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The origin of man'yo:gana1
 . 

Northern Illinois University

1. Introduction2

The origin of man'yo:gana, the phonetic writing system used by the Japanese
who originally had no script, is shrouded in mystery and myth. There is even
a tradition that prior to the importation of Chinese script, the Japanese had a
native script of their own, known as jindai moji ( , age of the gods
script). Christopher Seeley (1991: 3) suggests that by the late thirteenth century,
Shoku nihongi, a compilation of various earlier commentaries on Nihon shoki
(Japan's first official historical record, 720 ..), circulated the idea that
Yamato3 had written script from the age of the gods, a mythical period when
the deity Susanoo was believed by the Japanese court to have composed
Japan's first poem, and the Sun goddess declared her son would rule the
land below.

I must take issue with Seeley's statement, because Shiki—the private
minutes later compiled together to form Shaku nihongi—actually contains the
following exchange:

Councillor Yoshimitsu Ason Yokotemu said: In what era would you place
the origin of kana ( )?

The professor answered: no documents have been handed down to us
before the era of Empress Jingu: , so there is nothing to search for. By the
reign of Emperor O9 jin, ambassadors were sent to Silla, and a man of letters
was invited to court [and he] taught a few graphs (Kuroita 1932: 192).

Rather than suggesting that Yamato had script in the age of the gods (a
mythical period), the above statement suggests that if any records existed before
Empress Jingu:, nothing remained in 936, when this question was entertained.
Thus, extant documents originated from the era of Emperor O9 jin, who is
credited in the histories as the first ruler to request that a learned man be sent
to court. If the ancient court was already literate, why ask a country on the
Korean peninsula for a scholar to teach them?

Kogo shu: i, compiled by Imibe Hironari (dates unclear) in 808, has this to
say about the literacy of ancient Japan (Iida, 1986: 1): ‘To begin with, I have
heard that in ancient times, when [our country] had no writing, everyone,
noble and base, old and young, performed every duty by word of mouth.’

There is very little evidence to suggest that Yamato had script prior to the
introduction of Chinese script. Thus, as Hironari states, in ancient times Japan
was illiterate, and everything was committed to memory, and then transmitted

1 The author would like to thank an anonymous reader for helpful information as well as
Marc H. Miyake, who offered valuable advice on arranging the Chinese graphic data. Any errors
that remain are my own.

2 The following abbreviations have been used: CTP: Chinese Transcription Pool; EH: Eastern
Han; EMC: Early Middle Chinese; LOC: Late Old Chinese; OC: Old Chinese; SEC: Suiko-
era Corpus.

3 From here on I will refer to Japan as Yamato when discussing it in the context of ancient
history. China anciently referred to Japan as Wa , and the kingdoms on the Korean peninsula
followed suit. Alexander Vovin has shown that when viewed from Late Old Chinese phonology,
Yamatai ( )—as the place name is pronounced in the present—was really Z(h)a-maa-dhe,
which is phonetically very close to yamate, the historical spelling for Yamato (quoted in Miyake
1999: 13, n22). It thus seems clear that even in the third century the residents of the Japanese
archipelago called it Yamato.
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orally. But what is of greater interest is the answer to Yoshimitsu insinuating
that Silla had taught the ancient court of Yamato Chinese. Japan's two histor-
ies, Kojiki (712) and Nihon shoki, both record that Paekche, archenemy of
Silla, had presented Chinese texts to the court, and dispatched a tutor to teach
the language and its script to the Yamato court. There appear to have been
various versions of the story about how Japan was educated in the use of
Chinese. The story has tantalizing hints in it, but to date our question has yet
to be answered adequately: where did man'yo:gana come from?

2. Previous scholarship

The idea that Japan's orthography came from the Korean peninsula is as old
as the source material later compiled into Kojiki and Nihon shoki. Both records
relay the same sort of information, though each has varying numbers of
anachronisms and embellishments. Following are the common points in the
two versions of the narrative regarding writing imported into Japan:

1) Someone from Paekche comes to the court of Japan, and the emperor
(O9 jin) hears about the advanced culture of this foreign state.

