focus on a pigment itself an homage to Smith’s study of “Berlin blue”) is at
its heart about things in motion. Without the trade in Chinese ceramics,
Cort shows, this quintessentially Momoyama color might never have been
added to the Japanese potter’s palette. By extension, Momoyama green pots
take on other meanings when transported to a North American museum
collection.

Finally, the relationship of a picture or thing with a text adds an important
dimension to several papers. Texts themselves are treated here as visual and
material artifacts. The text is recognized as a picture just as the picture is
always also a thing. Satow, for example, shows how a reproduced page of
manuscript acts as a living trace of the writer not only because of what is
written but because of the relation of handwriting to the body. The essays
by David Lurie and Miriam Wattles appear at first glance to be analyz-
ing texts, but these texts are as interesting for their appearance as for their
verbal information. In this sense, both recall Henry Smith’s work on the
history of the book and on the written word in Japan. In the “picture
dictionary” that Wattles analyzes, playfulness trumps communication. By
contrast, Lurie’s ancient mirror inscription is so opaque that scholars have
struggled to derive any certain meaning from it. Their perplexity seems to
be partly due to the fact that the words have a largely decorative function
and partly due to the seeming lack of skill of the inscriber. In this sense,
Lurie’s artifact is not unlike a contemporary Japanese T-shirt printed with
chic but garbled English words. And indeed, reading the first and last essay
in this collection alongside each other discloses another link between the
sixth century and the twenty-first: just as Lurie’s object presents a face for
text and a face for reflection, the recent mobile phones described by Richter
are both text media and cosmetic mirrors.

Matsuura Takeshird named his record of the One-Mat Room “A Solici-
tation of Scraps” (Mokuhen kanjin) to document and commemorate the
many contributions of which it was composed. He wrote that the room
was intended for “remembering my friends.” During preparations for the
Festschrift symposium, we often referred to our event with the same name.
The poetic phrase expressed the sense we felt that the occasion should
mark a similar gathering of small donations from Henry Smith’s friends
and admirers far and wide. We hope that our scraps have built a room in
which he may wish to dwell from time to time.

FOREWORD

Fig. ra. Suda Hachiman Shrine Mirror,
line drawing from Famous Places of Kii
Province Illustrated (Kii no kuni meisho
zue), early 19th century. From Nihon
Meisho Zue Kankokai, ed., Da: Nihon

meisho zue (Famous places of Japan

illustrated), second series, vol. 9 (Tokyo:
Dai Nihon Meisho Zue Kankokai,

1921-22), 218-T9

THE SupA HACHIMAN SHRINE MIRROR
AND ITS INSCRIPTION

Davip BArNeTT LURIE

IRRORS AND COINS IMPORTED TO JAPAN beginning around the

first century BCE bear short inscriptions in Chinese characters,

but no domestic attempts at writing beyond a few scattered
scribbles are found prior to the fifth century CE. From the fifth century,
however, a handful of inscriptions attests that scribes of Korean origin were
in the employ of the “Great Kings” of the Yamato region, presumably the
same rulers who left behind immense mounded tombs (%ofin) in the Nara
basin and parts of modern Osaka to its west. It is not until the seventh
century that one sees more widespread use of writing—for bureaucratic
administration, official historiography, religious ritual, belletristic exchange
and so on—but the earlier epigraphs nonetheless represent an important
milestone in the history of writing and literacy in Japan.! The most famous
are two sword inscriptions, on blades discovered in the Sakitama-Inariyama
mound (in Saitama Prefecture, north of Tokyo) and the Eta-Funayama
mound (in Kyushu, near Kumamoto).> After these swords, the most ex-
tensive pre-seventh-century written artifact is a domestically cast bronze
mirror bearing an unusual cryptic inscription on its back. Now held in the
Tokyo National Museum, the mirror is a treasure of the Suda Hachiman
Shrine of northeastern Wakayama Prefecture near the border with Nara, in

Hashimoto City (fig. 1a, b).

