuroko torii gate, which still has the 

bark and brushwood fences resembling the Heian Period. After the system of 

saio (an unmarried, young female relative of a Japanese Emperor who would 

serve at the Ise Grand Shrine) fell into disuse, the sanctuaries remained 

special shrines to perform imperial rites before, amid growing chaos, they 

fell into gradual decline. Because the shrine was considered auspicious and 

imperial members respected it, Emperor Nakamikado issued an edict and 

mandated the protection of the shrine from collapse. Despite being small, the 

shrine is still popular today. 

 

 
Figure 2. Nonomiya Shrine entrance and votive tables,  

photo by author 

 

Uji 

Most of the last ten chapters of Genji Monogatari happen at Uji, 

which lies seventeen kilometers south of Kyoto. Uji was a center for 

Buddhism and the place where Heian aristocrats hunted for fireflies. 

Murasaki Shikibu lived near Rozan-ji temple, but it is believed that she wrote 

part of the tale at Ishiyama Temple. Her grave is near the streets Horikawa 

and Kitaōji, and Uji city has taken advantage of Genji Monogatari’s 



64 MARCELA LÓPEZ BRAVO 

popularity to advertise itself as “The Town of The Tale of Genji,” with signs 

all over marking the locations where some of the scenes of the last ten 

chapters of the tale were set. Many vending machines are even decorated with 

Genji Monogatari art as a way to advertise it. Interestingly, the tale takes 

place in Kyoto, not Uji. 

In sum, the places that matter in Genji Monogatari, from the most 

important to the least, are the dairi (the Imperial Palace), the daidairi (Greater 

Imperial Palace), the city and its close environs, the temples and shrines in 

the center of the city, those in the close vicinity of the city, the periphery of 

the city (for example Uji) and last the farther locations (for example, Suma). 

For example, most of the narrative in Chapter I – Kiritsubo happens at court, 

within the dairi, except for the emperor’s messenger’s visit to Genji’s 

grandmother’s house in Nijō, Genji’s wife’s house in Sanjō and the visit to 

the Korean diviner in the Kōrōkan. Even in those three instances in which the 

narrative leaves the dairi, it does so to show events related to or narrated in 

relation to the emperor’s orders or desires. 

 

Chapter I – Kiritsubo 

 

Chapter  

Number 

Title in 

Japanese 

Translator: 

Arthur 

Waley 

Translator: 

Edward 

Seidensticker  

Translator: 

Royall 

Tyler 

[RT] 

Translator: 

Dennis 

Washburn 

[DW] 

I “Kiritsubo” “Kiritsubo” 

“The 

Paulownia 

Court” 

“The 

Paulownia 

Pavilion” 

“The Lady 

of the 

Paulownia-

Courtyard 

Chambers” 

Introduction to Chapter I – “Kiritsubo” 

In the name of Chapter I, “Kiritsubo,” kiri stands for “paulownia 

tree,” and tsubo for “a small garden between palace buildings.” When put 

together, Kiritsubo means the pavilion in the Palace with a paulownia tree in 

its garden. Hence, the lady who lives in that pavilion is also called Kiritsubo. 

(Shikibu & Tyler, 2001) In this chapter, and also throughout the tale, many 

other ladies are named after the main flower in the garden of the pavilion 
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where they live. In the Kiritsubo chapter, readers are presented with the 

Imperial Palace and its standing in the world. We are shown how the Palace 

is central to the courtiers of the Heian Period and how the Heian Court feels 

about its relation to China and Korea. 

Moreover, it illustrates how the places that people occupy are 

assigned respecting a strict hierarchy, where even the emperor, who is “above 

the clouds” and has the highest rank, is also expected to respect and abide by 

these regulations. There are grave consequences when a character disregards 

the established hierarchy, and Kiritsubo Consort’s death is a prime example. 

Most importantly, we see that places have multiple identities, as Doreen 

Massey posited, rather than just one cohesive sense, and that the same place 

can be both a source of richness and conflict for the different people who 

occupy it. 

In “Kiritsubo,” the reigning emperor is in love and favors a lower-

ranking koi (Consort) who lives in the Kiritsubo pavilion (within the dairi). 

His behavior enrages women of higher standing in the court, especially the 

Kokiden Consort, the daughter of the powerful Minister of the Right. She has 

borne the emperor a prince and other children. When Kiritsubo bears a child, 

the emperor lavishes so much attention on him that the Kokiden Consort fears 

her own son will be displaced in succession to the throne. She and other court 

ladies conspire to make Kiritsubo’s daily trips from her pavilion to the 

emperor’s and back a daunting task. The emperor then decides to assign her 

to the Kōrōden, a pavilion located closer to the Seiryōden (his quarters), but 

for that, he needs to displace its longtime resident. Criticism and displeasure 

in court mount up, and, as a result, Kiritsubo falls ill and soon after dies. The 

emperor is now desolated and spends all of his time thinking of his younger 

son, who must live outside of court at his grandmother’s house until the 

mourning for his mother is over. He regularly checks on his son by sending 

emissaries and invitations to the grandmother, asking her to return him to 

court. The grandmother refuses but later agrees to send the young Prince back 

to the Palace, where his beauty and manners dazzle everyone, and now even 

the Kokiden Consort treats him kindly. 

Although the emperor cannot forget his favorite Consort, one of the 

ladies of his staff tells him that she has seen a girl who greatly resembles his 

lost love. He is intrigued and wants to meet her, but her mother, aware of how 

Kiritsubo has been treated, fears for her daughter and refuses to send her to 

court. Soon after, the girl’s mother dies, and the emperor manages to bring 

her to the Palace. She is installed in the Fujitsubo (Wisteria) pavilion, and 

because her standing is much higher (her father was an emperor) than that of 
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Kiritsubo, nobody dares to mistreat her. Genji hears of the resemblance 

between Fujitsubo and his mother and develops a crush on her. Because the 

emperor’s younger son excels at everything he does and his beauty has no 

comparison, the emperor wishes he could appoint him to the throne, but he 

knows that the little Prince will be without his mother’s side. The emperor’s 

fears are confirmed when a Korean physiognomist sees the Prince. The 

emperor then decides to make him a Genji (commoner) rather than have him 

roam as an unranked prince, but he also ensures his favorite son’s future. At 

the time of Genji’s coming-of-age ceremony, the emperor arranged to marry 

him to Aoi (Heartvine), the daughter of the powerful Minister of the Left, 

forging a powerful alliance between the two families. 

 

Places in Chapter I – “Kiritsubo” 

Most of the narrative in Chapter I – “Kiritsubo” happens at court, 

within the dairi (inner palace compound). There are two exceptions: first, the 

emperor’s messenger visits Genji’s grandmother’s house, and second, the 

visit to the Korean diviner in the Kōrōkan. Even if they happen outside, the 

three events are related to or narrated in relation to the emperor’s orders or 

desires. Within the dairi, some places are private and public. The private ones 

are the pavilions occupied by the Emperor and his Consorts, as follows: 

Seiryōden, Kokiden, Kōrōden, Kiritsubo, and Fujitsubo. The public places 

include the crossbridges, bridgeways, and the Shinsen-en (Sacred Spring 

Garden). Analyzing this chapter’s places clarifies several essential processes 

in the Heian Period: 

 

1. The Imperial Palace was the center of the society, and 

everyone with aspirations tried their best to get a position 

there (the closer to the emperor, the better).  

2. As someone pushes to the center, someone else needs to 

rescind their position or at least have it challenged.  

3. The placements and displacements do not (or are not 

supposed to) happen randomly; a very structured hierarchy 

must be followed. Even the emperor must abide by them 

or face the consequences. 

 

The pavilions within the dairi housed the emperor, his high- and low-ranking 

consorts and their attendants, and various supporting structures and offices. 

Consorts were assigned pavilions in accordance with a structured hierarchy. 
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Rank, length of serving term, and favoritism would determine who lived 

closer to the emperor’s pavilion, the Seiryōden. In principle, a higher rank 

would place a consort closer, and a lower rank would have her farther away. 

Winning the emperor’s favor could make one “jump” closer. This “jump” 

would be frowned upon if the Consort had no backing in court, and it would 

be overlooked if the lady had strong male relatives to support her in court. 

The Seiryōden, the emperor’s pavilion, was the center of the dairi 

and the place every man with a desire to advance in the court had his eyes 

on. The emperor was to call people to serve but had to respect the hierarchical 

rules and could only favor those of lower rank after he had done so with the 

higher-ranking ones if he wanted to avoid harsh criticism. The “Kiritsubo” 

chapter, cited from the translations by Royall Tyler (RT) and Dennis 

Washburn (DW), shows that the emperor flouted the social norms by 

favoring a lower-ranking consort: 

 

“She lived in the Kiritsubo. His Majesty had to pass many 

others on his constant visits to her, and no wonder they 

took offense.” (RT 4) 
 

“Because the Kiritsubo was in the northeast corner of the 

Palace, and thus separated from the emperor’s quarters in 

the Seiryōden, he would have to pass by the chambers of 

many of other court ladies on his frequent visits to her. 