2) The Emperor commands Paekche to send someone to the court.
3) Paekche obliges by sending someone named Wani (Kojiki spells this

name [Wani Kyisi], and Nihon shoki spells it [Wani]).
4) Another man from Paekche, named Atikisi,4 was somehow involved in this

cultural stimulus.

From these two accounts, we can make the preliminary conclusion that the
kingdom of Paekche introduced Chinese writing to ancient Yamato, and sent
scribes (or scholars) over to educate the court regarding this new script. While
there have been many attempts to outline the history of the importation of
written script into Japan, below I have only given what I consider to be a
representative overview of previous scholarship.

Before the Pacific War, Tsuda So:kichi drew the following conclusion after
considering the same evidence presented above: ‘If .. . the time of the opening
of diplomatic relations with Paekche and the Yamato Court occurred at some
point in the latter half of the fourth century, then the introduction of writing
by the people of Paekche must also be placed in that time frame’ (1946.1: 27,
my italics). Tsuda accepts the account recorded in the ancient histories which
states that Paekche had in fact introduced the Yamato court to Chinese script.

In 1964, Kinoshita Reijin examined the orthography of various Paekche
records quoted in Nihon shoki, and argued that these records were authentic
material from the peninsula, but the material had been slightly altered when
included in the later compilation entitled Nihon shoki. Kinoshita notes several
times that while the Paekche orthography includes graphs not commonly used
in man'yo:gana, many of these Paekche graphs also appear in Yamato records
(1964: 292–3). His data are very persuasive—suggesting that Paekche did
indeed teach Chinese to the Wa—but they remain one-dimensional. A broader
comparison with the orthography preserved on the peninsula would have been
more persuasive.

In Moji, a collection of essays on orthography, especially the orthography

4 This is a minor matter, but it is related to the topic of this paper. The spelling of this person's
name—as preserved in Japan's oldest records—illustrates that the writers/compilers had relied on
different strains of the same story preserved in previously written accounts. Kojiki writes Atikisi's
name ati-kyisi (OC ?ay-tre-kit-srij), but Nihon shoki writes it atikisi (OC ?ay-d(h)rek-
sre). The Old Chinese reconstruction is from Starostin, 1989. Notice how close these two spellings
are. The actual name of this peninsular man was something like a-tek-si or a-tek-si.
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of Japan and the Korean peninsula, Inoue Hideo explores the issue of Chinese
usage on the Korean pensinsula, and argues convincingly that Koguryo was
the first kingdom to incorporate Chinese script successfully and use it phonetic-
ally to spell native (Koguryo) words. He concludes that Koguryo adopted
Chinese graphs around the third century .. Paekche followed about a century
later when it adopted Chinese writing (1975: 100–2).

In the same collection of essays, Kawabata explores the complexities of
man'yo:gana, but all he says about the origin of man'yo:gana, and how Chinese
script crossed the ocean and came to Japan is:

Near the end of the fourth century .. . Japan had established diplomatic
ties with the three kingdoms on the Korean peninsula. Likely these ties
were real, serious associations that had not existed before, and in the
beginning of the fifth century, the theoretical time frame for the reign of
the O9 jin court, and then the Nintoku court, Japan is engulfed for the first
time in a great amount of Korean-related records, as found in Nihon shoki
(1975: 127).

Nothing further is noted, and very little concrete evidence is presented
about the actual transfer of knowledge concerning sinographs. Archaeological
evidence does support the theory that Paekche and Yamato had entered into
some type of diplomatic relationship.

Kim Sa-yeup's research (1981: 15–22) outlines the history of the Korean
peninsula from 200 .. until Silla unified the peninsula in 668 .. Kim coun-
ters scholars who have claimed that the languages of the three kingdoms were
not mutually intelligible by showing that the orthography of the three kingdoms
was largely uniform.5 As I will show below, this theory is untenable, based on
insufficient or mistaken data. Because Kim presents meager evidence, any
conclusions about the relationship of these three languages are speculative.
While I am critical of his conclusions, and his poor handling of these data, I
do applaud his attempt to cut across the orthography of the three kingdoms.

