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ONE OF THE OLDEST Japanese historical chronicles, the Nikon shoki H
ZFEH 1 compiled in A.p. 720, is arranged according to sexagesimal
and ordinary (lunisolar) calendar dates and relates events occurring
as early as 667 B.c. Contemporary scholars are unanimous in agreeing
that the earlier dates were computed backward from some specific
point in time. Since the calendrical notation of the Nikon shoki is not
entirely consitent with any Chinese system, a claim was once made
for the existence of a native calendrical system, developed indepen-
dently of major Chinese influence.

A celebrated calendar reformer, Shibukawa Harumi #)1|%#E (also
known as Yasui Santetsu %23 #7) initiated this controversy® by
compiling the “Nihon chéreki” HAEE (A comprehensive chronolo-
gy of Japan; Ms, earliest copy dated 1677), in which he attempted to
reproduce the calendrical system used in ancient Japan on the basis
of calendrical notations in the Nikon shoki, Nakane Genkei iRk,
in his “Kowa tsureki” EFf5@E (A comprehensive chronology of
Imperial Japan ; Ms, 1714), repeated Shibukawa’s work independently
and attempted to reconstruct the ancient Japanes calendar not only
on the basis of the internal evidence of the Nikon shoki, but also by
comparing it with other historical sources to ascertan the dates of
the events recorded there. Nakane’s work was the first to state
explicitly that the ancient Japanese possessed a unique calendrical
system.

The greatest Neo-Shintoist scholar, Motoori Norinaga & /& & &,
disagreed with Nakane and Shibukawa. In his shinreri ko EJ&% (On
the true calendar ; 1782), Motoori declared that the ancient Japanese
were without any artificial dating devices and contented themselves
with simple observations of seasonal change.

However, Hirata Atsutane SEHEML, a pupil of Motoori, in his 7en-
cho mukyureki KEAESJE (A perpetual chronology of the imperial court ;
1837) criticized Motoori’s view. Tracing Chinese ana Japanese literary
culture to a common origin in Fu-hsi {R%, the first divine ruler of
Chinese mythology, Hirata declared that the ancient Japanese were
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in no way inferior to the Chinese in calendrical science.® Hirata’s view
was generally adopted by the Neo-Shintoists of the late Tokugawa
period. This nationalist group; reacting against Chinese cultural
domination of Japan, tended to praise Japanese “sincerity” and “har-
mony with nature,” while deprecating Chinese “deviousness” and
“artificiality.”

Thus tha existence of an ancient native calendar, associated with
the mythical establishment of the imperial house in 660 B.c., remained
an essentiai element in the nationalistic myth from the Meiji period
to World War II.  As such, it was beyond critical examination.

The controversy was ended by Ogawa Kiyohiko N (1882-
1946), who in his definitive study of this dating system demonstrated
that the apparent uniqueness of the system was merely the result of
careless omissions made in the copying of Chinese calendrical indexes
and that when these errors are corrected the system appears to be
purely Chinese. We therefore cannot proceed on the assumption
that J. apanese astronomy entered its scientific phase before close con-
tact with Chinese and Korean cultures.

I An English translation is available : William George Aston (trans.) Nihongi,
chronicles of Japan (London, 1896), hereafter cited as Chronicles.

? Noda Chary®’s REFIEZS Rekigaku shi ron JE2E3% (A study of the history of
calendarmaking ; Tokyo, 1948) includes a fine account of the debate during the
Tokugawa period (pp.123-137). The best up-to-date summary is found in
Yabuuchi Kiyoshi g%, “Asuka Nara jidai no shizen kagaku” RESZBEfLD
B ##l4% (Natural ecience during the Asuka and Nara periods), in Asuka Nara
Jidai no bunka T RIE 030k (Culture of the Asuka and Nara periods), ed.
Haneda Téru JJHZ (Osaka, 1955), pp. 101-122. See also Meiji zen Nihon tenmon-
gaku shi BHIBHTH AR L34 (A history of Japanes astronomy before she Meiji
era; Tokyo, 1960), pp. 235-242.

* Yamada Takao [l {22, Hirota disutane SEH 4, (Tokyo, 1940), pp. 213-224.

* Ogawa Kiyohiko /NJI[iEig, “Nikon shoki no rekijitsu ni tsuite” H A4 o 5
Hiz>vC (On the calendrical indexes of the Nihon shoki), printed in Tenkansho
KEE (private journal of Imai Itaru) 2 (1946 ; mimeographed). This article was
published posthumously, as it could not appear in public until after World War
IL.

5 It is commonly held that writing was first introduced into Japan from
Korea in about the third century A. D,
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