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Ritualized Writing takes readers into the fascinating world of Japanese Buddhist manuscript
cultures. Using archival sources that have received scant attention in English, primarily
documents from an eighth-century Japanese scriptorium and colophons from sutra
manuscripts, Bryan D. Lowe uncovers the ways in which the transcription of Buddhist scripture
was a highly ritualized endeavor. He takes a ground-level approach by emphasizing the activities
and beliefs of a wide range of individuals, including scribes, provincial patrons, and royals, to
reassess the meaning of scripture and reevaluate scholarly narratives of Japanese Buddhist
history.Copying scripture is a central Buddhist practice and one that thrived in East Asia. Despite
this, there are no other books dedicated to the topic. This work demonstrates that patrons and
scribes treated sutras differently from other modes of writing. Scribes purified their bodies prior
to transcription. Patrons held dedicatory ceremonies on days of abstinence, when prayers were
pronounced and sutras were recited. Transcribing sutras helped scribes and patrons alike
realize this- and other-worldly ambitions and cultivate themselves in accord with Buddhist
norms. Sutra copying thus functioned as a form of ritualized writing, a strategic practice that set
apart scripture as uniquely efficacious and venerable.Lowe employs this notion of ritualized
writing to challenge historical narratives about ancient Japan (late seventh through early ninth
centuries), a period when sutra copying flourished. He contends that Buddhist practice fulfilled a
variety of social, political, and spiritual roles beyond ideological justification. Moreover, he
demonstrates the inadequacy of state-folk dichotomies for understanding the social groups,
institutions, and individual beliefs and practices of ancient Japanese Buddhism, highlighting
instead common organizations across social class and using models that reveal shared
concerns among believers from diverse social backgrounds.Ritualized Writing makes broader
contributions to the study of ritual and scripture by introducing the notion of scriptural cultures,
an analytic tool that denotes a series of dynamic relationships and practices involving texts that
have been strategically set apart or ritualized. Scripture, Lowe concludes, is at once a category
created by humans and a body of texts that transforms individuals and social organizations who
come into contact with it.

In summary, through his patient analysis of the religious and literary practice of sutra copying
within the context of Buddhism in Nara Japan, Bryan Lowe has contributed to the field with an
important monograph. . . . the book deserves attention from scholars of East Asian religions and
history. With a wide array of sources, it also points to exciting directions for fur- ther scholarship
on prayer texts, the Shōsōin archive, and the religious power of scriptures. Alongside with other
recent works that try to reconceptualize early Japan with more caution over existing narratives,
the central arguments of this book can reorient future studies of not only the history of religion in



Japan but also the history of Japan in general. ― Journal of Religion in JapanIn his examination
of significant minutiae, Lowe also demonstrates the benefits of comparison with materials from
Dunhuáng and elsewhere, highlighting both the universal nature of some East Asian practices
as well as the peculiarities of the Japanese case.Instructively, this wide-ranging analysis of fine
detail remains grounded in the materiality of the sources at play, adroitly demonstrating both the
wealth of these sources and how to use them. ― Religious Studies ReviewDrawing on a rich
trove of eighth-century documents that describe everything from donation sums and sources, to
the types of paper used, to the purification rites practiced prior to transcription, to records of
which scribes had borrowed or returned their brushes, Lowe provides us not only with an expert
analysis of the religious meaning of various aspects of sutra-copying, but also with a detailed
description of the fascinating ritual and material culture of public and private scriptoria and
intimate glimpses into the lives of the patrons and laborers of these institutions. . . . A delightful
read for the Japan specialist, it is also accessible to those with no knowledge of Japan. Besides
being indispensable for those studying pre-modern Japanese Buddhism and religion, Lowe’s
book will be particularly rewarding for anyone interested in religious ritual in general, the use of
Buddhist ritual by the state, the influence of calendrics on Buddhism, ideas about purity and
pollution, Buddhist writing practices, and debates about semantic vs. performative uses of texts.