Their resentment of these displays was not at all 

unreasonable…” (DW 5) 

 

The emperor is so infatuated with Kiritsubo that he would have her stay past 

the hour when she should return and not divide his attention. So often he 

visited his beloved lady in her pavilion that “he is known as the Kiritsubo 

Emperor” (Shirane, 2015, 366). However, the emperor’s favoritism towards 

Kiritsubo disrupted the dairi’s order and triggered a sequence of events, such 

as conspiracies, anxieties, and displacements. 

First, the conspiracies: Kiritsubo was attacked when coming to and 

leaving the Seiryōden, and the other ladies at the Palace used the public 

places – crossbridges, bridgeways, and hallways – to display their displeasure 

with the emperor’s attitudes: 

 

“On the far too frequent occasions when she went to him, 

there might be a nasty surprise awaiting her along the 
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crossbridges and bridgeways, one that horribly fouled the 

skirts of the gentlewomen who accompanied her or who 

came forward to receive her; or, the victim of a conspiracy 

between those on either side, she might find herself locked 

in a passageway between two doors that she could not 

avoid, and be unable to go either forward or back.” (RT 4) 
 

“…it was decided that the woman herself would have to go 

more often to the Seiryōden. The more she went, however, 

the more her rivals would strew the covered passageways 

connecting the various parts of the Palace with filth. It was 

an absolutely intolerable situation, for the hems of the 

robes of the accompanying attendants would be soiled. On 

other occasions, when the woman could not avoid taking 

the interior hallways, her rivals would arrange for the doors 

at both ends to be closed off so that she could neither 

proceed forward nor turn back, trapping her inside and 

making her feel utterly wretched.” (DW 5) 

 

The fact that no one was scolded or reprimanded for the despicable behavior 

further proves that the emperor acted unjustly. 

Second, the anxieties: because Kiritsubo had a son and the emperor 

was even more attentive to her now, the Kokiden Consort was worried for 

her son; “she feared that he might appoint his new son Heir Apparent over 

her own” (RT 4), and courtiers were afraid for the fate of the realm, 

 

“at this sad spectacle their senior nobles and privy 

gentlemen could only avert their eyes. Such things had led 

to disorder and ruin even in China, they said, and as 

discontent spread through the realm, the example of the 

Yōkihi came more and more to mind, with many a painful 

consequence for the lady herself” (RT 1) 

 

In Tyler’s translation, the emperor’s behavior was called a “sad spectacle” 

and “deplorable” in Washburn’s. Also, by comparing the events with those 

in China’s Tang Dynasty, we are shown there is no respect for rules. Here, 

Kiritsubo could not bear the criticism and fell sick: “Despite her [Kiritsubo’s] 

faith in His Majesty’s sovereign protection, so many belittled her and sought 

to find fault with her that, far from flourishing, she began in her distress to 
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waste away” (RT 4). The emperor’s full support and affection should make 

a lady happy, but her reputation was ruined because he did not abide by the 

rules. 

Third, as a consequence, the emperor displaced (evicted) the old 

resident of the Kōrōden pavilion, which was located next to his, and installed 

Kiritsubo there. Seeing how she suffered from such endless humiliations, as 

circumstances favored her enemies’ designs, His Majesty had the Intimate 

long resident in the Kōrōden move elsewhere and gave it to her instead (to 

have her nearby): “The one evicted nursed a particularly implacable grudge” 

(RT 4). Later, Kiritsubo is so sick that the emperor has to grant her permission 

to return to her parent’s residence: 
 

“His Majesty, who could no longer keep her by him, 

suffered acutely to think that he could not even see her off.” 

(RT 4) 
 

“Resigned to the fact that the life of his true love was 

approaching its end and mindful of the taboo against 

defiling the palace with death, His Majesty was 

nonetheless grief-stricken beyond words that the dictates 

of protocol prevented him from seeing her off.” (DW 5) 
 

Because she is on the verge of death, the emperor is not allowed to get 

“polluted” and has to stay away from her, knowing she will die. When she 

leaves the Palace (and soon after dies), order is restored within the dairi. First, 

Kiritsubo’s son, Genji, the emperor’s favorite, leaves the Palace for 

mourning: 
 

“He still longed to see his son, but the child was soon to 

withdraw, for no precedent authorized one in mourning to 

wait upon the emperor.” (RT 6) 
 

“His Majesty desperately wanted to see the young Prince 

his beloved had left behind at the Palace, but there was no 

precedent for permitting anyone to serve at court while 

having to wear robes of mourning. So it was decided that 

the boy should be sent from the Palace to his mother’s 

residence.” (DW 6–7) 
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The emperor’s movements were constrained, and he would not see his son 

until the mourning period was over. He had to “send a trusted gentlewoman 

or nurse to [the Nijō residence] to find out how he was getting on” (RT 7). 

Regardless of how miserable he felt and how much he missed his son, he 

could not visit him. Moreover, the response he gets from the grief-stricken 

grandmother highlights once again how the attention he lavished on 

Kiritsubo was inappropriate. The emperor sent his messenger to Genji’s 

grandmother, and one would expect that a visit from the Palace would bring 

joy, but in this case, the reaction is quite different. The grandmother’s 

response suggests that “a visit from the court only brings more sorrow. Her 

poem reveals both her grief and her deep displeasure at the Emperor’s 

unforgivable behavior” (Okada, 2011, 190). We can say then that the Palace 

made the emperor feel imprisoned, although he was in charge of the realm. 

The Kokiden Consort’s behavior made this feeling even more acute. 

The Kokiden pavilion is located “close by in the north side of his 

private chambers in the Seiryōden” (DW 13). They are occupied by the 

Kokiden Consort, who now does not worry about her position anymore and 

shows she does not care about Kiritsubo’s death or the emperor’s feelings. 

She is happy now that the dairi is once again in order. 
 

“[The Emperor] heard the Kokiden Consort... making the 

best of a beautiful moon by playing music far into the 

night. He did not like it and wished it would stop… the 

offender, willful and abrasive, seemed determined to 

behave as though nothing had happened.” (RT 11) 
 

“…with the moon in full splendor, [the emperor] could 

hear [the Kokiden Consort] indulging in musical 

entertainment to pass the night. [he] was appalled and 

found it quite unpleasant…The Kokiden Consort was a 

proud and haughty woman who behaved as though she 

couldn’t care less about His Majesty’s grief.” (DW 13) 
 

Even if order had been restored, the Kokiden Consort should have respected 

the fact that the emperor was in mourning, and not doing so brought her 

criticism from others and made the emperor more distant, but she has enough 

support – her father is the powerful Minister of the Right – to act in such 

manner. Occupying the Kokiden pavilion gave its residents leeway to act 

recklessly since they had almost as much power as the emperor (and 

sometimes even more). This pavilion occupies a vital place throughout the 
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tale. In this same place, Genji is caught in bed with Kokiden’s sister, 

Oborozukiyo, and ultimately gets stripped of his rank, leading him to self-

exile. 

The Kōrōden pavilion is only mentioned in the first chapter of Genji 

Monogatari after the emperor assigns it to Kiritsubo, displacing its long-term 

resident. We are not informed what happened to the original Kōrōden 

resident other than: “the one evicted nursed a particularly implacable grudge” 

(RT 4) in Tyler’s translation and “causing her to nurse a deep resentment that 

proved impossible to placate” (DW 5) in Washburn’s version. The lady 

displaced from the Kōrōden pavilion probably felt that she would be 

protected by belonging to or living within the dairi, but being moved out of 

her quarter did not just mean she had to accustom herself to another 

environment. Instead, she lost protection and status and ended up being out 

of the picture or, as in this case, completely out of the narrative since she is 

never mentioned again. We learn that even occupying the closest place to the 

emperor for a long time does not guarantee safety forever. In other words, 

status is fragile. One wonders what type of support she had. But the same 

place, Kōrōden, has a different appeal for different people. Kiritsubo “caught 

a break” since once placed there, she was no longer humiliated in public, but 

at the same time, the lady that was displaced from there was never able to 

tame her jealousy. 

