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Alexander Vovin (2009): Man‘yōshū (Book 15)
A New English Translation Containing the Original Text, 
Kana Transliteration, Romanization, Glossing and
Commentary



[...] I start from book fifteen, which may seem puzzling to the reader, since all previous translations started from book one. 
There are, however, good reasons for this. The main problem is that the majority of Man'yōshū books are written in 
semantographic or almost semantographic script. 

[...] However, luckily enough, several books of the Man'yōshū, namely books five, fourteen, fifteen, seventeen, eighteen, and 
twenty, are predominantly written in the phonographic script. Given the recurrent nature of Old Japanese poetry, where many 
lines turn out to be identical in both the phonographic and semantographic parts of the Man'yōshū, especially due to the 
makura kotoba ( 枕詞) and honkadori ( 本歌取り) poetic techniques, we have a clue to unraveling the readings of a 
significant portion of the semantographic part. This means that books written in phonographic script have to be done first, and 
books in semantographic writing, second. 

[...] Book fifteen occupies quite a unique position among the phonographic volumes of the Man‘yōshū. None of the greatest 
poets of the Man’yōshū , with the exception of Kakinomoto-no Hitomaro ( 柿本人麿), who is marginally present as the author 
of 15.3611, and whose poems also partially appear in the honkadori form in 15.3606-15.3610, is represented in this book. 

[...] The importance of book fifteen lies in the fact that it contains a large number of Western Old Japanese grammatical forms 
and constructions that are not attested in any other Western Old Japanese texts, but are extremely important for our knowledge 
of this language. In addition, it also includes practically all the basic grammatical forms that are necessary for the mastery of 
Western Old Japanese. 



[...] I start from book fifteen, which may seem puzzling to the reader, since all 
previous translations started from book one. There are, however, good reasons for 
this. The main problem is that the majority of Man‘yōshū books are written in 
semantographic or almost semantographic script. 

私は巻15から始めていますが、これまでの翻訳はすべて第1巻から始めていたので、
読者は混乱してしまうかもしれません。しかし、これにはちゃんとした理由があ
ります。一番の問題は、ほとんどの巻が訓字または訓字主体で書かれていること
です。



[...] Book fifteen occupies quite a unique position among the phonographic 
volumes of the Man’yōshū. None of the greatest poets of the Man’yōshū , with 
the exception of Kakinomoto-no Hitomaro ( 柿本人麿), [who is marginally 
present as the author of 15.3611, and whose poems also partially appear in the 
honkadori form in 15.3606-15.3610,] is represented in this book. 

「音仮で書かれた巻の中でも、第15巻は特別な位置を占めています。（省略）
たった一首の柿本人麻呂の歌を除いて、他の有名な詩人はこの本には登場しま
せん。」



Original text 原文

Kana transliteration 仮名書き下し

Romanization ローマ字翻字

Glossing with morphemic analysis 文法

Translation翻訳

Commentary 注









“This new translation is an academic one. [...] A literary translation will inevitably call 
for poetic-sounding English at the expense of the Japanese text. However, I want to 
present the Man’yōshū to the reader having preserved as far as possible the actual 
flavor and semantics of the poems. That is, I want the Japanese poets of that distant age 
to speak to the reader in their own words, rather than according to English poetics. 
Consequently, I have endeavored to make the translation as literal as possible without 
violating English usage [...]” (here Book 19, 2018: xix; my highlighting). 
「この新訳は、学術的な翻訳です。（省略）文芸翻訳では、どうしても日本語

のテキストを犠牲にして、詩的な響きのある英語が求められます。しかし、私

は万葉集を、可能な限り詩の実際の味わいや意味を保ったまま、読者に提示し

たいと考えています。つまり、あの遠い時代の日本の詩人たちが、英語の詩学

に則ってではなく、詩人たちに自分の言葉で（英語圏の）読者に話させたいの

です。そのため、英語の用法に反しない範囲で、できるだけ直訳するように努

めました。」（『Book 19』2018年、XIXページ）