― New Books NetworkBryan Lowe’s ground-breaking book is extraordinary for its insights into
an era and topic that have long been ignored in the West: the Nara Period and the copying of
scriptures. Lowe uses an interdisciplinary approach that includes political, economic, ritual, and
ethical aspects in an exemplary fashion. His examination of the Indian, Central Asian, and Sinitic
backgrounds of the subject extends his discussion to almost all of Buddhist Asia. -- Paul Groner,
professor emeritus, University of VirginiaBryan Lowe offers a richly textured account of early
Japanese Buddhist manuscript cultures and their associated ritual practices. Through careful
analysis of scriptural colophons as well as materials from the Shōsōin archive, Lowe
demonstrates the importance of ritualized writing for rulers, aristocrats, scribes, and ‘good
friends’ of the Buddhist Dharma across the Japanese islands. In so doing, he provides a
compelling new account of contemporaneous understandings of merit, kingship, deities,
religious identity, and a host of other issues that resonated within Japanese religious culture for
centuries. -- Michael Como, Columbia University --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From
the Back CoverBuddhist studies / Japan --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the
AuthorBryan D. Lowe is assistant professor of religious studies at Vanderbilt University.Robert E.
Buswell, Jr. holds the Irving and Jean Stone Endowed Chair in Humanities at the University of
California, Los Angeles (UCLA), where he is also Distinguished Professor of Buddhist Studies in
the Department of Asian Languages and Cultures and founding director of the university’s
Center for Buddhist Studies and Center for Korean Studies. --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.Read more
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ConventionsI HAVE CONVERTED ALL years to approximate western equivalents. I have tried to
preserve uniformity within a single reign year. For example, Tenpyō 12 is listed as 740 regardless
of the particular day and month, even if the exact conversion for certain days in Tenpyō 12 would
actually correspond to 741. I have not converted days and months to the Gregorian calendar.For
romanization, I have used a modified Hepburn for Japanese, pinyin for Mandarin, and McCune-
Reischauer for Korean. Whenever possible, terms are romanized following the language of the
country in which the texts were composed or translated. I follow standard modern romanizations



and only provide historical phonology when necessary. In other words, I romanize terms found in
texts composed or translated in China in accord with modern Mandarin pronunciation and terms
cited from texts composed in Japan in modern Japanese. When it is unclear, I provide Sanskrit,
Chinese, and Japanese as appropriate.I have provided Chinese characters in the body of the
text. I have tried to use “old form characters” (kyūjitai    ) in accord with the original manuscript
or printed publication whenever possible. Similarly, I employ “new form characters” (shinjitai    )
when authors employ this script. I have made no effort to follow the rich and diverse use of
character variants (itaiji    ) found in Nara-period and Dunhuang manuscripts.All translations
are my own unless otherwise noted. With regard to Buddhist terms of Sanskrit origin, I have
generally tried to translate into English words that rely on the semantic value of Chinese
characters and maintain the Sanskrit for those transliterated into Chinese. There are some
exceptions, most notably the character  , which I have translated as “scripture” and “sutra.” I
have used sutra for texts such as the Heart Sutra, which are relatively well known in English by
these titles. I have also used sūtra for works that have titles fully transliterated into Chinese, such
as the Mahāmāyā Sūtra (Ch. Mohe moye jing      ). For other sutras translated to Chinese, I
have used “scripture” whenever possible.For articles published in multiple places, I have cited
the edition I referred to. I have tried to use the most common and recent editions whenever
possible. When the original publication date is relevant to the argument, I have provided it in
brackets.For citations of Shōsōin documents, I give the published version in Dai Nihon komonjo 
     (DNK) followed by the manuscript version in accord with the conventions outlined in
Shōsōin monjo mokuroku        (SMM), listing the dankan bangō     rather than the sheet
number. For the volumes of Zokuzokushū    (ZZS) uncataloged at the time of this writing
(namely those after ZZS 7), I have simply listed the bundle (chitsu  ) and scroll number (kan  ). I
have consulted the photographic reproductions of Seishū   (SS), Zokushū   (ZS), Zokushū
kōshū     (ZSKS), Zokushū besshū     (ZSBS), and Jinkai   (JK) published in Shōsōin
komonjo eiin shūsei           . For the Zokuzokushū, I have referred to the bound printed
versions of the microfilm edition.In citing Nara-period colophons, I have used photographic
reproductions of manuscripts or consulted the manuscripts in person whenever possible. In
most cases, I have drawn from the manuscripts that appear in NCS and provide the relevant
plate number in my footnotes. I also provide citations from available print editions, of which
Tanaka Kaidō 1973 and NI are the most helpful. Tanaka is more exhaustive than NI but contains
frequent transcription errors. I only give the page number in Tanaka for those colophons not
found elsewhere. When significant transcription problems arise, I note how my reading differs
from published sources.My research on mokkan has been facilitated largely through the online
database created by the Nara National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, although I
have cited the print publications that I consulted. For the database, see . In citing mokkan
published in Heijōkyō mokkan (HM), I provide the volume number followed by the mokkan
number. For those in Heijōkyū hakkutsu chōsa shutsudo mokkan gaihō (HMG), I give the volume
number and page number of the published source.In citing the Taishō canon, I provide the



Taishō number followed by the volume, page, and register. In addition to print editions, I also
utilized digital texts on CBETA () and SAT (). I have omitted the phrase Foshuo   in sutra titles in
in-text citations and in the bibliography.

