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Foreword

James W. Heisig

The serious study of the Chinese writing system among Western( BX K )scholars
dates from the Christian missionaries of the sixteenth century, who translated classic
texts, prepared the first bilingual dictionaries, and composed catechisms ( #x 3% ] %
% ) for spreading their faith. Their fascination with the kanji, due in large part to
their own frustrations with acquiring even basic literacy, quickly spread among the
intelligentsia ( #23%& /% ) in Europe, who were also responsible for spreading any
number of mistaken ideas about the history and structure of the writing system that
held fast well into the nineteenth century. That fascination and frustration continues
to this day, even as achievements of Western scholars have earned the respect of
their counterparts in the Far East. At the same time, although only a tiny fraction of
the students in the universities of the West who study kanji achieve the level of
proficiency needed for scholarly work, the dramatic increase in their numbers
witnesses to an even broader enthusiasm for the Chinese language that is
unparalleled in history.

Although I am not academically qualified to represent scholarship on the kanji

(% F# %) or its pedagogy ( % F#XF ) in the non-kanji world ( JFi£7&ELILEH ),
from my own study of Eastern philosophies ( X ¥ D ## # IZB T 5234 %.) these
past thirty years in Japan, I can attest to being surprised again and again by the
important role the kanji and the story of their development has played in intellectual
history. The research published in these pages is no exception.

The aboriginal ambiguities of the kanji that so intrigue Western scholars must
not have been very different from what the Japanese themselves experienced from

their first encounter with the writing system. Together with the oldest Japanese
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dictionary to survive, the [ %3k # % % 5% ) of 835 attributed to Kiikai ( % # ) , the

[ 73R 3 g & & & A3 serves as a kind of “Rosetta Stone” ( # 3% 67 ) for
understanding the adoption of Chinese Buddhist terminology into Japan. But more
than that, as possibly the oldest Japanese lexicon (& 4 % ) , it marks a milestone in
the story of how Chinese writing came to be adjusted to the demands of Japanese
vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation. In a sense, the very “foreignness” of the
writing was a decisive stimulus not only to the development of Japanese ( H 43%)
but also to a highly productive rethinking of original Chinese texts.

If Kiikai himself knew the [#232] | it could have been through a manuscript
older than that we now possess. His acquaintance with the text would have been
prior to his travels to China when he was still struggling to attain fluency in Chinese,
and the linguistic attention lavished on this glossary (&% )of the Avatamsaka siitra

(# F %) and its Man’yogana (7% %48 % ) pronunciations, like the [—#7&
#J , which he mentions by name, is not likely to have served him except as a
pedagogical tool. His interest in linguistic theory began only after his return from
China, by which time he had excluded the [ 3 # &% ] from the picture as “exoteric”
teaching ( $84%) . Nevertheless, Kiikai’s explorations into the relationships between
sound, meaning, and reality theory of language overlaps with the siitra in the root
idea that all phenomena are a kind of writing on the sitra of the world( I % 4o 4 K &
#% ]~ &A—) , an idea that cannot be ignored in studying the connections between
the Japanese adoption of the Chinese script and its adoption of Buddhist thought.
Kikai and the author of the [#43Z] belong to an unbroken line of Japanese
philosophers for whom the disconnect between the nuances of Chinese writing and
the nuances of spoken Japanese were an impetus to intellectual creativity. Filling in
the gaps of the early history of that disconnect will add an important chapter to the
story of the diffusion of written language in East Asia. This volume is a welcome
addition to that ongoing process.

Research by Western scholars on the [#432.] |, as scarce as it is, does service to
highlight an aspect of the text that is of less interest to Chinese and Japanese
scholars: it is one of those books that is by nature ( 4~k ) untranslatable. Unlike the
challenge of rendering great literature and poetry from one language to
another—which is nevertheless carried out all the time, despite the severe limitations
involved—there is no way to translate the [ #4432 ] into Western languages because
there is simply no way to understand it without knowledge of the script with which

it is composed. Any attempt to render the text in a language with a different writing
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system would drain it of its very life’s blood.

Along with this untranslatability we are reminded of another, largely ignored
deficiency prevalent among Western scholars. While many of them are certainly
competent to read and pronounce a text like the [#43C ] , most lack the intuitive
bodily “feel” that comes from writing the characters fluently. Their counterparts in
Japan and China are quick to excuse this partial illiteracy for those not raised in the
kanji world ( FFi%£3& L{LE ) from their youth, but it might be best if they did not.
Just as familiarity with etymology is essential to translating between European
languages, the largely unconscious ties to etymology that are at play in writing a line
of Chinese characters naturally ( B 44912 ) allows for a similarly deep level of
appreciation of a text. Just as fluency in the spoken language gives one an “ear” for
better appreciating the written language, so, too, the ability to write creates a certain
spontaneous affinity with the surface of the text, even when its grammar and
meaning are difficult to parse. This affinity can never be fully substituted by a grasp
of the text’s content and background, however knowledgeable that grasp may be.
The gradual emergence of a younger generation of Western students who are much
more at home in writing than their predecessors bodes well for the future of Western
contributions to Chinese and Japanese classics.

Zutdr and MR AL are to be congratulated for the fruits of their long

collaboration, and we can only hope it will continue into the future.
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