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Who we are

Research Centre for Japanese Language
and Linguistics

The Research Centre for Japanese Language and Linguistics was created in March
2009 within the Faculty of Oriental Studies to function as an umbrella for research activities
related to Japanese language and linguistics through the University.

A major research project hosted within the Centre is the five-and-a-half year project,
‘Verb semantics and argument realization in pre-modern Japanese’ (VSARPJ), which is a
collaborative effort involving researchers working in England, Japan, and the US. However,
the research of the members of the Centre is wide-ranging, from acquisition of Japanese as a
foreign language to reconstruction of proto-Japanese morphology.

Old Japanese in Action is an event organized to celebrate the success of the VSARPJ
research project as it comes to a close.

Professor Bjarke Frellesvig Dr Jennifer Guest Dr Stephen Wright Horn
Dr Takehiko Maruyama Mr Daniel Millichip Dr Kerri L Russell
Ms Zixi You

vsarpj@orinst.ox.ac.uk
http://www.orinst.ox.ac.uk/research/jap-ling/

Creation Theatre

Think about those books, the ones that you’ll always go back to, those moments in
life where you think ‘that’s a bit like that chapter’ or ‘you’re just like that character’, those
are the stories we love.

We don’t just want to leave those books on the shelf though, we take them down,
hand them around, share them out and bring them to life.

All over Oxford we find unusual spaces – these stories aren’t set in theatres so we
don’t put them there. Castles, antique mirror tents, college gardens, bookshops and
factories… we’ll go wherever the stories take us, and so far we’ve taken over 500,000 people
with us.

From the thousands of children who’ve told classic stories in new ways through our
education programme, to our professional actors and directors, you’re always most likely to
find us lost in a good book.

18 years, 54 shows, half a million audience members aged 5-95…we are Oxford’s
own Creation Theatre Company.

Ms Katie Ell Mr Josh Ward
http://www.creationtheatre.co.uk/



The Texts

Man'yōshū
The Man'yōshū (万葉集 ‘Collection of myriad leaves’) is the major source of the OJ

language. It is a poetry anthology of more than 4,500 poems in 20 volumes. It was compiled
in late Nara or early Heian. The latest poem is dated 759 and the earliest poem is usually said
to date back to the middle of the fifth century. The poems are in Japanese, written both
phonographically and logographically. Most poems present a mixture of phonographic and
logographic writing, but the proportions differ enormously. The poems in the anthology are
drawn from several sources, both older and contemporary. It is thus not a single text, but a
collection of texts from different times, and consequently there is no overall orthographic
consistency. There is, however, a substantial, identifiable portion representing early eighth-
century OJ and another representing mid eighth-century OJ. Eastern OJ dialect is also
represented in volumes 14 (azuma uta ‘eastern songs’) and 20 (sakimori uta ‘border-guard
songs’).

You will find An elegy on the death of Furuhi (Book V: 904-906) and Urashima of
Mizunoe (Book IX: 1740-1) in this packet. These translations are from: Japanese Classics
Translation Committee. 2005. 1000 Poems from the Manyoshu: The Complete Nippon
Gakujutsu Shinkokai Translation. Dover Publications Inc.

Engishiki Norito
Norito (祝詞 ‘liturgies’) comprise ritual prayers and blessings. 27 Norito are recorded in

volume 8 of the Engishiki (延喜式 ‘Procedures of the Engi Era’, completed 927) and are,
despite the late date of compilation, thought to retain their OJ form and to reflect fairly
accurately the OJ language and in particular some quite early features of the language. The
Norito are written in senmyō-gaki.

You will find Norito XXV. To Drive Away a Vengeful Deyty in this packet. This
translation is from: Donald L. Philippi. 1990. Norito: A Translation of the Ancient Japanese
Ritual Prayers. Princeton University Press.

Shoku nihongi Senmyō 
Senmyō (宣命) are imperial edicts. 62 edicts are recorded in the Shoku nihongi (続日

本紀 797; a history covering 697-791). Senmyō are written in senmyō-gaki i.e. mainly
logographically, but with grammatical items and some vocabulary noted phonographically.

From Senmyō we have selected Senmyō 19. Tenpyō Hōji 17th Month (757), Empress
Kōken and Senmyō 42. Jingo Keiun 18th Month (767), Empress Shōtoku These texts were
translated by Mr Daniel Millichip as part of his BA Dissertation at Oxford.
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Senmyō 19. Tenpyō Hōji 1 7th Month (757), Empress Kōken 

 

I proclaim, Imperial children, Lords, nobles, officials and people of the world, all of 

you hear this edict I proclaim as the words of the Emperor, the Yamato ruler, who rules the 

eight-islands as a living God.I proclaim, all of you hear the Imperial edict that says: “The 

crazy and confused Naramaro and Komaro, evil and rebellious men, planned to do the 

following in order to steal the succession of the high throne of the heavenly line, which has 

been decided by the benevolent Imperial gods and goddesses who gather on the high plain. 

