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A Reexamination of the Silent Characters in the Kunten Materials of the
Early Heian Period: A Study of the Language of Kunten Materials Based on
Corpora and Digitized Texts

YANAGIHARA Etsuko
Adjunct Researcher, Language Change Division, Research Department, NINJAL

Abstract

Kunten materials in the early Heian period hold great importance in determining aspects of Old
Japanese between the materials from antiquity and the kana literature of the Heian period after the
Kokin Waka Collection. The publication of these kunfen materials, which have heretofore been
published only in books, in new formats such as electronic texts, XIML files, or corpora will help
reveal how Old Japanese evolved in the Heian period. This study surveyed and analyzed the muted
characters in Aunten materials in the early Heian period metrically through the use of electronic
texts (currently being compiled) of the Golden Light Sutra (Saidaiji version).

This research has revealed different aspects in reading these texts of what is called okifi,
Chinese characters unread in later Japanese readings. For example, the character /Z tended to be
read not as a postpositional particle but as a word supplying a preceding or following noun with
necessary meaning, like such characters as Ifij or J2 that were sometimes used as nominative or
conjunctive particles in Japanese. This suggests that in the early Heian period people tended not to
identify each Chinese character with a particular meaning in Japanese in a one-to-one fashion but
to understand that in practice a postpositional particle simply appeared after a noun or a clause.

Moreover, in light of the slight differences in the rules of kundoku in the early Heian period
and later periods, it is possible to explain why characteristic wording in kirokutai (Japanization of
Chinese writings) in and after the mid-Heian period developed. For instance, we know that :Z in
] ;2 1 was unread but was always written in kirokutai. If we suppose that ;Z was not perceived as
a postpositional particle but only as a sign marking the end of a phrase or clause in the early Heian
period (when kirokutai was created), we can explain the rise of syntactic conventions to avoid
misinterpreting quotations and the background that enabled it to arise.

Key words: Golden Light Sutra (Saidaiji version, early Heian period), 4unten materials, unread
characters, kirokutai, electronic text