Ritualized Writing

IntroductionBut it is not the case that the words are one thing and the rite another. The uttering of
the words is itself a ritual.—Edmund Leach, “Ritualization in Man”Words in ritual settings
describe, state, narrate, and even question, but one of their most distinctive functions is that of
doing things.—Ronald Grimes, The Craft of Ritual StudiesPICTURE TWO ACTS of writing in
eighth-century Japan. For the first, a blue-robed official employed at the Bureau of Gardens and
Ponds records quantities of requested rations for laborers and a palace peacock. He writes the
relevant quantities of rice and salt with careful attention to legibility and accuracy on a document
issued under the authority of the seal of the Ministry of the Royal Household. When he makes a
mistake, he crosses it out with a broad stroke of black ink. Satisfied with his work, he sends it to
the Ministry of Popular Affairs, where an administrator marks it as having been examined. Within
a few years, the document ends up in a recycling bin at the Office of Sutra Transcription, a semi-
official scriptorium. Here, a clerk reuses it on the verso. He lists the amount of paper issued to
assemblers tasked with constructing scrolls on which twenty sets of the Flower Garland Sutra,
an influential Buddhist scripture, will be copied.1 These decidedly quotidian acts of writing
regarding rations for laborers and fowl and the distribution of paper were pragmatic: the authors
aimed to create an intelligible document that correctly communicated their intentions to a
bureaucratic audience. This was their main objective. It is a type of composition familiar to us.
Most of our writing today serves to communicate meaning, and contemporary bureaucracies
continue to produce copious amounts of paperwork.Now envision another mode of writing, one
with a different aim: the copying of Buddhist scripture. It is carried out alongside the production
of documents at the Office of Sutra Transcription, as well as at numerous households and
temples in ancient Japan, a period I define in this study as the late seventh through early ninth
centuries.2 In this second form, eighth-century lay scribes change into special white clothes
known as pure garments before even picking up a brush. These men have likely bathed prior to
donning their ceremonial gowns, and it is nearly certain that they have assiduously avoided
meat and contact with death in recent days. Their brush strokes fill the scrolls of yellow paper—
dyed to prevent hungry insects from nibbling on the pages—with highly legible but efficiently
copied strokes, a calligraphic technique cultivated through transcribing thousands of characters
a day. After proofreaders check the manuscript twice, mistakes are erased and rewritten by the
original scribe whenever possible. If the errors are numerous, they are not simply crossed out;
the entire page is removed and recopied. Mistakes in a sutra could have karmic consequences
in this life and the next, a belief reflected in stories that circulated widely in premodern Japan.3
Upon completion, the sutra is recited and the patron’s prayer, often on behalf of his or her



ancestors (female patrons being just as common as male ones), is intoned at a ceremony held
on a day when heavenly deities were thought to descend to earth to observe human conduct.
After the ceremony ends, the pious treat the text as an object of worship. The recycling bin will
never be its fate.The second case differs from the first in that it is an example of ritualized writing.
