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Ainu Oral Literature as Materials for Historical Study

OKUDA Osami

Summary

In this paper the author examines the nature and limitations of Ainu oral literature as materials
for historical study.

Firstly, the author insists that the distinctions between genres are important. Ainu oral stories are
divided into 3 main genres on the basis of performance style and each of them reflects historical
reality in a different way.

Among these 3 genres, heroic epics are the most famous and so far have been the primary
materials for historical study of the Ainu.

According to the present author, however, stories of this genre reflect historical reality less
accurately because they are regarded as fantastic fiction by both the tellers and listeners themselves.
On the contrary, prose tales, which have been less researched by historians, present a more factual
account of traditional society and should receive much more attention as historical materials.

The author also points out some issues involved in the possible contribution of Ainu oral literature
to the study of Ainu history. Because of the nature of the genres, most stories have not preserved
either the original time when an event occurred or the original place-name where it happened. In this
respect, they can contribute less than other historical materials, e.g. recorded documents.

For the study of the traditional way of life or for ethnological research, we can find plenty of useful
material in Ainu oral literature, especially in prose tales. These tales describe the traditional daily
life, social structure or spiritual culture in detail. The elders themselves sometimes quote the
descriptions in such tales when they explain their traditional culture to the younger generation or to
ethnographers.

Finally the author examines the role of oral literature as a medium of the historical identity of
Ainu people. Nowadays models of Ainu traditional culture are constructed through the ethnographic
research conducted by researchers from outside. But the traditions of the Ainu people have also been
described by themselves in their oral literature as mentioned above. One can perceive the complex

nature and the various aspects of traditional Ainu culture through oral literature.

Keywords . Ainu oral literature, Ainu history, Ainu ethnology, oral literature and history, oral
literature and ethnology
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