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Conclusion

Jimmu’s Mirror in the Tokyo National Museum,
ranks as Important Cultural Property, but it may
deserve the highest rank, that of National Cul-
tural Treasure, for with its vast imagery of the
first emperor, his warriors, gods, and myths, it
stands not at the beginning of recorded Japanese
history but as the beginning of recorded Japa-
nese history. It is our earliest narrative-docu-
mentary evidence for a time otherwise known
only from archaeology and legend”**.

Underpinning the legend with unassailable
detail, the Mirror proves that Japan’s ancient
records on the whole faithfully report the events
at the foundation of the country in the third
century. As Heinrich Schlieman’s archaeologi-
cal finds proved the Iliad and the Odyssey to
be outstanding sources for the history of early
Greece, so the Mirror proves the Kojiki, the Ni-
hon shoki, and the Kujiki likewise to be epic
narratives of a culture and of events over four
hundred years earlier and outstanding sources
for the history of ancient Japan.

As a work of art full of detail as well as grand
in structure and meaning, the Mirror opens rich
new historical insights about the troops, the
weapons, and tactics of Yamato warriors at a
time when men still fought on foot with swords
and shields, not yet on horseback with bows and
arrows. It offers glimpses of such early ethnic

Japanese as the tooth-gapped, stringy-haired
Hayato from Kyushu and the hot-blooded
Kume. It is the key for understanding much of
Kofun art and religion, from the second Hi-
gashi-no-Miya mirror that depicts the Great
Gods of the creation to the Gordyama battle
paintings that record Jimmu’s decisive Battle
of Tomi. Above all, it shows that in Jimmu’s
conquest of Yamato the Japanese state and its
imperial dynasty have a firm, heroic beginning
in the mid-third century of our era.

Linking, like other epics, the worlds of god
and man, the Mirror’s tale of Ten Who Founded
Japan also lets us see the presence of the gods
at the birth of the country such as the monkey
god Sarutahiko, the dancing shaman of the sun
goddess, the wani sea-steed of Hiko-Hohode-
mi, and the Orochi dragon-snake of Susanoo
of which we, so far, had no images. With the
hitherto unknown tale of Sarutahiko rousing the
Kume it restores one of the lost myths of Japan,
while with the heroes dancing in the palace of
the sea gods it reveals ancient Japan’s vision of
afterlife.

“The gods’, says Homer, ‘spin threads of
death through the lives of mortal men, all to
make a song for those to come’. For the dawn
of Japan, Jimmu’s Mirror is that song.

7% Compare Edwards 1999, 105: “While the temptation
to look for verification of historic personages in the
archaeological record is understandable, the likelihood
of such efforts meeting with success in a third-century
context is practically nil”.

Compare the Kume songs as ‘a poetic sequence of quasi-
epic character Miller 1983, 264. For a comparison of
ancient Japanese and Greek heroes see Matsugi 2001,
66; 104.
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