As an apparently authentic piece of writing from the Tomb period

(c. 250—¢. 700)—most probably from the early sixth century—
the Suda mirror inscription portends precious insights, but

it remains among the most inscrutable texts of early Japan.
Unlike most other inscribed items from the period, the mirror
is scarcely corroded, and the characters of the inscription are
intact and clear. But the text itself is so garbled that only ten-
tative readings are possible. Along with a host of interpretative
problems, subject to decades of contentious scholarly argu-
ment, the inscription raises fundamental questions, such as
why and how something so muddled was made. In addition,
what value might it have held at a time when few, if any, of
the elites who presumably commissioned it would have been
able to “read” it in the sense we are accustomed to? 3

Suda Hachiman is a branch shrine that was established, most
likely in the eleventh century, on Suda no Sho, an estate (shoen)
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that belonged to the Iwashimizu Hachiman
Shrine of Kyoto.+ The first reference
to the mirror is in the nineteenth-
century gazetteer Famous Places
of Kii Province Illustrated (Kii
no kuni meisho zue), compiled
by Takechi Shiyu (1751-1823)
%  and Kano Morohira (1806~
&, 1857) and published in
| Wakayama City in four
installments between 1811
and 18515 Although the
late emergence of the
mirror is not necessarily
suspicious, it is puzzling
to find such an ancient
artifact preserved by a
relatively new shrine. The
badly damaged inscrip-
tion on the famous Seven-
Branched Sword, thought to
have been sent to Japan from
the Korean state of Paekche in the
fourth century, was also not dis-
covered until the nineteenth century,
but the sword is a treasure of Isonokami
Shrine, one of the most storied and venerable
shrines of the Nara region.

Fig. 1b. Suda Hachiman Shrine Mirror. It is not clear how or when the Suda shrine came into possession of the
mirror. Some say that it was unearthed nearby during the Edo period
(1615-1868) along with a sword and some pottery, while others have specu-
lated that it was held from antiquity by an earlier shrine that the Suda
shrine supplanted.® The first mystery of the mirror, then, is its provenance,
which is all the more puzzling in light of the fact that the inscription has
no connection with the Suda shrine or its vicinity.

6th century. Bronze. Diam. 19.8 cm.
Suda Hachiman Shrine, Hashimoto
City, Wakayama Prefecture. National
Treasure. Photo: TNM Image Archives.
Source: http://TnmArchives.jp/

The Suda mirror, which was designated a National Treasure in 1951, is 19.8
centimeters in diameter. A large hemispherical knob at the center of the
raised-relief back is surrounded by concentric bands, the widest of which
contains nine human figures, one of them mounted on a horse. Next to the
flat outermost band is one that features an inscription of forty-eight char-
acters, beginning counter-clockwise at four o’clock. The pictorial design is
what scholars call the “human-image mirror” (jinbutsu gazokyo) type, here
a crude copy of a similar pattern found on imported Chinese cast-bronze
mirrors of the Later Han and Six Dynasties periods (fig. 2). Several Chinese
mirrors excavated from burial mounds in the Japanese archipelago appear
to have been cast from the same mold as the original from which the Suda
design was copied, or from molds based on the same model.”

28 LURIE : THE SUDA HACHIMAN SHRINE MIRROR

Riddled with malformed characters and undoubted mistakes, the mirror’s
inscription appears to be the product of a scribe and a caster (or single
scribe/caster) lacking skill or concern for legibility.! Much about it is
disputed, but it seems to say something like the following (fig. 3):

On the tenth day of the eighth month of the twentieth year of the cycle
[503?], during the reign of the Great King, when his younger brother the
prince resided in Oshisaka Palace, Shima thought to serve him for a long
time, and had Kawachi no Atai and Ayahito Imasuri, the two of them, take
two hundred-weight of white bronze and make this mirror.

Fig. 2. “Human-image” Mirror. China,
Six Dynasties Period, 3rd century.
Bronze. Diam. 20.1 cm. Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston, Denman Waldo

Ross Collection, 17.836. Photograph The inscription has little in common with the impersonal formulas found

on imported Chinese mirrors, which usually laud the high qual-
ity and catalogue the magical benefits of the artifacts
they adorn. It is much closer to the fifth-century
domestic inscriptions seen on the Sakitama-
Inariyama and Eta-Funayama swords,
which also focus on particular individuals

' and their relationships with the
.. Great King.