Seeley's history of Japanese orthography examines several pieces of evidence
for a precursor to man'yo:gana, looking at various inscriptions in Japan, but
nothing outside of Japan is examined, making it difficult to reach any persuasive
conclusions about the origin of man'yo:gana (1991: 16–41).6 This has been the
shortcoming of most of the research into the history of Japanese orthography—
a lack of attention toward concrete data on the continent. Most scholars have
glossed over the next important question in this discussion: which nation on
the peninsula actually taught Yamato Chinese and the use of phonograms to
transcribe native words? If the legend in Kojiki and Nihon shoki is based on
fact, and Paekche did teach Yamato how to use Chinese phonetically, who
originally taught Paekche?

What is needed to answer this question is an examination of all possible
data from the peninsula to see what kind of writing system was used by the
ancient kingdoms of the peninsula. I am not interested in how the various

5 It has been pointed out to me that Kim's basic premise here is flawed. Finnish, English,
Turkish, and Vietnamese all use the roman alphabet with similar (though not identical) conventions
(e.g., m represents a labial nasal in all four languages), but this does not mean simply that because
the four scripts are uniform that the four languages are mutually intelligible. In other words, we
must avoid falling into the trap of thinking that ‘script’ equals ‘language’ (thanks to Marc
H. Miyake for this example).

6 While one could be critical of Seeley for not seeking concrete proof of the origins of
man'yo:gana on the peninsula (especially since his book claims to be a history of writing), it is
likely that he felt that such an endeavour would take him too far afield. It must also be noted
that phonogrammatic data from the peninsula has to be gathered from inscriptions as no one has
compiled epigraphic data from the three kingdoms era on the Korean peninsula.
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kingdoms on the peninsula altered sinographs to fit their vernacular. The
purpose of this article is to examine how various countries used Chinese graphs
as phonograms. There have been several attempts by scholars to extract data
from Korean historical records, but I have elected to ignore all information in
Samkwuk saki ( ) and Samkwuk yusa ( )7 because it is reason-
able to suppose that some of these data have been filtered through the language
of Silla, the country which oversaw the compilation of both works.

3. New data

As noted above, the scholarly consensus seems to accept that ancient Japan is
indebted to the peninsula (more precisely Paekche) for what later became
known as man'yo:gana. But there have been very few attempts to support or
reject this theory with concrete data. What is needed are data that have been
preserved in an unalterable state. The best candidates for an investigation are
the oldest known inscriptions. The remainder of this article presents such data,
providing stronger proof that anciently Yamato was educated by the kingdom
of Paekche in the use of classical Chinese, not only as a language to make the
state literate, but also in the use of phonograms (Chinese graphs used phonetic-
ally to transcribe native words).

Before analysing data from inscriptions found on the Korean peninsula, I
will take a short detour and examine sinographs the Chinese used to transcribe
foreign words in China. I follow Zürcher in viewing the ancient Chinese as
already having a kind of spelling orthography (what I refer to as a pool of
graphs) reserved for non-native (non-Chinese) words. Zürcher notes:

However, it is a notable fact that this primitive transcription system [using
Chinese phonograms to transcribe Buddhist terminology] was not a
Buddhist invention at all; it can already be traced in secular literature from
Former Han times ... More than eighty percent of the characters which
are used phonetically in these texts more than one time (viz. 77 out of 93)
consists of signs which regularly occur in ‘Buddhist’ phonetic renderings
... [W]e must conclude that the Buddhist transcribers made use of an
existing rudimentary system for rendering foreign sounds. We cannot give
a satisfactory explanation for this fact, but one possible clue as to its origin
may be found in the activities of the Department of Foreign Relations
(1959: 40).