By this I mean that patrons and scribes who engaged in copying sutras or Buddhist scripture4 in
ancient Japan strategically differentiated their writing from more mundane modes such as filing
reports, drafting poetry, and doodling. They separated the act of transcribing Buddhist scripture
from other forms through preparatory purifications, ceremonial dedications, and the belief that
transcribing scripture was a morally wholesome practice (Skt. sucarita; J. zengyō   ). As such, it
engendered material and spiritual rewards in this world and the next. To borrow from the
definition of ritualization proposed by Catherine Bell (1992, 74), sutra copying constituted a form
of ritualized writing in early Japan in that it was a practice “designed and orchestrated to
distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to other, usually more quotidian,
activities.” The goal in this form of writing was not limited to communicating the meaning of the
words on the page; its very materiality held ethical and cosmological implications that required
practices and attitudes toward writing distinct from more common forms.An analysis of sutra
copying calls attention to the creative and constructive nature of ritualized practices. The focus
of this book will be on what ritualized writing does. I will suggest that it shaped the human and
heavenly order. It structured communities and instilled identities. It provided opportunities for
individuals to engage in religious practice and achieve this-and other-worldly goals. And it did so
in ways that cannot be grasped under traditional rubrics for understanding early Japanese
Buddhism, which have focused primarily on the state’s patronage and control of the religion.To
this end, the chapters that follow will address the cosmological, social, institutional, ethical, and
political implications of ritualized writing for individuals from diverse backgrounds in ancient
Japan. Cosmologically, ritualized writing contributed to the composition of poeticized visions of
the universe that blended standard Buddhist notions with East Asian literary tropes. In the social
sphere, transcription led to the construction of new forms of communal organization based
around the bonds of pious friendship, a concept originating in canonical Buddhist texts. With
regard to institutions, sutra copying emerged concurrently and dynamically with the rise of
sophisticated bureaucratic and aristocratic organizations. From an ethical perspective,
transcription created opportunities for wholesome conduct in accord with Buddhist ideals. And in
terms of politics, rulers at once used these practices to demonstrate their power and were
simultaneously constrained by the visions of the cosmos outlined in the scriptures they copied.
The world of ancient Japan was in part created through the ritualized reproduction of Buddhist
texts.The Cult of the Book in BuddhismThe particular practices and beliefs at the heart of eighth-
century sutra transcription are part of broader scriptural cultures in the Buddhist tradition that
Gregory Schopen has famously termed the “cult of the book.”5 Buddhist texts, particularly but
not limited to those originating with the movement known as the Great Vehicle or Mahāyāna, are
famous for promoting themselves as objects to be venerated and for promising rewards to those



who do so.6 The authors of Buddhist scripture justified this worship on the grounds that sutras,
even in oral form, were functionally equivalent7 to the Buddha, as one oft-quoted passage from
the Lotus Sutra demonstrates:Again, if there is anyone who shall receive and uphold, read and
recite, explain and expound, or write and transcribe the Scripture on the Blossom of the Fine
Dharma [the Lotus Sutra], even in a single verse, or who shall reverently gaze upon a scroll of
this scripture as if it were a buddha, or who shall make [to it] sundry offerings of flowery incense,
jeweled necklaces, powdered incense, unguent perfumes, burning incense, silk canopies,
streamers and banners, clothes and garments, or skilled music, or who shall even put their
palms together in reverent worship [of it], Medicine King, it shall be known that such people have
already previously made offerings to hundreds of thousands of multitudes of buddhas, and
completed a great vow in the presence of these buddhas, [but] because of their sympathy for
sentient beings they shall have been born in this human form. Medicine King, if there is anyone
who asks what type of sentient being shall be able to become a buddha in a future age, you
should indicate that it is these types of people who will surely be able to become a buddha in a
future age.8Those who performed practices of reverence directed at texts received rewards
such as the positive rebirth cited in the above passage or a variety of other material and
soteriological benefits, to be discussed in the chapters to follow. Treating a text as if it were a
buddha could turn the individual who did so into an awakened being in a future age. This logic,
which equates text and buddha, likely emerged in part out of a larger discourse of relics, in
which both text and body relics came to function “as stand-ins for the buddha” after he departed
this world (Strong 2004, 9).9 As Jinah Kim (2013, 41) has argued, Buddhist books in South Asia