© 2009 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

The Suda inscription shows signs
of Korean influence parallel to
those seen in other early texts

of the Japanese archipelago,

but more striking are the many

blunders it contains. These

include stylistically awkward

phrases and characters inverted
left to right (the latter, admittedly;
is a common occurrence in cast
inscriptions). But the inscription
also contains errors, or at least wildly

unconventional substitutions, such
as the use of a final particle (modern

Chinese yi7) for the tenth “stem” (gui;
“junior water”) in the initial date (the first
character in the first line of figure 3) and the
bizarre employment of a relative pronoun (su¢) for
verbs that mean “take” and “make” (the fourth characters

in the sixth and seventh lines of figure 3). Such “substitutions,” and other
interpretive leaps that make a tentative translation possible, are supported by
a long and contentious tradition of reconstruction attempts by epigraphers.

Fig. 3. Transcription of the Suda mirror

inscription
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The shoddiness of the Suda mirror’s inscription is echoed by another ele-
ment of the design. Between the figural and the inscription band, there is
a ring of alternating square and semicircular bosses within a higher comb-
tooth ridge, probably based on another model mirror. On some imported
mirrors, studs of this sort often contain the characters of an inscription.
Since there are twelve of them on the Suda mirror, one might expect that
they would contain the twelve characters of the zodiacal “branches,” but
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they are graphlike patterns with no determinate readings. Such pseudo-
inscriptions are common on other domestically cast Tomb-period mirrors.®

Because one band contains a real inscription, the presence of the pseudo-
inscription indicates that those who produced the mirror mold were not
ignorant of writing, but it suggests that “legibility” was not their priority.
The crudity of the pictorial portion of the mirror may stem from a lack of
technical ability, but it can also be taken to mean that the identity of the
figures on the original Chinese mirror(s)—the Queen Mother of the West
(a goddess associated with longevity and immortality) and her consort the
Father of the East—was of little importance to the copier, and, most likely,
to those for whom the mirror was made. Similarly, the fact that the cycli-
cal signs within the bosses were not deemed worthy of faithful reproduc-
tion may mean that the artisan was simply incapable of including detailed
characters in small squares, but it also suggests that legible graphs were not
required.

From the perspective of the history of writing and literacy, the Suda mirror
is significant because it hints at the varied uses of inscription in Japan
during the period when it was made, many of which uses do not involve
“reading” as we know it. That the departures of the inscription and the picto-
rial band from expected norms are often conceptualized as failures is not
necessarily anachronistic, as there are earlier and contemporary examples of
similar objects and inscriptions without the same puzzling substitutions and
oddities. But casting this bronze artifact would have been a tremendously
costly undertaking, and its fine condition suggests that it was carefully
preserved. Despite its faulty inscription, the mirror was apparently valuable
to those who commissioned it, especially at a time when the difference
between a skillful inscription and a botched or even fake one would have
been apparent to a minuscule proportion of its “audience.” Given how little
is known about the provenance of the Suda mirror, one cannot expect a
final answer to the fundamental question of what its inscription means.
But its riddles serve as a reminder of how deeply dependent on context—
in ways we may not fully realize—are our evaluations of the creation and
reception of all artifacts, even those that can be situated in incomparably
better-known circumstances. @
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NOTES TO THE READER

Personal names: For Japanese and Chinese
names, the surname is cited first, followed

by the given or artist’s name. This does not
apply, however, to those who publish in the
West and/or who have opted to use the
Western order of their names. In discussion,
Japanese artists are referred to in the form
most commonly cited, usually by the given or
art name. Katsushika Hokusai, for example, is

known as Hokusai.

Diacritical mark: The macron is used to
indicate a long vowel in Japanese (Shunsho),
except where the Japanese name or term has

entered the English lexicon (Tokyo, shogun).

Measurements: Measurements are given in
centimeters, height before width. For paintings,
measurements apply only to the perimeter of
the image, exclusive of the mounting.
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