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Abstract

The preface to the Kojiki (712) transmits two names
connected with the making of the book: Hieda no Are,
who is said to have recited the imperial genealogies and
the old words, and O no Yasumaro, who compiled and
presented them. The evidence we possess for these two
names is not merely unequal in quantity; it is unequal in
kind. This paper does not argue about how the Kojiki
came into being. It asks instead why, of two names
standing a few lines apart in the same preface, one can
be decided and the other cannot.

Part One treats Yasumaro as the control case. Four inde-
pendent witnesses — the epitaph unearthed at Konose
in 1979, the successive rank notices and the obituary in
the Shoku Nihongi, the military service of O no Homuji
recorded in the Tenmu annals of the Nihon shoki, and

the genealogy in the Shinsen shgjiroku — converge on a
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single figure: a man born into a house that administered
the imperial estate which financed the Jinshin war, dec-
orated for military merit, risen to high civil office, and
capable of designing a systematic orthography for writ-
ing Japanese in Chinese characters. It also examines the
title his father bore. Yu-moku-ryo, steward of the imperi-
al bathing-estate, is a word that occurs nowhere else in
the Japanese record — not in the Chinese institutions it
derives from, not in the Taiho or Yoro codes, not in any
later source — only in the three passages of the Jinshin
narrative. And the merit Homuji earned in that war was
rewarded twenty-four years later, in 696, in these terms:
for the merit of having followed from the first, and for
holding the pass. What is named there is not an institu-
tional grade but a personal adherence. Questions re-
main open — the origin of Yasumaro’s fifth-class decora-
tion, his schooling, the silence of the Shoku Nihongi
about the presentation of the book. For each of these
one can name the document whose discovery would
settle it. For one question one cannot: when the Mino
estate became the prince’s. There the sole witness is the
chronicle written by the side that won.

Part Two treats Are. The whole corpus consists of some
fifteen characters in the preface and what later ages de-
rived from them. Upon that base at least four readings
have stood side by side for more than a century: a his-
torical young courtier; a female cult officiant of the
Sarume line; the title of an office, or the eponym of a

corporation of reciters; and the dissolution of the ques-
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tion altogether by treating the preface as a later accre-
tion. Setting Homeric scholarship (Nagy's evolutionary
model, the Panathenaic rules of performance, the le-
gend of the Peisistratean recension), the Gaulish druids,
the storytellers of Tono, and the modern refashioning of
the Meta shrine as a system of coordinates, the paper
argues that the operation of compressing a long collect-
ive process into one name and one commissioned act
demonstrably exists. But the existence of the operation
does not determine the nature of what was operated
upon. Whether Are was a person or a corporation does

not follow from this corpus.

Part Three places the two names side by side. The asym-
metry does not arise from the quantity of the evidence
but from its kind. Yasumaro is supported by documents
that were generated independently of one another —
the man who incised the bronze plate, the man who
compiled the annals and the man who drew up the re-
gister of clans wrote at different times, in different
places, for different purposes — and where such docu-
ments intersect, the intersection does not move. Are is
supported by one passage and by what descends from
it; what descends is not independent. The threshold of
decidability lies here: in how many independently
generated sources intersect. To declare an undecid-
able question undecidable is not an admission of failure.
It removes from subsequent discussion every claim the
evidence does not carry, and it specifies in advance
what evidence would decide.
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culture doesn’t have a word for a thing, then it does

not recognise that thing’s existence.
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Now all that may or may not be true—it does not

matter much, but it is surely simpler to say that
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Homer relates the same action in more or less the
same way because that was the only way he had
learned. ... He has no pen and ink to let him slowly
work out a novel way of recounting novel actions,
but must make up his tale without pausing, in the
speed of his singing.
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