In other words, the Chinese had developed a transcription system to render
foreign words in Chinese. It is quite plausible that much of this spelling
orthography would have been taught to the scribes of the three kingdoms of
Korea. These data constitute a critical foundation so that the reader can see
which Korean phonograms were based on an older Chinese tradition, and
which other phonograms were innovations independently used in certain
countries.

3.1. Chinese transcription data

The ancient Chinese were faced with a dilemma. Chinese graphs were invented
to represent native words, and the only way to transliterate foreign words
(toponyms and personal names) was to loan a graph with a similar reading as
the word (or syllable) in question. For example, the Persian city of Alexandria
is recorded in the Hanshu as EMC ?c-jik-Sein-liaf or Western Han

7 The best example of an overview of phonogrammatic data in Samkwuk saki is Mabuchi (1973).
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*?a:-lek-Sa:n-raj.8 While there were literally thousands of sinographs to select
from to represent foreign words, Zürcher suggests that the Chinese actually
had the makings of a specific set of graphs that could be used to transcribe
foreign words. This is best illustrated by using Buddhist inscriptions, because
the Buddhist clearly transcribed Indic words into Chinese.9

There is a wealth of Buddhist transcription data in China. Because there
actually is so much information, I have sought to compare two different sets
of transcriptions from completely different geographical areas, looking for
common phonograms in the various transcriptions. The easiest method has
been to compare Coblin's Eastern Han sound glosses (1983) with that of his
Northwest Chinese transcriptions (1994).

A handbook of Eastern sound glosses contains phonogram data collected
from 11 different sources, the dates of which range from about 20 .. to
220 .. Coblin's database contains approximately 3,600 phonograms. Coblin's
other important work, A compendium of phonetics in Northwest Chinese, is a
collection of linguistic data based on various transcriptions that date between
400 to 900 .. Because this work numbers each phonogram (other than
graphically similar characters, which are listed under the phonetics of a different
graph), it is easier to get an estimate of the number of phonograms, which I
calculate to be about 1,540.

Using the indices of these two collections of Chinese phonograms, I
recorded graphs that appear in both collections. This simple though laborious
analysis resulted in approximately 650 graphs that overlap between the two
databases, which is roughly 42% of the total graphs in the collection of
Northwest Chinese inscriptions. This rather low percentage should not be
surprising, because there is almost a 400-year gap between the two databases,
which means there was a serious rift in the phonology of the two systems
underlying the transcriptions. Furthermore, while in many cases a single graph
overlaps between the two databases, graphically similar phonograms do not.
Thus, both transcriptions have bı̌ for pi, but only one of the two databases
uses similar graphs such as .10

Clearly, however, the transcriptions of the Eastern Han (EH) are closer to
the Korean peninsula, both geographically and chronologically. It should be
noted that the ZH Guide's list of modern phonograms shows a remarkable
amount of continuity with the pool of phonograms in EH (Kennedy, 1970).
If there is a great overlap between EH and modern Chinese phonograms, it
stands to reason that there must have been an even greater overlap between
EH and the phonogrammatical pool of graphs used by people on the peninsula
in the second to fourth centuries ..

To illustrate this point, I listed all phonograms used inWei zhi to transcribe
personal and place names of the Puyo ( ), Han ( ), and Wa ( ), noted in
Table 1. Each of the following tables of Chinese graphs have been arranged in
as simple a fashion as possible. There are 12 general classes according to place
of articulation of the initial (glottal, velar, dental/retroflex/palatal, labial) as

8 This example is provided by Pulleyblank (1999: 73). I also attach Starostin's reconstruction
for reference.

9 An anonymous reader has suggested that it might be more profitable to look at the entire
transcription system from Han times since the Buddhist phonetic orthography gradually became
more specialized over time. This is an important point, but one which would take us beyond the
scope of the present study. The very act of gleaning all the phonograms from the Han material
would indeed be daunting. As is noted in the article, while we must give heed to the caveat that
the Buddhist orthography is specialized, the amount of overlap between this system and that used
on the Korean peninsula is still amazing.