functioned as both the reliquary and the relic, embodying the Buddha and housing him in the
form of his teachings. Claims such as these make it clear that Buddhist scripture was not simply
read; rather sutras had what Fabio Rambelli has termed a “non-hermeneutic dimension”: people
engaged with scripture for reasons beyond only understanding the content of the text.10The cult
of the book emerged with the rise of writing in Indian Buddhism. James Apple (2014, 37) has
termed this development “a gradual process of bibliofication,” which he defines as “the
transvaluation of fixed oral discourse, along with its written representation of oral metaphors,
ideals, and practices, to include concrete reference to the sacred power of the book as a
protective and/or prophylactic object.” Buddhist texts composed after the advent of writing
demanded their own transcription and advocated the veneration of physical manuscripts as
sacred objects. They promised rewards to those who did so. In fact, people appear to have taken
the texts up on these promises. According to Schopen (2009, 198), Buddhist laymen in India
likely kept sutra manuscripts in their homes and used “them as objects of worship and powerful
protective and apotropaic devices.”The cult of the book played a strong role in the spread of
Buddhism to East Asia.11 In contrast to India, where Buddhist scriptures were first transmitted
orally and only later written down, sutras in East Asia, once translated into Chinese, circulated
as physical objects from early on, first as scrolls and later in book format.12 This was true in
China, which already had a rich manuscript and literary tradition when monks first arrived and



developed methods of paper production in tandem with Buddhism’s rise, as well as in Japan and
the Korean peninsula, where writing cultures and literacy developed roughly concurrently with
the spread of the religion.13 In these East Asian cultures, which possessed strong bureaucratic
institutions and technological skills in manuscript production, texts were transcribed rapidly and
in impressive quantities. The number of premodern Buddhist manuscripts in East Asia is
significantly larger than that of corresponding manuscripts in South, Central, and Southeast
Asian archives. East Asian manuscripts are also generally more ancient with some exceptions,
such as Gandhāran materials.14 While climate and available materials surely played a role in
producing this disparity, cultural attitudes toward writing and institutional structures likely
contributed as well. Notably, the Chinese versions of the Golden Light Sutra use locutions that
treat the text as a material object and contain more references to transcription than Sanskrit
editions that tend to focus on recitation and omit copying as a recommended practice (Gummer
2000, 174–180). This suggests a stronger emphasis on writing in East Asia. Indeed, sutra
copying in China, Korea, and Japan was commonly accompanied by ritual and material
practices, some of which may be unique to the East Asian context and are certainly better
documented there. These include upholding purity while copying Buddhist scripture, offering
highly literary prayers at dedication ceremonies, often on specific days relative to cycles of the
moon, and using expensive paper and other special materials for transcription. The cult of the
book was further facilitated in East Asia by the circulation of numerous tales describing
devotional practices toward texts, such as recitation and transcription, and the wondrous
rewards that devotees’ piety engendered.15The doctrine of merit underlies these various
attitudes and practices toward scripture. This doctrine, which will be further examined in chapter
one, states that wholesome acts generate positive results that can be enjoyed in this life or the
next. Sutras often employ agricultural metaphors to describe the notion of merit, likening
wholesome action to a seed that will sprout fruits in the future. The harvests from these acts
could then be shared with others. Indeed, it was typical for patrons to assign merit to individuals
such as ancestors and the ruler. In this way, one did not even need to be the actor to benefit from
good deeds. Accumulating merit—whether made through one’s own actions or others’—
prompted a variety of rewards including birth in realms favorable for Buddhist practice, long
lifespans free from afflictions, and stability in the realm. To take the agricultural metaphor beyond
those used explicitly in the Buddhist tradition, tales that circulated in East Asia suggest that
additional ritual acts such as upholding purity and performing dedication ceremonies functioned
as a form of fertilizer, increasing the merit produced through transcription.This book will focus in
particular on ritualized writing in Japan, though it will make frequent references to continental
precedents in Chinese and Korean materials, as well as occasional South Asian sources. Many
of the practices transcend national borders, but with a wealth of manuscript evidence, both in
the form of a few thousand extant sutra manuscripts from the late seventh through early ninth
centuries and in more than ten thousand documents detailing the activities of a scriptorium, to