The Kiritsubo pavilion, of all those named in Genji Monogatari, is 

the one located the farthest from the Seiryōden. Moreover, it is located in the 

Northeast, the unlucky location closest to the Demon’s gate. It is to be 

occupied by lower-ranking people, those not supposed to enjoy the highest 

favor from the emperor. But Murasaki Shikibu places the emperor’s favorite 

lady there and later the son they had together, who also was his favorite. The 

Kiritsubo pavilion has multiple identities, which not only vary in terms of 

people but also over time. For Kiritsubo and her gentlewomen, it was a source 

of anxiety because every time she had to call on the emperor, they knew they 

would be humiliated. Later, when Genji gets the pavilion for himself, the 

same gentlewomen continue serving him. Now, they were no longer 

humiliated but likely missed his mistress and were sad there. Since Genji was 

to wait on the Emperor “for five or six days,” the Kiritsubo pavilion was a 

happy place because he could be closer to the Fujitsubo Consort than if he 

had returned home (although when he became an adult, he could no longer 

get past the curtains). At the same time, the distance to the Seiryōden is “a 

reminder of his contradictory position in being both favored and denied at the 

same time” (Tambling, 2009). For Aoi, Genji’s wife, since the Heian 
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uxorilocal custom mandated that she remained at her house, the Kiritsubo 

implied that she would be alone (Bargen, 2017). 

The Fujitsubo – fuji (wisteria) and tsubo (pavilion) – was also 

named for the flowers in its garden, and so was the lady who occupied it. 

Figure 3 shows it is located about the same distance from the Seiryōden as 

the Kokiden pavilion, destined to house a high-ranking lady. Many important 

events during the tale happen here since the lady who comes to occupy it is 

the emperor’s surrogate for the lost Kiritsubo and also the object of Genji’s 

love. She is exalted to the rank of Empress (skipping the Kokiden Consort) 

and has a son, Reizei, who will eventually occupy the throne after Suzaku, 

the Kokiden Consort’s son. 

 

 
Figure 3. Fujitsubo Pavilion in Relation to Kokiden Pavilion.  

Initially edited by Mark Jewel, Jlit (jlit.net),  

further edited by the author 

The Nijō (Second Avenue) residence was Kiritsubo’s family house 

and was not far from the Imperial Palace enclosure, but the Grand Counselor 

had died, so the widow had a hard time keeping up the place, which gave it 

an air of melancholy. She retired there on every occasion she had gotten sick 

while serving at the Palace and later died there. For her, Nijō was a source of 

solace because she could escape the humiliations of the court, but also of 

sadness since living there would mean separation from the emperor and her 

son. For the emperor, this meant separation from his first love and from his 

favorite son right after her death. But later, when Genji became an adult, it 
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also provided him with the chance to redeem himself and to show Genji his 

love when he, 
 

“decreed that the Office of Upkeep and the Office of 

Artisans should rebuild [it], which they did beautifully. 

The layout of the trees and garden hills was already very 

pleasant, but with much bustle and noise they handsomely 

enlarged the lake.” (RT 18) 
 

For Genji, Nijō was a reminder of his dead grandmother and of how much he 

missed the Palace when he was mourning as a child, but once it is renovated, 

he “kept wishing with many sighs that he had a true love to come and live 

with him there” (RT 18). Thus, the Nijō residence also changes its meaning 

throughout time. 

The Sanjō (Third Avenue) residence was the Minister of the Left’s 

house and Genji’s uxorilocal home. In Tyler’s translation, the residence is 

not mentioned by location in the “Kiritsubo” chapter, but it appears in 

Washburn’s version. Throughout the tale, “Genji was not free to live at home, 

for His Majesty summoned him too often” (RT 17). He was required to serve 

at the Palace many days in a row and would only come to his wife’s home 

sporadically. These movements from, to, in, and out of his wife’s house 

created many opportunities for Genji to court several women. 

As previously explained, getting access to the dairi shows that 

place-making in Genji Monogatari depends on movement and 

communication. Okada states in Displacements of Conquest, Or Exile, The 

Tale Of Genji, And Post-Cold War Learning, “the marriage of daughters of 

high-ranking families often take center stage in Genji Monogatari in the form 

of fatherly desire and the determination to find appropriate husbands and 

situations, whether as imperial consorts or as wives of prominent courtiers” 

(Okada, 2009, 69). In the “Kiritsubo” chapter, there are several such 

examples backing his claim. First, Kiritsubo, and later Fujitsubo, then Aoi, 

and at last, the Minister of the Right’s fourth daughter. These women were 

married off to secure a better position for the family within the court. At no 

point in the chapter is there any mention of the wives-to-be’s feelings or 

desires. These “‘ambitions’ run on gender lines; the father/[brother] usually 

want something for the daughter/[sister] while the mother does not” 

(Tambling, 2009, 116). 

The first example of the father’s ambitions and the mother’s 

reticence is Kiritsubo, who was sent to serve in court, despite having no 
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backing to protect her, which ultimately (in conjunction with the emperor’s 

disrespect of established hierarchies) brought about her death. Her mother, in 

conversation with one of the emperor’s messengers, states: 
 

“We had such hopes for her from the time she was born, 

and my husband, the late Grand Counselor, kept urging me 

almost until his last breath to achieve his ambition for her 

and have her serve His Majesty. ‘Do not lose heart and give 

up,’ he said, ‘just because I am gone.’ So, I did send her, 

although I felt that if she had to enter palace service 

without anyone to support her properly, it might be wiser 

to refrain, because what mattered to me was to honor his 

last wishes.” (RT 17) 
 

In this case, it is clear that, regardless of Kiritsubo’s mother’s knowledge of 

the risks involved in sending her daughter to the Palace, her deceased 

husband’s desires could not be resisted. At the same time, the emperor also 

knows he should not “pamper” her to the point of scandal, but he does, 

despite her begging him to stop. Once she is gone, he laments losing her but 

also makes a “sorrier spectacle than ever before” (RT 9). While Kiritsubo 

pleaded with the emperor to let her return to her family house, he did not 

grant her permission until the very end, when it was already too late. 

Later in the chapter, after several years have passed and the emperor 

still remembers his beloved Kiritsubo, none of the prospects he is presented 

with please him. Until one day, the Dame of Staff tells him about a Princess 

that greatly resembles her. Like Kiritsubo’s father, this Princess’s father has 

also died. The emperor approaches the Princess’s mother, and this time again, 

the mother is scared at the prospect of having her daughter serve in court: 

“She received the proposal, because she knew how unpleasant the Heir 

Apparent’s mother could be and shrank from exposing her daughter to the 

blatant contempt with which this Consort had treated the Kiritsubo rival” (RT 

14). Although this Princess does not have to worry because she can count on 

proper support since her deceased father was a former emperor, the rivalry to 

which her daughter would be subjected makes the mother worry. She dies 

before consenting or refusing the emperor’s request, so in the end, the 

princess is brought to court because of her family, mainly the “principal men 

in her mother’s family” (RT 14), although it was better for her (and for 

themselves). Again, the men’s interests, to have women placed at the Palace 
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where they can enhance the men’s chances of climbing the political ladder, 

are put above the women’s desires and well-being. 

There are two more arranged marriages in this chapter. Both are 

narrated from the fathers’ perspective and with the same intention as the first 

two: to enhance the men’s chances of acquiring more power in the court. 

First, the Minister of the Left offers to marry his daughter, Aoi, to the 

emperor’s favorite but demoted to commoner son, Genji. This marriage 

benefits all three men involved, the fathers-in-law and the groom-to-be. 

Forging this alliance, the emperor ensures his favorite son will have a strong 

position and even more robust backing. Even without having any say in the 

alliance, Genji is secured with a good family to provide for him. And the 

Minister of the Left gets the upper hand versus his rival, the Minister of the 

Right. In Dennis Washburn’s words, “Moreover, the addition of Genji to the 

Minister’s [of the Left family] diminished the prestige of his rival the 

Minister of the Right, who as grandfather of the Crown Prince would 

eventually assume power as Chancellor” (DW 20). Genji, who is younger 

than his wife, never really gets along with her, and we learn in subsequent 

chapters, we learn that Aoi is displeased with the match. Not only does she 

find Genji childish, but he never truly respects her. Second, the Minister of 

the Right marries his fourth daughter to Genji’s wife’s brother, the son of his 

main rival for power, the Minister of the Left. He was the Middle Captain in 

the Inner Palace Guard, and the Minister of the Right could “hardly ignore 

such a promising [and talented] prospect” (DW 20). In this case, the woman 

was already in the Palace but needed a husband to restore or balance the 

power lost when Genji married Aoi. 