10 Furthermore, a look at the 50 graphs primarily used to transliterate foreign words included
in Kennedy (1970: 31) shows that 37 graphs (74%) also appear in the Eastern Han transcriptions.
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T 1. Phonograms of Wei zhi

well as manner of articulation (stop, fricative/affricate, nasal, glide). I have
ignored features such as voicing and aspiration, as well as distinctions between
dental, retroflex, and palatal, plus fricative and affricate. Each class is repres-
ented by a cover symbol, such as *p, which stands for all labial stops (p-, ph-,
pj-, b-, bh-, bj-). The initials are arranged according to the Early Middle
Chinese (EMC) system of Pulleyblank (1991). I have made only one modifica-
tion: I write Pulleyblank's ] as x. As Miyake has already pointed out
(1999: 366), the initials are the least controversial aspect of the reconstruction
of EMC.

There are 159 graphs in this database from Wei zhi, and 110 of these are
also found in the Eastern Han transcriptions, resulting in 70% overlap. Graphs
in the Eastern Han transcription are labelled as the Chinese Transcription Pool
(CTP), and this will be the initial touchstone for the analysis of the orthography
on the Korean peninsula.

3.2. Peninsular data

This section addresses the oldest known orthographic data on the Korean
peninsula. These data come from 50 inscriptions found on the peninsula, from
the Kwangkay Wang ( ) stele of Koguryo,11 to the seven inscriptions of
Namsan ( ) from Silla, to the metal inscription from the Palace of King
Iksan ( ). My inscription data come from He Hungsik (1984: 1–81),
and Paekche Saryocip (1985: 345–66).

The following analysis divides the inscriptions into three groups which
represent the three ancient kingdoms of Koguryo, Silla, and Paekche. I have
then analysed the overlap between each group, and finally compared these
results with the Korean orthography contained in Nihon shoki. I have selected
Nihon shoki because it is clear that the work is a broad compilation of various
documents from the Asuka era and earlier. Much of the historical data come
from Korean records. Having completed this analysis, my results are then
compared with sinographs used phonetically by Yamato in the Asuka period
(or all graphs the Japanese have used to write words phonetically from that era).

11 I have used Yale romanization for Korean words and Sino-Korean, aside from historical
place names, where the traditional romanization is already well known. For those unfamiliar with
Yale romanization of Korean, see Sohn (1994: xiv–xv).
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3.3. Koguryo

Most of the graphs used phonetically in transcriptions from the kingdom of
Koguryo come from the famous Kwangkay Wang stele on the border of North
Korea. I have found 119 graphs used as phonograms in Koguryo inscriptions,
and those graphs are listed in Table 2.

Of these 119 Koguryo phonograms, 78 (65%) are also found in the CTP.
This would mean that there are phonograms in the Koguryo orthography that
are likely Koguryo innovations. I submit that the phonograms in Table 3 are
Koguryo innovations, because these graphs do not appear in the CTP, nor in
the oldest strain of Coblin's Old Northwest Chinese transcriptions (those
dating to around 400). Even if a character is lacking in the Northwest Chinese
transcriptions, I have not included it in the list of innovative graphs as long
as either of the following two criteria could be met: 1) the graph is graphically
similar to another in the CTP; for example, appears in the CTP but not in
the Koguryo inscriptions. However, the graph does appear in the Koguryo
inscriptions, and I believe it is simply graphically similar to , rather than an
innovation; 2) the phonogram is already used in the early Chinese histories,
which mainly refer to toponyms. Thus or would be eliminated from
consideration.