be discussed below, early Japan offers unrivaled sources for studying sutra transcription.16 In



other words, sutra copying in ancient Japan serves as a particularly well documented case
study of a fundamental Buddhist ritual. Understanding the Japanese case can hopefully
adumbrate possibilities in Buddhism that are alluded to but not nearly as well documented
elsewhere.The chapters that follow advance an approach to Buddhist studies that takes the role
of ritual, social, and material aspects of textual production seriously. They pay significant
attention to the concrete actions Buddhists engaged in throughout premodern East Asia. But I
should stress that this book is not purely a social or cultural history in the sense of a work that
primarily concerns itself with practice at the expense of doctrines. Instead, it explores the ways
key Buddhist concepts such as merit, ethics, friendship, and cosmology interact with social
structures and cultural patterns. These teachings represent Buddhist thought in that they derive
from passages in canonical Buddhist texts, sources that I will frequently cite, and were of central
concern to a range of Buddhists in eighth-century Japan. They accord with the broad definition
of Buddhist doctrine offered by Jamie Hubbard (1992, 7–8), as tenets taught within a particular
tradition that include both worldly and otherworldly ideals.In this way, while my study details what
Rambelli termed non-hermeneutic aspects of texts, it also underscores the limits of this category
by highlighting the connection between the content of the texts and the practices directed
toward them. The Buddhist canon is vast, and, as we will see in chapter six, in particular, patrons
carefully selected specific texts for their purposes, often because of the contents of the sutra. In
other words, their practice was itself hermeneutic. Moreover, in the very act of copying the texts,
the patrons and scribes obeyed the commandments of scripture, as the sutras themselves
demanded their own reproduction. Finally, seemingly devotional activities such as copying
supported manuscript cultures on the ground and enabled hermeneutic practices to flourish in
monasteries by creating a rich collection of texts in temple libraries.Combining doctrinal
approaches with social and cultural ones will allow some concrete historical questions to be
answered, including: how did Buddhist individuals and communities understand notions of merit
and wholesome conduct? How did Buddhist concepts of friendship shape social organizations
in Japan? How did people envision the heavens and pure lands of the Buddhist universe in
relation to broader literary values? How did cosmological and eschatological ideas relate to
political projects? By taking Buddhist ideas and canonical texts seriously and not reducing
religion to pure politics, I hope that this book can, in the words of Jacqueline Stone (2006, 57),
begin to “bridge the two approaches, shedding light on the interrelation of doctrine and social
practice.” It is my conviction that the two inform one another.17At the same time, I hope that my
findings and approach will have appeal beyond the borders of Buddhology. To this end, I will also
consider ritualized writing in relation to questions in religious studies and with respect to
historiographical issues relevant to Japanese history. The following sections outline these
questions and issues.Scriptural CulturesThe cult of the book and non-hermeneutic practices are
by no means unique to Buddhism. The veneration of scripture appears in a variety of forms in a
range of religious traditions. Among devotional acts, recitation is particularly ubiquitous. As
William Graham (1987, 65) has written, “recitation or reading aloud of scripture is a common



feature of piety in virtually every scriptural tradition.” In some cases, such as Vedic religions and
Zoroastrianism, oral practices were valued as uniquely powerful and continued to be esteemed
even after writing became available. In China, some recitation practices followed elaborate ritual
procedures. An early medieval Lingbao Daoist scripture outlines preparations for recitation
including clacking teeth and swallowing saliva—sometimes as many as thirty-six times—
followed by visualizations.18 Moreover, the practice of recitation often reveals a “non-
hermeneutic” dimension in that semantic meaning is frequently secondary to physically enacting
the text. In fact, in many cases, the languages of the texts are either archaic or entirely foreign,
so that those chanting cannot even understand the meaning of the words. Children at Islamic
schools in Morocco, for example, memorize the Koran through regular recitation without
necessarily understanding the content of the texts. Instead, they do so as a means to embody
the scripture through repeated practice.19 Many Japanese today do not understand the words
of sutras they chant at funerals.Other non-hermeneutic practices abound. Scriptures are
worshiped, handled with care, and function as a source of authority. In the Jain tradition, the
fourteenth-century figure Ratnaśekharasūri likened ceremonial days for the worship of scripture
to pilgrimage, a metaphor equating devotion to texts with a spiritual journey (Balbir 2010, 111).
