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Kanbun Kundoku Training and Fantastical Folktales

(Japanese Literature Course)
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I am Yuichi Kai. I am the instructor of
Japanese literature kanbun (% 3C: Classical
Chinese texts used in Japan). The kanbun text |
use in my Japanese literature seminar for
sophomore class is a fantastical tale included in
the Soshinki (FE#FEC: Sou shén ji: In Search of
the Supernatural). The Soshinki is an example of
Rikuchou Shikai (7NEEFE: Liuchdo zhigudi:
Records of Anomalies) literature of the Six
Dynasties.

First, allow me to give some background
about the Rikuchou Rhikai and the Soshinki in
particular. The term “rikuchou” (N#: Liuchdo:
Six Dynasties) refers to a period of Chinese
history from the 3rd to 6th centuries AD, when
the country was fractured and underwent rule by
Six Dynasties: Wu, Eastern Jin, Liu Song, Qi,
Liang, and Chen. As all Six Dynasties were
based in what is now Nanjing, the capital of
Jiangsu Province, the term “Six Dynasties
period” connotes a cultural-historic period
synonymous with the Southern Dynasties period
(when referring to both the Southern and

Northern Dynasties, historians generally use the
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Figure 1: Chapter 14 of the Soshinki (f2430),
as contained in Jintai Mishu (FHEHFAE).

BT -> TWEHA, EXEIN, IR E
L CHATES N DR CTHRItEO ADO T3
STWDHOIE, 2o [#E] & E-ps T
IH FHA,

HOFE T, MAZaE—L7EAX
(AR Z DT DRI, K1 &2/ &)

term “gi shin nanbokucho ki” (FRE raALHA: wei
Jjin nanbéichao: Wei, Jin, Southern, and Northern
Dynasties). The term shikai (751%), which means
kai wo shirusu (& % i& 7 : records of
anomalies), is an umbrella term for texts that
relate tales of the supernatural and fantastical.

Before the Six Dynasties, most Chinese
texts were historical chronicles that rarely
included the kind of fantastical accounts seen in
Rikuchou Shikai literature. However, during the
Six Dynasties, historical texts started including
character sketches and anecdotes that were
considered peripheral to the essential historical
facts. For example, the Sesetsu Shingo (TH#HT
. Shi shuo xin yii: A New Account of the Tales
of the World), a compilation from the Liu Song
dynasty (420—479), includes anecdotes about
famous nobles who lived in the period in
question. As the Sesetsu Shingo and the
Rikuchou Shikai literature illustrate, the Six
Dynasties saw an expansion in the range of
content deemed worthy of recording for
posterity.

The Sashinki was compiled by Gan Bao (1
%), who lived in the Eastern Jin (of the Southern
Dynasties). As a court archivist, Gan Bao had
access to the court archives. A number of
versions of the Soshinki survive, of which the 20-
volume edition is the closest to the original.
However, as is often the case with Six Dynasties
literature, the original manuscripts no longer
exist. The versions that do exist therefore contain
later interpolations added by scribes during
transcription.

In my class, I give my students two versions
of the text. The first is the raw kanbun with no
added punctuation or reading aids (see Figure 1).
This is known as the hakubun (4 3C: original
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text). The second is the Japanese translation of
the text!. I then make the students transcribe the
hakubun text and then punctuate it in order to
create a Sino-Japanese transcription known as a
kakikudashi-bun (F = T L 3X). This task forms
part of the students’ training in kundoku (3)|7¢).
Kundoku is defined as follows: “A process
in which kaeriten [return marks] are added to a
Classical Chinese text to convert the text
syntactically to Japanese order, allowing the
reader to apply the Japanese and Chinese
rendering to each word and phrase.”” For an
example of kundoku, consider a line from Book
1 (B0 J&: Xué ér pian) of the Analects of
Confucius (i g ). The classical Chinese text
reads: & H =44 & & . Through the process of
kundoku, the Chinese phrase can be converted
into the following kakikudashi-bun: %é Giﬁ
BN g & ZE (ware hi ni wagami wo
sanseisu).> One of the operations in this example
concerns syntactic word order: For the sequence
—44 55 the order of the character pairs :%\
and # % is switched to make 3 E % 4
9~ . This reversal is necessary because of
differences in word order between Chinese and
Japanese. Another alteration is the addition of
which
necessary to express the meaning of the text in
Japanese. Specifically, H becomes H (Z (hi
ni), &Y becomes & ML % (waga mi wo),
and =% becomes — 9 (sansei su). In this

way, kanbun kundoku was practiced for centuries

hiragana [a Japanese syllabary], is

in Japan to transcribe and translate Classical
Chinese. As a result of this long-standing
practice, kanbun and kanbun kundoku-tai (33
ANFEA: glossed kanbun) became embedded into
written Japanese, preserving the historic literary

register of the Classical Chinese. For this reason,
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kanbun and kanbun  kundoku-tai, while
ostensibly falling under the study of Classical
Chinese, are studied as part of a Japanese
literature course.

The hakubun text I use in class is from the
20-volume edition of the Soshinki contained in
the compilation Shintai Hisho (iR E: Jm
ddi Texts Reached

Waterways).* A digital scan of the manuscript is

mishii:  Rare through
available online, so I tell students to access the
digital copy if they struggle to read the characters
on the hard copy.