T 2. Koguryo phonograms

T 3. Innovative Koguryo phonograms
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There are at least two reasons why Koguryo would have selected their own
phonograms (or deviated from the Chinese standard). The first would be to
avoid graphs with unpleasant semantics, at least for native, Koguryo personal
names and toponyms. Surely Koguryo continued to call Yamato Wa , which
means dwarf, because that is what China called the state, and Koguryo had
no reason to change this usage. Also, Koguryo does not appear to have had
diplomatic ties with Yamato early on, and if we can trust the gist of the
military story inscribed on the Kwangkay Wang stele, Wa (Yamato?) had
already invaded Koguryo once before. The court of Koguryo probably would
have wanted to keep the pejorative usage. The second reason for innovative
sinographs may have been because there were not enough characters in the
Chinese repertoire of a certain phonological group to represent adequately the
phonemic inventory of the Koguryo language. It is thus interesting that there
are several innovative glottal stop initial phonograms (?), suggesting that the
language of Koguryo had a rather rich inventory of vowel initial words.

This theory can be tested in a simple fashion. Lewin (1973: 24–6) has a list
of 54 Koguryo words preserved in place names from Samkwuk saki. (I have
ignored Lewin's reconstructed Koguryo forms, because they are not always
true to the Chinese.) As an example, he reconstructs *u- in *usigam ‘hare’,
but *wus ‘cow’ from . How does he know the phonogram is doing
double duty, transcribing both *u- and *wu-? Simply put, he does not. Thus
I have examined only the original Chinese transcriptions, and have found eight
words that are vowel initial in the list (those words being: ‘enter’,
‘five’, ‘well, spring’, ‘hare’, ‘cow’, ‘slant’,
‘neighbour’, ‘having neighbours’). These eight words equal 15% (8:54)
of the total list of words, which is a fairly high number. Conversely, vowel
initial graphs in the Wei zhi phonogrammatic pool equal only five percent of
the total (8:159).

We now turn our attention to the other two kingdoms on the peninsula, Silla
and Paekche. Unfortunately, few conclusions can be drawn from the orthographic
data provided below for Silla and Paekche. Of the various kingdoms on the
peninsula, Koguryo was the first to import Chinese script, and it would appear
that Koguryo (directly or indirectly) influenced the other kingdoms.

3.4. Silla

Perhaps because Silla unified the peninsula in 668 with the demise of the
kingdoms of Paekche and Koguryo, there are more artefacts from Silla than
from any other kingdom on the peninsula. This also means the orthography
of Old Silla is the best preserved. I have found 153 graphs in the Silla
orthography, noted in Table 4. Any comments on these graphs, however, must
wait until we discuss the Paekche orthographic pool, which is the smallest of
the three.

3.5. Paekche

Much of Paekche's history can be characterized as being at war: either with
Koguryo or Silla. Paekche was destroyed by Silla in 660. Unfortunately,
available epigraphic data on Paekche are scarce compared with the other two
kingdoms. I have only been able to identify 64 graphs, as noted in Table 5.

A few words can be said about this group of sinographs from Paekche,
small though the database is, but I defer that to the section on a comparison
of these data from all three kingdoms. For reference, the following sinographs
appear to be Paekche innovations (see Table 6).
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T 4. Silla phonograms

T 5. Paekche phonograms

T 6. Innovative Paekche phonograms

3.6. A comparison of these data

There are 13 phonograms common to all three peninsular orthographies.
Comparing the Paekche sinographs noted above with Koguryo's orthography,
we find 15 common graphs. Between Silla and Koguryo, there are 32 common
graphs. Between Paekche and Silla, there are 28 common graphs. These results
are illustrated in Tables 7–10.

Finally, I have compared the graphs in the orthographic pools of these
three kingdoms (Tables 2, 4, 5) to the orthography found in Nihon shoki. I
have relied on the work of Ryu Min-hwa (1994). However, because Ryu's
work has some confusing lapses, I have consulted as well the work of Kinoshita
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T 7. Phonograms common to all three kingdoms

T 8. Phonograms common to Koguryo and Paekche

T 9. Graphs common to Koguryo and Silla

T 10. Phonograms common to Paekche and Silla
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T 11. Koguryo and Nihon shoki

T 12. Silla and Nihon shoki

T 13. Paekche and Nihon shoki

(1964). Graphs common between each kingdom's orthography and that found
in Nihon shoki are noted in Tables 11–13.