Naramaro and Komaro planned to incite and lead a rebellious group and, first, surround the 

house of the minister of the court and kill him then immediately surround the Imperial palace 

and force out the Imperial heir of the heavenly line and next disrupt the palace of my Great 

Parent, snatching the bell, seal and sign, summon the Minister of the Right and make him 

proclaim an order to the realm. They planned to, after this, expel the Emperor and select a 

Lord from four Princes. So, in the night of the twenty ninth day of the sixth month they 

joined the officials of the Chancellor of the Realm, drank salt soup and swore an oath and 

they worshipped the four directions of heaven and earth. They planned to stir up their armies 

on the second day of the seventh month and at the time of the Sheep on the second day they 

summoned Kamitsumichi-no-Asomi, Hidatsu, a person of the district of Kamitsumichi in 

Kibi-no-Michi-no-Kuchi province, a provincial official of the Naka-no-Mamori and Ono-no-

Azuminohito and enticed them to take part in the plot. I pardon them for saying they would 

take part and they told me of the plan in detail at the time of the Boar that day. So, thinking 

and asking, [he] humbly said that all of this was truthful and I punished all of them. Thinking 

and asking about this, all they say is true and they all accepted their punishments. Examining 

the laws, they all correspond to death penalty. Although this is the case, I lighten their 

punishment, change their names and banish them to a distant land so that I may bless them. I 



think, as a god, that surely these rebellious and evil men came forward and wholly accepted 

their punishments because of the gods of heaven and earth blessing and protecting the realm 

and the Spirits of the Emperors, too awesome to mention, who have ruled the realm here 

since the start of heaven and earth, expelling and discarding dirty men and because of the 

inconceivably awesome power of Rushana, the Buddha, the Kanzeon Boddhisatva, the 

followers of Buddhist law, Brahma, Sakra, and the Four Heavenly Kings.I proclaim, all of 

you hear the Imperial edict that also says: “The people, who were tricked by these crazy men, 

think them treading in the capital is dirty so I move them to a wooden house in Okachi village 

in Ideha province.” 

 



Senmyō 42. Jingo Keiun 1 8th Month (767), Empress Shōtoku 

 

I proclaim, all of you hear the edict I proclaim as the words of the emperor, the 

Yamato ruler, who shines light over the eight-island country in Yamato.I proclaim, all of you 

hear the imperial edict that says: “At the time of the monkey on the sixteenth day of the sixth 

month this year a most miraculous, rare and beautiful cloud, of seven colours mixed, rose up. 

While I was admiring it and looking at it with all the people who serve me in awe and joy, the 

people of the east and Abe-no-Asomi of the upper fifth rank lower grade said: ‘On the 

seventeenth day of the sixth month a five-coloured cloud, a sign, rose up above the Toyuke 

palace in Watarai district and covered it. So we drew how it looked and offer this up.’ Further, 

an official of the Department of Cosmology said a splendid and rare cloud has risen in the 

northwest on the tenth day of the seventh month and on the twenty-third of the same month, 

the cloud in the southeast turned to a faint five-colours, the base of the cloud red and its tips 

yellow. When I made the officials in the Ministry of Civil Services think about the reason for 

such miraculous and rare clouds appearing they said: ‘Thinking carefully about the Book of 

Signs, this is a Keiun. This truly is a Great Sign.’ I thought: ‘I have always heard that such a 

great, precious, miraculous and rare Great Sign is created by heaven and earth, impressed by 

incredible Blessings in the reign of a wise Emperor. This could by no means be my blessings 

moving heaven and earth.’ Thus the cloud appears above the palace of the Gods. Even still, 

this is because the great Gods blessing and creating it. Also, this is because the souls of the 

previous generations of emperors, too awesome to mention, assisting and blessing [me]. 

Further, I think that this cloud is a Great Sign, miraculous and precious, that the three 

treasures, myriad Gods, and the gods of heaven and earth created between the second and 

seventh days of the previous first month, due to all the Great Priests of the temples being 

diligent, according to morals, when I made them serve, read the Golden Light Sutra and pay 



penance to Kichijōten, and due to the statesmen serving, performing governance morally. 

With this, I cannot sit around in silence humbly receiving this miraculous and joyous Great 

Sign, so I shall summon the Lords and Statesmen to rejoice and revere with me and pay back 

for this Blessing of heaven and earth.”I proclaim, all of you hear the imperial edict that says: 

“In this way, heaven sends down myriad things and nurtures, blesses and cares for the realm. 

Also, I bestow the Negi, Ōmonoimi and Uchibito of the palace of the Great Gods with two 

ranks. However, I bestow the Mikamunagi and those lower with one rank. Also, I bestow my 

servants of the two Godly districts in Ise province and the preists, with and without rank, of 

the provinces with one rank. Also, I bestow one rank to those below the sixth rank and the 

men and women of the left and right capitals over sixty years old. However I bestow the 

upper great sixth rank upper grade to those of the great sixth rank upper grade who have been 

selected for merit three times or more. Also, I raise filial children, obedient grandchildren, 

loyal husbands, faithful wives and field workers by one rank and place a sign at their house 

and pardon them of field tax until they die. Further, I bestow gifts on those of the fifth rank 

and above. Also I forgive half of the field tax of the provinces for this year. Also, I bestow 

rice on old people over eighty years old and widows unable to support themselves. Also, I 

change the reign name in accordance with the sign that has appeared. So, I change the third 

year of Tenpyō-Jingo to the first year of Jingo-Keiun.” 

 