In this way, all of the marriage arrangements in the Kiritsubo 

chapter are meant to bring women to the Palace, the center of society, where 

the men in the families would get better chances to get close to the throne or 

rise in the ranks of the court. In effect, proving Doreen Massey’s idea that 

power relations influence flows of movement in space from one place 

(outside of the Palace) to another (the Palace), these women are moving but 

are not in charge. Also, different social groups have different access to 

mobility and access. Kiritsubo is a case in point: she was of lower rank, and 

even after getting a better-located pavilion (the Kōrōden) because of the 

extreme favor of the emperor, she was mistreated, or we could argue even 

that it was because of the attentions the emperor lavished on her that she had 

to suffer so much. 
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Conclusion 

Examining Genji Monogatari in light of Doreen Massey’s idea that 

places do not have a single sense of place for all the characters helps us 

understand how they felt, for instance, how on a bright moon night, the 

emperor may be mourning for his lost love, while the Kokidēn Consort is 

playing music without a care in the world. Instead, there are constellations of 

spatial interactions and relations that, when combined, create a sense of place 

with multiple identities. This geocritical approach to reading the narrative 

makes it evident that each place is formed by processes that make them 

specific but not static. The social, political, and amorous relations in 

association with nature in the Heian Period determine the geographical 

uniqueness of the Heiankyō and its bond to a historical layering, related in 

turn to a local and global scale. 
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Overview 

The detective fiction of the Dutch writer Janwillem van de Wetering 

(1931–2008) has reached global audiences. Often, not in the least by himself, 

this detective literature is interpreted as inspired by the author’s own 

experiences with Zen Buddhism, documented in three memoirs. However, 

the exact nature of this engagement has remained unclear. Most of Van de 

Wetering’s detective works are set, after all, in Holland, a place that seems 

very remote from Asia, let alone Buddhism. In this article, we suggest that 

the Zen elements of Van de Wetering’s detective fiction can be understood 

under the term “emptiness,” a very prominent concept in Zen modernism. 

Hence, this study examines the significance of emptiness in this author’s style 

and content, demonstrating how popular literature disseminated Buddhist 

ideas. 

 

Introduction 

Janwillem van de Wetering was a man of many faces. After growing 

up in the Netherlands, he lived in Cape Town, South Africa, where he was 

unhappy as a businessman, joined a motorcycle gang, and married a poet. 

The marriage rapidly fell apart, and Van de Wetering, driven by a quest to 

find out the meaning of life, went to London to study philosophy. Philosophy 

did not help much, but in London, he did discover Zen Buddhism through the 

writing of Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki.1 Convinced that Zen had the answer to his 

existential questions, he set off for Japan, staying in Kyoto’s famous 

Daitokuji temple for about a year between 1958 and 1959. Though he initially 

felt like he had failed at Zen because he did not get enlightened, Van de 

Wetering would remain fascinated with Zen for the rest of his life, studying 

under various teachers and achieving enlightenment under the guidance of 

 
1 Ben Van Overmeire, “Portraying Zen Buddhism in the Twentieth Century: 

Encounter Dialogues as Frame-Stories in Daisetz Suzuki’s Introduction to 

Zen Buddhism and Janwillem Van de Wetering’s The Empty Mirror,” Japan 

Studies Review 21 (2017): 3–24. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3zdJVT
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the Zen teacher Walter Nowick in Maine, a place where he ended up spending 

most of his life.  

After publishing two autobiographical reflections on his Zen 

experiences, Van de Wetering became famous for a series of detective novels 

centered around the “Amsterdam cops.” This series is partly based on his 

own experience as a policeman in Amsterdam, but reviews and advertising 

materials connected these detective novels with the author’s unique Zen 

experiences. This connection was encouraged by Van de Wetering himself, 

who, in various interviews, never tired of referring to the impact of Zen 

practice in his works. In this article, the first survey of Van de Wetering’s 

detective fiction that focuses on Zen elements, we investigate this 

connection.2 We propose that his novels contain a serious engagement with 

Zen Buddhist ideas, which we capture with the term “emptiness,” a very 

prominent concept in Zen modernism to be explained in the following 

section. 

There is some work on detective fiction and religion, but nearly 

none discusses Buddhism, let alone Zen. Over 30 years ago, Robert Paul 

argued that detective fiction “appeals directly to those moral and spiritual 

roots of society unconsciously affirmed and endorsed by the readers.”3 In 

positing a rational, ordered universe and engaging questions of good and evil, 

Paul asserts that detective fiction is ultimately theological. In Holy Clues: 

The Gospel According to Sherlock Holmes, Stephen Kendrick similarly 

argues that detective stories impose an ethical order on reality as religion 

does. For him, the stories surrounding the world’s most famous detective can 

be read as allegories for the search for the divine, the mystery that hides 

behind the guise of reality.4 In Mysterium and Mystery, William David 

Spencer argues that the detective has replaced the priest as representing the 

 
2 For this study, the authors have referenced the following works by Van de 

Wetering: Afterzen: Experiences of a Zen Student Out on His Ear; Hard 

Rain; Inspector Saito’s Small Satori; Outsider in Amsterdam; Robert Van 

Gulik: His Life, His Work; The Corpse on the Dike; The Hollow-Eyed Angel; 

The Maine Massacre; and The Perfidious Parrot. 
3 Robert S. Paul, Whatever Happened to Sherlock Holmes: Detective Fiction, 

Popular Theology, and Society (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University 

Press, 1991), 7. 
4 Stephen Kendrick, Holy Clues: The Gospel According to Sherlock Holmes 

(New York: Vintage Books, 2000). 
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social order that once the priest had guaranteed.5 In this scholarship on 

religion and detective fiction, detective fiction is seen as a tool to establish 

and maintain ethics and morality. 

Other investigations have highlighted the religious roots of 

detective fiction, often presented as a very scientific genre. As Van de 

Wetering was very much aware, prominent authors of detective fiction were 

spiritualists like Arthur Conan Doyle or Edgar Allen Poe. Chris Willis has 

argued that detective fiction and spiritualism emerged at the same time and 

are structurally similar: both “make the dead speak in order to reveal a truth.”6 

Van de Wetering had been familiar with spiritualism since his youth, as his 

father was a fervent member of the community in his native Rotterdam and 

took his son with him to seances.7 If detective fiction, as one scholar argues, 

was always a rationalization of the supernatural needs of the human brain, 

Van de Wetering’s detective fiction is, in many ways, a return to the roots of 

this genre.8 We differ, then, from Don Adams’ discussion of Buddhism in 

Western detective fiction as concurrent with “the scientific-materialist 

worldview and the technological triumphs of applied science in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries” because Adams sees Buddhist elements 

as compensating for the lack of transcendental framework in this secular 

genre.9 Instead, we see detective fiction’s scientific rationality as a mask 

hiding its significant investment in the intuitive and the supernatural. Recent 

detective fiction has in fact turned more and more towards the religious and 

metaphysical.10 

 
5 William David Spencer, Mysterium and Mystery: The Clerical Crime Novel 

(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1992). 
6 Chris Willis, “Making the Dead Speak: Spiritualism and Detective Fiction,” 

in Warren Chernaik, Martin Swales, and Robert Vilain, eds., The Art of 

Detective Fiction (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), 60–74. 
7 Marjan Beijering, Op Zoek Naar Het Ongerijmde: Leven En Werk van 

Janwillem van de Wetering (1931–2008) (Waarbeke, Belgium: Asoka, 

2021), 27–29. 
8 James Carney, “Supernatural Intuitions and Classic Detective Fiction: A 

Cognitivist Appraisal,” Style 48/2 (2014): 203–218. 
9 Don Adams, “The Enlightenment of Fu Manchu: Buddhism and Western 

Detective Fiction,” Contemporary Buddhism 16/2 (2015), 245. 
10 Kim Toft Hansen, “Chinese Court Case Fiction: A Corrective for the 

History of Crime Fiction,” Northern Lights: Film & Media Studies Yearbook 

9/1 (2011): 63–77. 
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HcfybN
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Representations of any Asian religion, including Zen, in Western 

literature are usually Orientalist to a certain degree, and as we will explore, 

Van de Wetering’s work is no exception. In a thought-provoking article, 

Sheng-mei Ma argues that the figure of the Zen detective is nothing more 

than a perpetuation of Orientalism of the worst kind. Drawing on a wide 

range of Zen detective “texts” (including film), she describes “Zen 

handymen” as “popular culture’s wishful duplications of what alleges to be 

the transcendental from Eastern mysticism.”11 Though Ma’s critique focuses 

on the Dutch Orientalist and detective fiction writer Robert van Gulik (1910–

1967), it could easily be applied to Van de Wetering’s own “Zen detectives.” 

Apart from the fact that Van de Wetering deeply admired his Dutch 

predecessor (as attested by a biography he wrote of Van Gulik), we 

sometimes find Orientalist stereotyping and misogyny of the worst kind in 

his work.12  

Yet to dismiss these detective novels as nothing more than 

Orientalist constructs is to hold onto a concept of Orientalism that is too one-

sided and reductive. In recent years, scholars like Urs App have argued that 

Orientalism was more than a Foucauldian power play that resulted in making 

the Orient, in using Edward Said’s words, the West’s “contrasting image, 

idea, personality, experience.”13 Something else was going on, a curiosity, 

flawed as it might have been, that produced profound changes in the history 

of Western thought (as seen, for instance, in the influence counterculture 

continues to hold on the academic study of religion). It is too easy to dismiss 

Van de Wetering’s fiction as nothing but racist and misogynist. This article 

shows that when we look closer, we find a genuine engagement with what 

Van de Wetering considered the core of Zen Buddhism: the idea of 

emptiness. 