The comparison in Table 11 yields 49 common graphs, a 41% overlap
between the orthography of Koguryo and Nihon shoki.

In Table 12, the analysis shows that there are 93 graphs in the Silla phono-
grammatic pool that overlap with Nihon shoki, roughly a 61% ratio.

The last analysis in Table 13 provides very interesting results, considering
that our database of Paekche phonograms is severely limited, even when
compared with the other two kingdoms. In spite of the dearth of data, the
overlap between Paekche and Nihon shoki is about 75%. Of the 64 graphs,
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there are 48 graphs that overlap with Nihon shoki. Of course, this should not
be surprising since internal evidence in Nihon shoki clearly shows that the
compilers relied quite heavily on Paekche records. This evidence also provides
further proof that the Paekche material in Nihon shoki is not a sham, as some
have suggested.

3.7. Early Japanese orthography

The final analysis compares the orthography of three kingdoms with the Asuka
Japanese orthography.12 Rather than list these characters again, I will merely
quote the number of overlapping characters, and the overall ratio of overlap
between each orthographic group and the Suiko-era corpus (SEC).

Comparing the Koguryo orthography with the SEC, we find that there are
54 overlapping characters (45%). There are 88 overlapping Silla graphs (57%)
with SEC, and there are 40 (63%) overlapping Paekche graphs. A word should
be said about this last figure. If graphs with closed syllables are excluded from
the Paekche database (those being ), then the ratio
is 40:53 (75%), which is very impressive. It is even more impressive when we
recall that the Japanese orthographic system tends to avoid using closed syllable
phonograms, because the language of Old Japan did not allow closed syllables.
It should also be noted that a few closed syllable-graphs were used to transcribe
disyllabic words in Old Japanese ( sat>OJ satu).

4. Conclusion

This paper has conducted a simple survey of the graphs of the three ancient
kingdoms on the Korean peninsula, and then compared this pool of graphs
with the orthography preserved in the Asuka records of Japan. Several interes-
ting facts have come to light, and allow us to draw the following conclusions.

The legends preserved in Kojiki and Nihon shoki have at least conveyed the
truth that Paekche did educate the ancient court of Yamato in the use of
Chinese phonograms to transcribe native words. Even though the Paekche
orthography from the peninsula is only one-third to one-fourth the size of the
Koguryo and Silla orthographic databases, the percentage of overlap with
Nihon shoki, and thus the entire Asuka corpus, is greater than the other two
kingdoms.

As for the tradition that Silla taught its orthography to the court, as
preserved in the Shiki, this is likely based on inaccurate knowledge of the
history of the peninsula. By the tenth century Silla had unified the peninsula
and, to the Japanese court, ‘Silla’ meant the Korean peninsula.

It should be noted in passing that Mabuchi (1973) has already conducted
a similar study on the graphs used in the geographic sections of Samkwuk saki,
and I give a simple overview of his results. Samkwuk saki preserves 117
sinographs used to transcribe Koguryo place names. Of these, Mabuchi reports

12 These data come from Omodaka et al. (1967: 891–903). The so-called Asuka database
includes the Suiko era corpus, Kojiki, Nihon shoki, stone and metal inscriptions, and the liturgies
(for reasons why the liturgies are included, see Bentley forthcoming). For those unfamiliar with
the Suiko era corpus, it consists of the following sources: i) Stele inscription of Iyo Yunooka
(596); ii) inscription of the casting of the Bodhisattva statue of Maitreya (c. 600); iii) inscription
from the base of a statue at Gango: ji Temple (c. 606); iv) inscription on back of the halo of the
Shaka statue at Ho:ryu: ji (621); v) inscription of Yakushi in Golden Pavilion at Ho:ryu: ji (607);
vi) inscription on back of the halo of the statue at Gango: ji (c. 606); vii) Tenjukoku embroidered
veil (c. 625); viii) inscription on the back of the halo of the Three Deities Shaka statue at Ho:ryu: ji
(625); ix) fragment from Jo:gu:ki (c. 625); x) genealogy of Crown Prince Sho: toku (c. 630); xi) Jo:gu:
sho:toku ho:o: teisetsu. Not everyone considers the last two to be from the Suiko era, but I have
followed the majority in including them.
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T 14. Graphs common to the three kingdoms (SKKS)

C 1
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R
R

R
China Koguryo

S
S

S
Paekche

S
S
S

Yamato

that only 13 sinographs are also found in Nihon shoki, resulting in about
11% overlap.