Worship of a book over time could also make it illegible, a feature that by no means detracted
from its status as an icon. Tony Stewart (2010, 363) describes how what is reputed to be the
oldest copy of the Bengali Vaishnava Caitanya Caritamrta is now smeared with so much
vermillion from “centuries of devotional adoration” that it is no longer possible to read it, yet it still
is treated as a venerable object. In other cases, the failure to handle texts with appropriate
caution risks punishment; many in the Jewish tradition from medieval times to the present day
view the act of dropping a parchment copy of the Torah on the ground as one that may require
the entire congregation to fast in penance (Rothkoff and Rabinowitz 2007, 243). Sikhs today
treat their sacred scripture, Guru Granth Sahib, as a living guru and perform most of their
ceremonies in its presence, as the object functions as a deity overseeing the rite (Myrvold 2010,
125–131). A Daoist commentator extends these practices to the novel Journey to the West,
noting that heavenly deities guard it and readers should burn incense and purify themselves
before reading it, in turn transforming the text into a work of scripture (Yu 1990, 299). People
across cultures and times have taken vows in the presence of sacred books, a practice that
today occurs perhaps most visibly and familiarly when the president of the United States takes
the oath of office over a copy of the Bible. In sum, all of the so-called religions of the book have
not just been dedicated to the reading of content; they have emerged through particular beliefs
and practices that treat books as venerable objects worthy of worship.Regarding the
reproduction of physical books, the subject of this study, various religions advance normative
ideals for ritualized transcription quite similar to the Japanese Buddhist case. A number of
traditions emphasize the need to uphold purity while copying, promise rewards for those who
transcribe scripture, and connect the practice with ethical concerns. For example, some voices
in the medieval Islamic tradition maintained that scribes should copy in a state of ritual purity



(taharah) while wearing clean clothes and maintaining pure intentions (niyah) and forbade
ritually impure (junub) individuals from transcribing the Koran.20 Hebrew sources from the
eighth century began outlining rules for the conduct of scribes (sofer) copying scripture. Even
today it is common for a Jewish scribe to take a ritual bath (mikveh) before copying a Torah scroll
and follow other precise regulations regarding the techniques and comportment of the
copyist.21 Medieval Daoist monastic rules stress that even the tools used for transcribing
scripture should be kept pure and separate from ordinary people, who are said to be marked
with worldly defilements.22 Much as in Buddhism, scriptures in other traditions were copied so
that those involved could receive benefits in this world and the next. Mackenzie Brown (1986,
77–78) has stressed this instrumental aspect of ritualized writing in the medieval Hindu tradition
by demonstrating how some compendia of myth known as purā a promised rewards to those
who copied or had someone else transcribe the text. According to Marianne Schleicher (2010,
25), medieval Jewish texts implore followers to bury scripture with the deceased, because the
scroll could “intercede on behalf of the dead person to influence his fate in the world-to-come.” In
terms of ethical cultivation, the case of medieval Christian monasteries is informative. Here,
copying scripture was believed to lead to more highly developed spiritual states and served as a
means to gain God’s blessings and attain eternal life (Leclercq 1982, 122). As the Benedictine
monk Alcuinus wrote: “It is better to copy manuscripts than to look after vines. The last serves
the stomach, the first serves the soul” (quoted in Buringh 2011, 81).How do we understand
these similarities across traditions? In part, they point to a more generalized phenomenon in
which ritualized textual practices help define a particular work as scripture. Thus, scripture is a
ritualized category in the sense proposed by Catherine Bell: the very notion of scripture depends
upon strategically separating a body of texts from other more quotidian works. The category is
further sustained through repeated ritual actions that reinforce these separations, including
recitation and transcription. This should not be surprising. As numerous scholars such as Wilfred
Cantwell Smith (1993), William Graham (1987), Miriam Levering (1989), and Vincent Wimbush
(2008) have argued, the very notion of scripture is defined interactively in the relations between
a text and a religious community.23 In the words of Smith (1993, 18), “scripture is a human
activity”; people turn an ordinary text into scripture by treating it in a certain way. Ritual practice
represents one way that humans transform a particular body of texts into scripture—works set
apart as uniquely special, venerable, and powerful—for purposes connected to the goals of the
community.While the category of scripture, like any category, is clearly a human construct,
scripture itself also shapes relationships among individuals and communities. This emphasis on
the ways that scripture is not simply constructed by but also generative of new relationships
recognizes the arguments of Stanley Tambiah, who has suggested “words … are in a sense
agents in themselves which establish connections and relations between both man and man,
and man and the world, and are capable of ‘acting’ upon them” (1985, 29). Scripture in
manuscript form and as a printed book accords with what some philosophers and social
scientists have called a quasi-object, the idea that while material goods are dependent on



human actors, they themselves also modify social relations and individual identities.24 To this
end, I will consider sutras in relation to scriptural cultures—an approach that denotes a series of
