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Kana Representions of Sound in the Muromachi Period
Rakuyoshii and Setsuyoshii

Shinji KONNO

Tadao Doi, scholar of the Japanese language and specialist of Christian
material printed in premodern Japan, has argued that the kanji dictionary
Rakuyoshii (published in 1598 by the Societas Iesu as a Japanese language
reference work) utilized a system of kana spelling based on contemporary
pronunciations in its representation of Japanese-based readings of kanji (join)
(1934). I first argue that it is difficult to assess whether or not said kana usage
indeed represents Japanese-based readings of kanji (jion) in the Rakuyoshi.
Building on this point, I then examine examples of kana representations of, for
example, the sounds yi and shé, arguing that it is internally consistent while
breaking precedent with kana usage used to represent the same sounds in the early
Muromachi Period Wagokuhen and other texts. The Rakuyoshii was a text that
would serve as a sample book of sorts for kanji when the Societas Iesu would
print Japanese-language texts; the phonetic readings appended to kanji (furigana)
became search keys for looking up those characters. For this reason, then, it
became more important to maintain an internal consistency of phonetic
representation than adhering to precedent. The characterization of sound (oto) in
the Rakuyoshii should be viewed and evaluated from this perspective. In this study
I also compare the way sound is represented in the older Setsuydshi. This
comparison reveals a different pattern in the Setsuyoshii: on occasion a single
kanji will have headings and entries in two different sections (sokei) of the text

with the tendency for the text to recognize two different — and thus inconsistent —
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written forms.
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