Looking at the figures from Silla, Mabuchi finds 125 sinographs used to
transcribe Silla toponyms. There are 34 graphs that overlap with the record in
Nihon shoki (34: 125, 27%).

Finally, Mabuchi analyses 97 sinographs used to spell Paekche place names,
and notes there are 39 overlapping graphs with the record in Nihon shoki,
resulting in an overlap ratio of 40%, again the highest of the three kingdoms.
He then concludes that the figures are not very high, because Samkwuk saki
was compiled some five centuries later than Nihon shoki.

Of these many graphs, Mabuchi finds that Koguryo has 15 innovative
graphs, Silla 17 innovative graphs, but Paekche has only six (those
being ). Mabuchi (1973: 72–3) then lists the graphs common to
the orthographies of all three kingdoms (see Table 14—altered to fit parameters
noted above) and reaches this important conclusion. ‘Most of these graphs
were also used in man'yo:gana of ancient Japan’.

From the data that have been presented, I believe that the Chinese ortho-
graphic system took the following journey from China on its way to the
Japanese archipelago (Chart 1). Thus, it has been shown that the ancient
Chinese had a pool of phonograms used to transcribe foreign names and
words. This orthographic system (phonogrammatic pool) was passed on to
Koguryo when the kingdom adopted classical Chinese. The transfer of this
system from Koguryo to Paekche is unclear, but because the ruling class of
Paekche originally came from the north, I believe much of the orthographic
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system used in Koguryo was imported and then modified in Paekche. Naturally,
when diplomatic relations were opened between Paekche and Yamato (prob-
ably with Paekche asking for an open dialogue with the court in Yamato),
Paekche educated the court of Yamato in how to use classical Chinese, as well
as in how to transcribe the Japanese language (a term I use loosely here13) in
Chinese via phonograms.

This conclusion suggests that the Japanese, in all likelihood, were not
originally taught actual Chinese pronunciations, but rather were taught Chinese
filtered through the pronunciation of Paekche. For example, the sinograph
‘wealth’ (OC *peh, LOC *piw, EMC puw) has final -u in all strains of
Sino-Xenic: Sino-Vietnamese phú, Sino-Korean pwu, Go'on fu, and Kan'on
fuu. It is interesting that this graph is used in the earliest inscriptions in Japan
to transcribe po [pe], which matches well with Old Chinese.14 So is the reading
po for a relic of OC, or does this po actually reflect the pronunciation of
Sino-Paekche, or possibly both? We cannot answer these questions at this stage
of our knowledge, but it seems inescapable that the Chinese pronunciation
taught to Yamato was coloured with Paekche phonology. Having examined
and analysed with concrete data the tradition of Paekche teaching a Paekche-
based Chinese orthography, further scholarship will need to investigate if what
is traditionally called Go'on is actually based on Sino-Paekche, or if it is
perhaps based on a common ancestor of Chinese dialect from which sprang
both Sino-Paekche and Go'on. This research is critical because, when compared
with Sino-Vietnamese and Sino-Korean, Go'on is the oldest of the three, and
preserves a number of interesting clues about Chinese phonology (and possibly
the phonology of Paekche) that need to be explored in greater detail. Of course,
such a question could not even have been entertained until it was shown
conclusively that the ancient Japanese learned how to use Chinese phonograms
from the kingdom of Paekche.
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Zürcher, E. 1959. The Buddhist conquest of China: the spread and adaptation of Buddhism in early

medieval China. Leiden: E. J. Brill.