Scholars have looked at Zen in Van de Wetering’s work before. One 

of the authors of the present article used his novel The Japanese Corpse to 

argue that in combining the hard-boiled detective genre with Buddhist ideas, 

 
11 Sheng-mei Ma, “Zen Keytsch: Mystery Handymen with Dragon Tattoos,” 

in Peter Baker and Deborah Shaller, eds., Detecting Detection: International 

Perspectives on the Uses of a Plot (New York: Continuum, 2012), 115–138. 
12 Janwillem Van de Wetering, Robert Van Gulik: His Life, His Work (New 

York: Soho Press, 1998). 
13 Urs App, The Birth of Orientalism (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2010); and Edward W Said, Orientalism, 1st ed. (New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 2. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lUo4eW
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Van de Wetering’s work constitutes an iteration of Buddhist modernism.14 

Before that, in 1984, the magazine The Armchair Detective featured a full-

length article on Van de Wetering’s detective fiction and Buddhism. 

However, this article references “Buddhism” in general (doctrines like the 

Eightfold Path) and says little about Zen.15 The same is true of the otherwise 

excellent studies of Sabine Vanacker, who notes at several points in her 

analysis the putatively Zen elements in Van de Wetering’s work. But these 

elements remain limited to karma, a cyclic notion of time, and the indifferent 

attitudes of the protagonists.16 The elements Vanacker identifies are not 

typical for a Zen modernist author. McMahan has described Zen modernists 

as being more interested in the secular elements of Buddhism, such as 

meditation and philosophy.17 If Van de Wetering were to only mention the 

supernatural elements of Buddhism, he would be quite exceptional. 

He is not. Though references to karma, reincarnation, and cyclical 

time do indeed occur in Van de Wetering’s oeuvre, more often his books are 

interested in a series of interconnected Buddhist ideas we will collectively 

refer to as “emptiness.” That the term “emptiness” was vital for Van de 

Wetering bears no doubt. All his memoirs on Zen Buddhism have 

“emptiness” or a synonym in the title: The Empty Mirror, A Glimpse of 

Nothingness and Pure Emptiness (Zuivere Leegte, translated as Afterzen in 

English). The last one of these books even concludes with an elaborate 

reflection on emptiness as needing to be supplemented with freedom and 

compassion, a point we will return to below. 

 
14 Ben Van Overmeire, “Hard-Boiled Zen: Janwillem Van De Wetering’s 

The Japanese Corpse as Buddhist Literature,” Contemporary Buddhism 19/ 

2 (2018): 382–397. 
15 Sydney Schultze, “Zen and the Art of Mystery Writing: The Novels of 

Janwillem van de Wetering,” The Armchair Detective 18/1 (1984), 20–21. 
16 Sabine Vanacker, “Imagining a Global Village: Amsterdam in Janwillem 

Van De Wetering’s Detective Fiction,” in Marco de Waard, ed., Imagining 

Global Amsterdam: History, Culture, and Geography in a World City 

(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012), 169–186; and Sabine 

Vanacker, “Double Dutch: Image and Identity in Dutch and Flemish Crime 

Fiction,” in Marieke Krajenbrink and Kate M. Quinn, eds., Investigating 

Identities: Questions of Identity in Contemporary International Crime 

Fiction (Kenilworth, NJ: Rodopi, 2009), 215–228. 
17 David L. McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2008). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Z7sSIx
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Z7sSIx
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Z7sSIx
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We are also not the first to use the term emptiness to discuss the 

cultural translation of concepts from East-Asian religions into Western 

literature. Jonathan Stalling sees the influential but flawed understanding of 

Chinese poetry in America as being about “emptiness” as something that 

requires careful analysis, acknowledging both the cultural-specific 

intersection that produced it and its indebtedness to discourses of power such 

as Orientalism.18 One of these intersections is the idea that Western 

epistemology stresses some things, and that Buddhist emptiness was latched 

upon to overthrow this something with, well, something else. Reading 

Buddhist literature (or Buddhism in general) as being about “emptiness” 

might not be right, but it is also not wrong. By studying emptiness, we also 

aim to add this term to the repertoire of Buddhist modernism that David 

McMahan studies in his groundbreaking work of the same title. 

 

Towards a Study of Dutch Detective Fiction about East Asia: A Short 

Excursus 

Before diving in, we want to first take a moment to emphasize that, 

in writing detective fiction with themes drawn from East Asian traditions 

(and occasionally set in that region), Van de Wetering is in good company: 

before him, the aforementioned Dutch sinologist Robert van Gulik achieved 

world fame with his Judge Dee novels, which were based on collections of 

classic Chinese mystery cases (not coincidentally also called gongan, 

koan).19 Judge Dee is a Confucian administrator during the Tang dynasty, 

and in his quest to solve crimes, he meets all strata of Tang society. As with 

Van de Wetering, the interest of these novels does not derive from the reader 

trying to solve the mystery themselves but from the dialogues and 

interactions surrounding the MacGuffin of the corpse. 

A contemporary of Van Gulik, Bertus Aafjes (1914–1993) is 

another Dutch author who wrote a series of stories featuring an East-Asian 

detective. Like Gulik’s Dee, his Judge Ooka is an inventive man who 

combines executive and legal powers to find and punish criminals. Unlike 

 
18 Jonathan Stalling, Poetics of Emptiness: Transformations of Asian Thought 

in American Poetry (New York: Fordham University Press, 2011). His 

definition of emptiness can be found on page 14. 
19 For the legal context of Zen koan literature, see T. Griffith Foulk, “The 

Form and Function of Kōan Literature: A Historical Overview,” in Steven 

Heine and Dale S. Wright, eds., The Kōan: Text and Contexts in Zen 

Buddhism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
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Van Gulik, who focused on China, Aafjes found inspiration in Japanese 

history, namely the figure of Judge Ooka Tadasuke (1677–1752). The series 

led to five collections, published around 1969–1973, showing that it was 

commercially successful.20 Remarkable about Ooka is that he uses haiku, a 

Japanese poetic genre often associated with Zen through authors like Matsuo 

Basho (1644–1694), to solve crimes. Van de Wetering created his own 

version of Ooka in the Japanese detective Saito, whom we will discuss later 

in this article. 

What drives these Dutchmen writing detective novels about East 

Asia, and why were they so popular? One explanation could be found in the 

nostalgia for the Dutch imperial past. As Van de Wetering often reminds us, 

the Dutch were the only colonial nation allowed to trade with the Japanese 

and maintained significant possessions in South-East Asia until the end of 

the Second World War. Van de Wetering grew up in a house displaying 

prominently the inheritance of this empire, including a Chinese statue of a 

“laughing Buddha.”21 Van de Wetering’s father worked for the Rotterdam-

based trading company Internatio, which managed the cotton trade with the 

Dutch South Indies.22 At least in the case of Van de Wetering, then, it is likely 

that the detective novel becomes a way of inquiring into this colonial past, 

reliving it by adopting the ideas of Asia and adapting the folk heroes of East 

Asia according to an Orientalist lens, Orientalism being in part the exertion 

of power through literary imagination. 

 

What is Emptiness? 

We now turn to the key Buddhist idea in Van de Wetering’s novels. 

The Buddhist concept of emptiness (shunyata, also translatable as 

“hollowness”) has its roots in Mahayana doctrine. Philosophically the 

concept is a thinking-through of the consequences of the fundamental 

 
20 Ho-Ling Wong, “Judge Ooka in the East and West,” Criminal Element, 

September 9, 2011 (accessed May 25, 2023, https://www. 

criminalelement.com/judge-ooka-in-the-east-and-west/). 
21 He would later, in 1980, recall about the statue: “That statue did nothing, 

it sat and smiled. It didn’t seem to be occupied with anything but still, in a 

way that I could not understand, seemed very busy.” This is quoted in 

Beijering, Op Zoek Naar Het Ongerijmde, 27. Our translation is from the 

Dutch original. 
22 Ibid. 
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Buddhist doctrines of no-self and dependent origination.23 We have no 

enduring, eternal self because we are constantly changing, and so is 

everything else. If things had an enduring self or essence, they would be 

unable to change, leading to a “block universe” where everything stays the 

way it is, forever.24 Emptiness, thus, is best understood as meaning “empty 

of intrinsic existence.”25 The most important Buddhist thinker of emptiness, 

the Indian philosopher Nagarjuna, distinguished between ultimate and 

provisional realities. Although ultimately the truth is that nothing really exists 

and everything is empty, of course, in conventional reality, things do exist, 

and they can exist because they do not have an existence independent from 

the world around them. 

