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Research Note

An Overview of Existing Research on Shomon-ki:

Understanding the Masakado’s Letter

Ishizuka, Hideo

Shomon-ki is considered to be a very difficult book. The difficulty lies in the fact that it
was written in Japanese-style Chinese writing, which refers to Chinese writing, described with
Japanese-style sentence compositions and usages of Chinese characters. In fact, Shomon-ki
consists of both Japanese-style Chinese writing and genuine Chinese writing.

Since the Meiji period, a number of researchers have tried to understand this difficult book.
As a result, the contents were gradually unwrapped and fascinated many readers. According
to the book, the battle started by Tairano Masakado -- the main character of this book -- had
triggered a dynamic reform to transform the ancient “ritsuryd legal codes nation into a
medieval feudal state.

The ultimate goal of the current research is to disclose the details of Shomonki -- when it
was written, by whom, for what purpose. The key to clearing the mystery lies in the
understanding of the Masakado’s letter, included in the book. As the first step to precisely
understand the letter, it is necessary to make a comprehensive review of existing literature on
this book. Thus, this research note presents an overview of the existing literature.

Key words: the Masakado’s letter, Japanese-style Chinese writing, literary figure, Buddhist

priest
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