As shown in Figure 1, the hakubun consists
entirely of an unbroken series of Chinese
characters. First, I have the students transcribe
the characters as they are. The resulting
transcription appears as follows:

BEHRER D - AEP AN L ERKEK

ANEE Ry H) EAEAS I — 2 pIT AR A ek

Z BEsb il Rk BB R E — RIS A

B A BUL Ry b . = 2 FLREAR A 2 [ A5

KAEFERS PG 2 RIMMEHRE LI =1

EYINGSINES
The final row of text, Z /N3¢ 2, does not
appear in Figure 1 because it is from the
following page of the manuscript. Next, the
students refer to a Japanese translation of the
passage and punctuate the hakubun to create a
kakikudashi-bun:
BEFMREOF . BRI ELH
BERD, WERER, BENERD
EHST, WELCEE, Ko—%«
DR FIOBRESF, WY TL %M
L. AIbEE TRERICED A & T,
HEEBORCESL S, — By %
L3, JF B TLLTmeE %
L. =&&EE Lie, HOR: #IT#&
L CRIZEIZ LS, KOO T
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(AEDHHAY , &2 T, KTRY

D, BRIETLUT =%~ &

HINTEIRONED 215720,
The phrase 5.H F A /S-E% becomes, in the
kakikudashi-bun, FHHIZSELBLH RS,
While F. is the first character in the source
phrase, the kakikudashi-bun places it at the end.
Similarly, the order of 5 and /N £ % is
reversed. Such changes reflect a syntactic
difference between the two languages: Whereas
the verb precedes the object in Classical Chinese,
the verb comes last in the sentence in Japanese.

Note also the following phrase, 57K F 7K,
which becomes % % & % & in the
kakikudashi-bun. In Classical Chinese, the noun
“clothing” and the verb “wear/don” (as in wear
or don a piece of clothing) are both expressed
with this same character: 7<. In parsing the
above phrase, we find that the character
expresses a verb, “wear,” in the first instance and
a noun, “clothing,” in the second, so we reverse
the order to decode the phrase in Japanese as &
%4 (to wear clothing).

In kundoku, certain characters in the source
text are sometimes left unread. These unread
characters are known as okiji (& & 7). For
example, in the phrase A M A%, 1M is an
i
conjunction connecting the preceding verb 7%
“don (a piece of clothing)” with the verb & “fly
(away).” the be

incorporated directly into a Japanese reading, it

okiji. In the source text, serves as a

Since character cannot
is left unread.’

However, okiji is an exception to the rule; as
illustrated above, kanbun kundoku preserves the
original Chinese text as much as possible, and in
this respect, it is an unusual translation method.

In my class, the students review the kakikudashi-
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bun presented by their peers and consider how
the source text should be parsed and translated.
Most secondary-school students in Japan read
kundoku-bun—texts that are already glossed
with kunten (explanation marks) as in the
example shown in the previous page. Because
such kundoku-bun have already undergone
translational processing, most students are new
to the process of creating a kakikudashi-bun from
a raw, unglossed source text. Hence, kanbun
kundoku training forms the cornerstone of my
class.

With the above said, let us now explore
some of the fantastical content I use in my class.
The kakikudashi-bun quoted above has the
following vernacular meaning:

There was once a man who lived in the

Xinyu region of Yuzhang County (now

Jiangxi Province). The man espied six

or seven maidens in a field. The

maidens were all clad in feathery

garments, such that the man could not

tell whether they were bird or human.

Drawing closer, the man found a

feathery garment that one of the

maidens had removed. Hiding the
garment, the man crept up and pounced.

All the bird maidens but one flew away.

The one bird maiden was captured by

the man and taken as his bride. She bore

him three daughters.

The wife bade her daughters ask the
man about the feathery garment. She
learned that the man had hidden the
garment in a stack of rice sheaves and
then found the dress. She then donned it
and flew away. At length, the mother
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returned to fetch her three daughters.

The daughters learned how to fly and

they all flew away together.°
This story exemplifies a common fantasy trope
involving a flying creature, such as Japan’s robe
of feathers legend ] &K {x #i  (hagoromo
densetsu) and the swan maiden legends of other
countries. It also falls under the category of
human—animal marriage. Much of the story
follows a fixed pattern: A flying creature
assumes the guise of a human woman and
removes her garment. Seeing this, a man hides
the garment. No longer able to fly back to the
celestial realm, the maiden becomes the man’s
wife. However, there are certain elements that
vary across stories: whether the woman bears
children, whether she leaves her husband,
whether the husband pursues her, and how the
story ends.

Another key part of my class is to examine
and discuss possible parallels in Japanese
folktales. For academic year 2023, I had the class
read a number of stories featuring ghosts (called
% gui in Classical Chinese).” The topics
discussed included how the afterlife was
depicted, how a corporeal corpse relates to the
person’s incorporeal soul, and how the stories
the of Buddhism

reincarnation-related folktales.

reflect influence on
I would ask
students to produce a report based on the
discussion.

This seminar deals with the basics of parsing
classical texts by carefully decoding each
character and phrase in order to equip students
with the skills necessary to conduct such

research.
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