This thinking-through of emptiness famously leads to the position 

that Nirvana, the goal the Buddha attained and the tradition presented as the 

ultimate goal for all Buddhists, is not different from samsara, the phenomenal 

world. It does not mean they are completely identical since both samsara and 

Nirvana are themselves empty of self-existence. It means that one cannot, in 

the Mahayana, run from this world and escape toward Nirvana, which would 

imply a complete lack of compassion. It is this latter aspect of emptiness that 

Van de Wetering thinks that most contemporary Buddhists, even Zen 

masters, get wrong: they get obsessed with the negative aspects of emptiness 

and forget to be good and compassionate human beings. In his last memoir, 

Afterzen, he elaborates on this concept, which, like the rest of his work, takes 

the Zen Mu koan as encoding the teaching of emptiness.26 The following 

section provides an examination of this koan. 

 

Mu and Other Koan 

In Van de Wetering’s oeuvre, emptiness is often discussed through 

“Joshu’s Mu,” the most important koan in the Japanese Rinzai monastic 

curriculum. A koan is a riddle without an answer. Drawn from the 

biographies of the legendary masters of the Zen school, most of whom were 

said to have lived during the Tang dynasty, koans usually depict an 

 
23 Paul Williams, Anthony Tribe, and Alexander Wynne, Buddhist Thought: 

A Complete Introduction to the Indian Tradition (London: Routledge, 2012), 

109–110. 
24 Ibid., 110. 
25 Ibid., 109. 
26 Janwillem Van de Wetering, Afterzen: Experiences of a Zen Student Out 

on His Ear (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999). 
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interaction between a student and a master. The master demonstrates his 

mastery by baffling the student. Here is Joshu’s Mu (“Zhaozhou’s Wu” using 

the Chinese pronunciation of the characters) as an example: 

 

A monk asked Zhaozhou, “Does even a dog have Buddha-

nature?” 

Zhaozhou said, “No.”27 

 

Here, the anonymous student asks a question about doctrine, one that was 

part of a lively debate.28 In this debate, it was common sense to assume that, 

like all other sentient beings, the dog indeed did have Buddha-nature. But 

Joshu refuses to acknowledge this, and in doing so, he is often seen to point 

beyond philosophy and language. He demonstrates that his actions and words 

are beyond the comprehension of ordinary human beings. He is enlightened, 

a Zen master.29 

Interactions like Joshu’s Mu were collected in koan collections and 

then gradually adopted for study: if Joshu is enlightened, then, you can 

understand enlightenment (and become enlightened yourself) by meditating 

on the koan. This ritual is exactly what Van de Wetering was asked to do 

when he entered the Daitokuji temple in Kyoto in 1958. In his three published 

memoirs, he wrote extensively about the koan, and performed it in a 

documentary the Dutch Buddhist broadcasting organization made about his 

life and work.30 

Due to the importance of Joshu’s Mu in Van de Wetering’s life, it 

should be no wonder that this koan and other koan appear regularly in his 

detective fiction. The license plate of a suspicious vehicle in The Japanese 

Corpse reads “66–33 MU,” and various characters in the novels talk about 

 
27 Thomas Cleary, Unlocking the Zen Koan: A New Translation of the Zen 

Classic Wumenguam [Mumonkan] (London: Aquarian/Thorsons, 1993), 1. 
28 Robert H. Sharf, “How to Think with Chan Gong-An,” in Charlotte Furth, 

Judith T. Zeitlin, and Hsiung, Ping-Chen, eds., Thinking with Cases: 

Specialist Knowledge in Chinese Cultural History (Honolulu: Hawai’i 

University Press, 2007), 205–243. 
29 Ibid., 225. 
30 Jurgen Gude, “Janwillem Van De Wetering - To Infinity and Beyond,” 

Boeddhistische Omroep Stichting, August 29, 2004 (accessed May 25, 2023, 

https://www.uitzendinggemist.net/aflevering/22656/Janwillem_V 

an_De_Wetering_To_Infinity_And_Beyond.html). 

https://www.uitzendinggemist.net/aflevering/22656/Janwillem_V
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emptiness.31 In Hard Rain, the koan also appears in a long conversation 

detectives De Gier and Grijpstra have with two fellow agents called Karate 

and Ketchup. They are discussing the death of “Jimmy,” a small-time drug 

dealer who studied Zen Buddhism and Chinese in his spare time. Karate and 

Ketchup found beautiful Chinese calligraphy in Jimmy’s hideout and 

discovered that Jimmy drew the characters himself. Meanwhile, De Gier has 

gotten very stoned smoking a heavy joint: 

 

“So Jimmy says he made those letters himself – an 

impossibility; the fellow is quite gone. And the letters were 

beautiful. So I tell him not to bullshit so much, and what 

do you think? The lady from The Hague [a prostitute who 

lives with Jimmy] fetches some paper and a jar of ink, and 

he’s got a brush and shnatz whyatzh, Jimmy throws down 

a Chinese phrase.” 

“With handcuffed hands?” 

“Right,” Karate said. “Swoosh. Down on the paper. No 

thought. Just one stroke. There it was.” 

“MM,” Ketchup said. 

“Moo,” repeated de Gier. “The lowing of a cow. Cows 

have it too. They can say it all in their one eternal sound.” 

“No, this is Chinese,” Ketchup said. “Meaning emptiness, 

not-there, you know? That’s Zen again. So there is nothing. 

And subject [Jimmy] drew that for us, in half a second or 

so. He explained all and everything. By denying, you 

know? There is nothing going on.”32 

 

The humor in this passage derives from its playful allusion to a number of 

Zen tropes. First of all, what Jimmy has painted is the character representing 

Mu. The way he does it implies the Zen idea of the master as an ordinary 

man. According to their hagiographies, many Zen masters lived in poverty 

and simplicity and did not behave according to the ethical standards of their 

time.33 The archetype of this is the Sixth Patriarch of Zen Huineng, a 

 
31 Van Overmeire, “Hard-Boiled Zen,” 4. 
32 Janwillem Van de Wetering, Hard Rain (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1986), 59–63. 
33 As Stuart Lachs shows, this trope even appears in the autobiographical 

narratives of twentieth-century masters like Shengyen. See Stuart Lachs, 



ZEN AND THE ART OF DETECTION 89 

southerner (the south was supposed to be “Barbarian”) who was illiterate but 

could nevertheless attain insight by hearing the difficult verses of the 

Diamond Sutra while hauling firewood. Huineng is even more famous for 

winning a poetry competition with his master’s most accomplished student 

(still not having learned how to read). That a petty criminal like Jimmy could 

understand the meaning of “Mu” and even draw it in beautiful calligraphy 

matches this idea very well. Ironically, this performance is not for the sake 

of conveying spiritual insight, as it is simply a subtle way of denying an 

accusation by the police. The ordinariness (even pettiness) of Jimmy’s goal 

in using the elaborate calligraphy again refers to Zen iconoclasm that refuses 

to turn the Way of Zen into something sacred that can be studied. That 

“sacredness” here is symbolized by De Gier’s comparison of the “Om” sound 

of Indian religions, the basic vibration of the cosmos, to the lowing of a cow. 

“Om” becomes “Mu,” and Mu is nothing special. 

The commissaris, the police commissioner who oversees Grijpstra 

and de Gier’s detective efforts, also often mentions emptiness. Often, 

conversations he has with suspects resemble koan. When asked what his life 

goals are by Skipper Peter, a wealthy man who only cares about money, the 

commissaris answers as follows: 

 

“Nothing,” the commissaris said. 

“Beg pardon?” 

“Not-something,” the commissaris said. “Because if it was 

something I could get it and then what. Right?” 

“Your target is Nothing?” 

“That’s correct.” 

“Nothing can’t be,” Skipper Peter said. “Oh. I see.” He 

smiled wistfully. “The ever-recording? Like love or 

something?” 

“Nothing,” the commissaris said firmly.34 

 

 
“When the Saints Go Marching In: Modern Day Zen Hagiography,” The 

Shimano Archive, March 9, 2011 (accessed May 25, 2023,  

https://www.academia.edu/944021/When_the_Saints_Go_Marching_In_M

odern_Day_Zen_Hagiography).  
34 Janwillem Van de Wetering, The Perfidious Parrot (New York: Soho 

Press, 1997), 262. 
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When, in response, Skipper Peter tries to paraphrase the commissaris’s 

answer as “zero,” he is again surprised:  

 

“Zero is still something,” the commissaris said seriously. 

“It has a rim.” His finger drew an oval. “You’ll want to get 

rid of that.” 

“Take the rim off Zero,” Skipper Peter said, leaning further 

out of his chair, about to fall out altogether, but the servant 

set him upright again. “Then what?” 

The commissaris changed his tone from didactic to 

respectful. “And your goal, sir?” 

Skipper Peter straightened his admiral’s hat, put his hands 

on his knees. His voice suddenly boomed. “Three hundred 

million dollars. I tripled my goal last year. It used to be a 

hundred but times change, sir.”35 

 

This dialogue is again playfully referring to a koan featuring emptiness, 

namely the famous exchange between the Zen saint Bodhidharma and the 

Chinese emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty. Like the commissaris and Skipper 

Peter, in this conversation, there is a wise man and a powerful man, and the 

wise man carries the day: 

 

Emperor Wu: “What is the religious merit of all my efforts 

on behalf of Buddhism?” Bodhidharma: “None 

whatsoever.”  

Emperor Wu: “Who are you to say such a thing to me!?”  

Bodhidharma: “I don’t know.”36 

 

The context here is that Emperor Wu has spent money building Buddhist 

temples and expects Bodhidharma’s gratitude for this deed. But 

Bodhidharma, who sees everything as ultimately insubstantial, refuses to 

acknowledge that he himself is a person. In the dialogue between the 

commissaris and Skipper Peter, Van de Wetering is likewise making fun of 

the business-minded orientation towards life, an orientation that aims to set 

 
35 Ibid., 262–263. 
36 John R. McRae, Seeing Through Zen: Encounter, Transformation, and 

Genealogy in Chinese Chan Buddhism (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 2003), 22. 
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specific goals to guarantee safety and happiness. Life, Van de Wetering 

affirms through the commissaris (whose first name is not coincidentally 

“Jan,” the same as the author’s), is not that easily tamed by flowcharts and 

spreadsheets. 

However, understanding emptiness does not lead to ascetic 

detachment or indifference. The commissaris uses the Heart Sutra, one of the 

most important texts in East-Asian Buddhism, which speaks about emptiness, 

to solve crimes:  

 

He liked the idea of emptiness. If something isn’t there, 

one doesn’t have to worry about maintaining or protecting 

it…The commissaris, from his lowly position as an 

incarnate human, could only see the empty aspects of his 

case, the loopholes. How to turn them around and give the 

bits of void form?   

“Imagine the missing piece,” the commissaris told his 

mirror image in the bathroom, “right here. On your lower 

level.”37 

 

Like elsewhere in Van de Wetering’s oeuvre, understanding emptiness is 

fundamental to crime-solving.38 For him, emptiness is not something 

negative that requires you to quit your job and have “a good time” instead.39 

It is part of daily existence, just like in one version of the famous Ox-herding 

pictures where the enlightened individual must return to the bustle of the 

market.40 

 

 
37 Janwillem Van de Wetering, The Hollow-Eyed Angel (New York: Soho, 

1996), 166. 
38 One other example can be found in Janwillem Van de Wetering, The Maine 

Massacre (New York: Pocket Books, 1980), 151. 
39 Van de Wetering, Hard Rain, 208. 
40 For a recent discussion of the Zen ox-herding pictures in relation to 

literature, see Pamela D Winfield, “To Tame an Ox or to Catch a Fish: A Zen 

Reading of the Old Man and the Sea,” in On-cho Ng and Charles S. Prebish, 

eds., The Theory and Practice of Zen Buddhism (Singapore: Springer 

Singapore, 2022), 275–298. 
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Empty Plot, Empty Genre, Empty Mind 

Thus far, we have shown that characters in these novels discuss 

emptiness quite often. But, emptiness is, we argue, more than a conversation 

topic in Van de Wetering’s fiction or a way to superficially enrich the 

contents of light reading. Instead, emptiness is the very way these novels are 

organized. Reviews of the novels have often noted how frustrating these 

books are when read as detective novels: nothing much happens. When 

reading through all of them, we often found ourselves wondering what the 

point was. Almost none of the conversations the detectives have with people 

related to the murder yield anything helpful to solve the crimes. When the 

crime is solved, it is often not even through their doing. One of the first Dutch 

reviewers of Van de Wetering’s first detective novel, Outsider in Amsterdam 

(1975), noted that “what happens in the novel seems mere coincidence” 

instead of constituting a coherent, clear plotline.41 Another reviewer 

compared Van de Wetering’s novels to hard-boiled detective fiction, which 

also tends to feature incoherent plot lines.42 The sense that the plot is 

incidental to the novels pervades reviews of Van de Wetering’s work in 

general. 

As if anticipating the response of his readers, in Outsider in 

Amsterdam, Van de Wetering inserted a lengthy scene that can be read, in 

retrospect, as a metafictional commentary on his fledgling oeuvre. Grijpstra 

and de Gier are in the room of one of the main suspects of the murder, a 

Papuan named Van Meteren. Grijpstra has fallen asleep. De Gier wakes him 

up by playing the drums. Grijpstra wakes up and starts playing the flute, 

accompanying his colleague. They get so into their music that Van Meteren 

walks in and out of the room unnoticed multiple times. He eventually joins 

them in making music using a “jungle drum.” After the music concludes, Van 

Meteren explains: 

 

I heard you both play so nicely and I thought my 

contribution might go with it. This is a drum from the 

forests of New Guinea. My mother’s grandfather used it as 

a telegraph, to pass messages to the next village. It can also 

be used to make music. And our witch doctors have other 

uses for it. Whoever knows the drum well can create 

 
41 Rinus Ferdinandusse is quoted in Beijering, Op Zoek Naar Het 

Ongerijmde, 149. Our translation is from the Dutch original. 
42 Ibid. 
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moods, influence others. You can lame the enemy with it 

but if you do you take a risk. A grave risk. The power may 

turn around and strike you down and you have to be well 

protected. The drum can kill its owner, or drive him mad, 

and you rush off into the jungle, hollering and beating your 

chest.43 

 

The jungle drum can essentially be anything. Its specific form, a hollow shell 

of wood and skin, makes it perfect for indicating one of the meanings of 

emptiness (shunyata) in Sanskrit as something seemingly substantial but in 

fact empty. Likewise, these “detective” novels include various genres: they 

are satires, philosophical treatises, and religious commentaries. This is why 

so many scenes in the novels are completely unrelated to solving the murder, 

as most of what they do. 

Van Meteren will not join the detectives in making music in future 

novels because he was in fact the murderer. But he escapes justice. In nearly 

every one of Van de Wetering’s detective novels, the murderer ends up not 

being caught. Van de Wetering thus denies his readers the clear resolution 

that D.A. Miller has argued is exactly the ideological function of the classic 

detective novel: bringing the suspect to justice and the restoration of order.44 

What we have, instead, is policemen endlessly making music and spinning 

philosophical tales. Why would anyone read these books? 

The literary critic Sabine Vanacker has answered this question by 

emphasizing the exoticness of Amsterdam. For her, the “banality” of most of 

the action “allows an American audience access to a foreign society that is 

both different and cute. His [Van de Wetering’s] Dutch readers recognize a 

pleasant version of the discourse of modesty in his image of Amsterdam.”45 

This certainly seems part of the appeal here. Van de Wetering’s whole career 

as a writer shows that he was very attuned to what would make his books 

commercial successes.46 But the banality of the novels can also be understood 

within the framework of emptiness: only the outer shell of these novels is like 

a detective novel, but the substance is different.  

 
43 Janwillem Van de Wetering, Outsider in Amsterdam (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1975), 74. 
44 D.A. Miller, The Novel and the Police (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 1988). 
45 Vanacker, “Double Dutch,” 226. 
46 Beijering, Op Zoek Naar Het Ongerijmde, 176–177. 
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Van de Wetering uses the novels’ lack of essence to communicate 

another, Zen-inspired message. An outsider book in Van de Wetering’s 

oeuvre, Inspector Saito’s Small Satori, demonstrates this point. This 

collection of stories features a Japanese inspector, Saito, who solves cases by 

reference to a classic Chinese case collection from the Tang dynasty.47 As 

mentioned, Saito is similar to Bertus Aafjes’ Ooka, who uses haiku as the 

key to all cases he encounters. Otherwise, as with Ooka, not much happens 

in the plot. One of the stories in this collection is titled “Saito and the Sacred 

Stick” and does not involve a murder or theft. The plot involves the 

disappearance of a stick that Saito’s uncle, who is cast as a careless Zen 

Buddhist master, uses when chanting the Heart Sutra in the morning. This 

uncle is assisted by a diminutive elderly woman called “Obasan” (“aunt”), “a 

pathetic little old woman” whose only virtue Saito discerns as her being a 

good cook.48 Yet Uncle (spelled with a capital letter) does care for her: he is 

dying, and the question is where Obasan will go once he is dead. Since his 

cousin will not realize his filial duties towards Obasan, his uncle must give 

him food for thought. Instead of understanding emptiness by singing the 

Heart Sutra, something Saito is unable to do, he suggests something else: 

 

“But there are other exercises as well,” he [Uncle] said, 

absentmindedly helping himself to the radishes. “To reach the 

source of the great mystery in the most direct manner may be well 

nigh impossible for a mind such as yours, but try something else.” 

He chewed noisily. “Properly directed activity, for instance. The 

Buddha had a lot to say about that too.”49 

 

Searching for the stick is one example of “properly directed activity”: it is a 

riddle that is impossible to solve intellectually because Uncle buried the stick 

to teach his cousin a lesson. Instead, its “solution” is taking care of Obasan. 

After Saito proposes she comes to live with him after Uncle dies, Obasan 

 
47 The collection was translated by Van de Wetering’s hero van Gulik: Robert 

H. van Gulik, T’ang-Yin-Pi-Shih. Parallel Cases from Under the Pear-Tree: 

A 13th Century Manual of Jurisprudence and Detection, Sinica Leidensia, 

vol. 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1956). 
48 Janwillem Van de Wetering, Inspector Saito’s Small Satori (New York: 

Putnam, 1985), 82. 
49 Ibid, 86. 
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joyfully sings a song from her childhood, and Uncle discovers something has 

changed and orders her to dig up the stick.  

Here, the mystery is not didactic as such: what Saito likes most 

about Uncle is that “he never moralized,” a point that is most eloquently 

demonstrated by the narrated memory of Uncle taking the young Saito to a 

brothel.50 The riddle of the missing stick is no allegory for the fate of Obasan 

or the filial duties Saito should be observing. Instead, the riddle, like a koan, 

empties Saito’s mind, and eventually, he naturally sees what needs to be 

done. The detective plot was a means to an end. 

 

Empty Self 

Earlier, we mentioned Van Meteren, the protagonist of Van de 

Wetering’s Outsider in Amsterdam. This character is not only important for 

Van de Wetering’s imagination of emptiness but also represents the idea that 

identity is a masquerade. This idea is Van de Wetering’s version of the 

Buddhist doctrine of no-self. Van Meteren’s persona in the Netherlands 

completely differs from his former life in Papua New Guinea, where he was 

a reputable man serving the queen. In Amsterdam, he served as a police 

constable before becoming an employee of the Hindist society, a new 

religious, guru-centered organization whose master had recently been 

murdered. The murderer turns out to be Van Meteren himself, who, as 

mentioned, manages to escape justice at the end of the book. Van Meteren 

thus smoothly moves in between identities in the book. 

As his name indicates, Van Meteren is a version of Van de Wetering 

himself. The resemblances to Van de Wetering’s autobiography are obvious 

to even someone remotely familiar with the author’s background. Apart from 

the similarity of their last names, Van de Wetering also served as a police 

constable in Amsterdam. He even claimed that this experience provided some 

basis for his police novels. Like Van Meteren, Van de Wetering had a falling 

out with his spiritual teacher. Although he did not kill his teacher like Van 

Meteren, Van de Wetering’s last memoir does include a story of how one of 

his fellow students wanted to borrow one of Van de Wetering’s rifles to shoot 

the Zen master.51 Though Van de Wetering was known to fictionalize his own 

life story, the fact that he mentions this seems to indicate a perhaps 

subconscious desire to commit the act, one that he presumably satisfied by 

 
50 Ibid. 80–81. 
51 Van de Wetering, Afterzen, 81. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XnISzc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XnISzc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XnISzc
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having Van Meteren murder his “Hindist” teacher. Outsider in Amsterdam 

can therefore be read as a revenge fantasy written by a frustrated student. 

Van Meteren is perhaps the most obvious, but not by far the only 

one of Van de Wetering’s characters who reflects aspects of himself, as he 

has attested in his writing and in numerous interviews. One of the facts 

mentioned about Jimmy, the junkie who was into Zen mentioned earlier, was 

that he built a “rhino’s head” with trash.52 Van de Wetering also had an often-

photographed statue of an assembled wooden rhino statue, including the 

head, on his property in Maine. 

In a biography that is on the surface about Robert van Gulik, the great 

Dutch Orientalist whose Judge Dee novels were a major inspiration for his 

own detective fiction, Van de Wetering writes revealingly: 

 

Conan Doyle was Sherlock Holmes, Chandler Marlowe, 

Hammett Sam Spade. An author will project himself; who 

else can he push on his stage? Even when he does try to 

create others he can only shape from that part of his 

character that is either observable or hides itself in a 

shadow. In order to form a hero certain parts of the self are 

combined optimally, and we see the author as he would 

like to see himself.53 

 

Van de Wetering thus sees the protagonists of detective fiction as reflections 

of the author’s personality. This characterization gets quite complicated 

when applied to his own fiction, which has three protagonists: Grijpstra, De 

Gier, and the commissaris, in addition to a host of villains who (like Jimmy 

and Van Meteren) can all be connected to Van de Wetering’s autobiography. 

It is as if Van de Wetering divides himself into his characters and with each 

character a different aspect of his personality. 

There is plenty of evidence that Van de Wetering saw identity as 

nothing more than a series of masks hiding a fundamental emptiness. A 

common motif in detective novels is that of the hidden identity. The 

following passage is typical. Grijpstra is questioning Mr. Sharif, the murderer 

of a recluse who, like Van Meteren, will manage to escape justice. 

 
52 Van de Wetering, Hard Rain, 62. 
53 Janwillem Van de Wetering, Robert Van Gulik: His Life, His Work (New 

York: Soho Press, 1998), 27. 
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“Mr. Diets,” he (Grijpstra) said in the end, “or the Cat as 

some people call him, do you know this man well, Mr. 

Sharif?” 

“The Cat,” Sharif said, “is known to me, but it is very 

difficult to know a man well. The Cat acts a part and he is 

a good actor. A conscious actor. We are all actors, of 

course, but we don’t always know we are acting. We wear 

masks, even if we think we are being open and 

straightforward. Sometimes I wonder what is under the 

masks. Do you know, adjutant?” 

Grijpstra replaced his coffee cup as gently as Sharif had 

replaced the telephone. He looked at Sharif and his face 

was set. 

“I don’t think you know, adjutant,” Sharif continued, “and 

neither do I. But I wonder sometimes. I have wondered, in 

fact, if there is anything at all under these masks. We put 

them on at birth, and perhaps they are taken away when we 

die. It’s a frightening thought, don’t you think, that there 

may be nothing under the masks.”54 

 

Though Sharif might be frightened by the thought that there are only masks, 

Van de Wetering’s detective fiction celebrated this vision of identity. His 

characters and their author had no real essence, and it was precisely this fact 

of human existence that allowed them to be completely free. 

 

Conclusion 

In the West, Zen is often understood as a philosophy or an aesthetic, 

not a religion. This understanding is sometimes at odds with Zen practice in 

Japan, which includes bowing down to Buddhist statues and offering chants 

during morning services. Instead of participating in such ritual activities, Van 

de Wetering’s characters mainly allude to the ideas and stories of Zen, 

particularly the idea of emptiness as enunciated in the koan of the tradition. 

But this is not just some metaphysical posturing to make a mystery plot seem 

more profound: Van de Wetering uses emptiness to play with the conventions 

of the detective novel, thus proposing a new hybrid form between Buddhists 

 
54 Janwillem Van de Wetering, The Corpse on the Dike (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1976), 115–116. 
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and Western sleuths, to discuss fundamental questions, with the most 

important one for him being the nature of identity. 

The way Zen works in his books is substantially different from the 

way religions usually operate in detective fiction. Instead of trying to 

establish a moral order, his fiction continuously destabilizes comfortable 

categories like “villain” and “policeman.” Van de Wetering is hardly attached 

to the binary labels distinguishing good from evil. The world he portrays is 

not reassuring because it sees everyone properly punished for their misdeeds. 

If it provides any comfort, it is in the injunction not to take anything seriously. 

In believing that the detective novel is an adequate vehicle for 

conveying Zen teachings, Van de Wetering is not far from the foundational 

thinker of Western Buddhism, R.H. Blyth. As reflected in the title of one of 

his most important works, Zen in Western Literature and Oriental Classics, 

like D.T. Suzuki Blyth saw Zen’s aesthetic essence as essentially 

independent from Asian cultural production.55 But whereas Blyth still looked 

for and found Zen in the products of Western high culture, such as the poetry 

and drama of Shakespeare, Van de Wetering and many of his generation 

thought Zen could be articulated through popular culture as well.56 In 

adapting Zen for mass consumption, one could take the cynical view and say 

he commodified the religion. This viewpoint is surely part of the truth. But 

we suspect he also saw popular literature as a conduit for those teachings that 

had transformed his life, a kind of skillful means to spread the dharma far 

and wide. 

 
55 R.H. Blyth, Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics (Tokyo: 

Hokuseido Press, 1948). 
56 Take, for example, the well-attested presence of Zen ideas in the Star Wars 

space opera movies and so many samurai films. See Christian Feichtinger, 

“Space Buddhism: The Adoption of Buddhist Motifs in Star Wars,” 

Contemporary Buddhism 15/1 (2014): 28–43 (accessed May 25, 2023, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2014.890348); and Ben Van Overmeire, 

“Inventing the Zen Buddhist Samurai: Yoshikawa Eiji’s Musashi and 

Japanese Modernity,” The Journal of Popular Culture 49/5 (2016): 1125–

1145. 
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