dynamic relationships and practices involving texts that have been strategically set apart.25
These include relations between sutras and humans (both individuals and communities) and
with other texts (both canonically Buddhist and those not explicitly so, including works from
Chinese literary and philosophical traditions). I describe the relationships as dynamic because
scripture transforms its partners in these relationships and is transformed by them.These more
general claims fit the data for the Japanese case. With regard to individuals in ancient Japan,
scriptures emerged as empowered texts through the ritual acts of the scribe and the patron, but
they also constituted these individuals as pious members of Buddhist communities. Copying
scripture provided them with opportunities to engage in wholesome behavior. Similarly, while
Buddhist sutras represented a class of texts sanctioned by specific human organizations
ranging from fellowships of devoted patrons to heavily bureaucratic institutions, scripture also
helped generate and sustain these collectives. Fellowships and scriptoria would not have
existed without a body of texts that brought them together. Finally, intertextual relationships
between Buddhist scripture and literary works from outside the Buddhist tradition produced new
types of texts and worldviews. This aspect appears most dramatically in the dedicatory prayers
inscribed in colophons to sutra manuscripts, a genre unique to East Asia, which make frequent
allusions to cosmological ideas and literary tropes from canonical Buddhist texts alongside
parallel notions from Chinese poetic and philosophical works to construct new visions of the
universe that did not exist in the sutra literature alone.Ritual Functions, Ethical
PracticesHistorically, the field of ritual studies has been dominated by approaches that treat
ritual as symbolic action that represents deeper social or cultural truths. This is not the view of
ritual advanced by the patrons, administrators, and laborers at the center of this study. These
individuals were less concerned with what their ritual practices meant in a semiotic sense than in
what ritualized writing accomplished. While I am by no means adopting an exclusively emic
approach in this study, I do share concerns with these eighth-century figures as well as with
scholars in ritual studies such as Frits Staal, Talal Asad, and others, whose work has started a
process of “shifting the focus of study from meaning to doing.”26 In recent years, scholars have
described ritual as a practice focused on cultivating apt performance and ethical development
that is sanctioned by those in authority, rather than as symbolic expressions aimed at
communicating messages.27 The research questions framing this study similarly show little
concern with what ritual means or represents and instead focus on what the participants do and
what their “religious doing does,” in the words of Andrea Jones (2004). In adopting this approach
for this particular study, I am not intending to reject symbolic interpretations of ritual altogether;
rather, the sources at my disposal provide few clues to uncover these symbols and a
representational approach does not help in answering the broader questions that interest me:
namely, how does ritual function in the ethical, social, institutional, cosmological, and political
realms.It is worth stressing that while I am interested in a variety of ritual functions, I am not



proposing a functionalist position that reduces ritual to a single purpose. Ritual does not only
serve to maintain the social order. It is not only used for political ends. As Jones explains (2004,
96):One way of understanding the difference between an analysis of what the doing does and
functionalism is to distinguish between two uses of the word “function.” There is a weak sense in
which a question like “How does religious practice function?” can be understood, in which it is
essentially equivalent to asking what religious practice does. It asks, in this case, about the
effects of religious doings. A stronger sense of the question, however, is one in which it is
assumed that there is a particular job or a role that religious practice plays and is intended
(usually on an unconscious level) to play, which is then understood to be its function.
Functionalist accounts, in which social bodies are often paralleled to organic bodies, posit a
totality to which all processes are related…. A functionalist account of a social practice,
therefore, explains the activity on the basis of its utility for the enduring social body…. Functional
explanation therefore entails showing that a practice has beneficial consequences, i.e., that it
satisfies certain needs or serves to maintain a state of equilibrium. The raison d’être of a practice
is therefore given in terms of its function.My interest in the functions of religious practice does
not mean that I subscribe to functionalism and all of its pitfalls. Instead, the functions I am
concerned with are closer to what Jones describes as the weaker sense of the term: namely, the
effects of ritual practice in a variety of social and religious spheres. This study will show that
these effects were far reaching. Ritualized writing reconfigured local communities. It contributed
to the construction of bureaucratic institutions. It shaped concepts of the afterlife and of kingship.
It provided individuals from diverse walks of life with opportunities for Buddhist practice. As with
the concept of scriptural culture, the following chapters will stress the dynamic quality of ritual
practices. Ritual acts were at once enabled by and enabling of particular human and
cosmological configurations.The question then becomes one of what some scholars have called
the “constitutive power” of ritual.28 In other words, if ritual is not simply a symbolic expression of
the world as lived or idealized but rather part of a dialectic process between bodily practice and
the formation of subjects and societies, we need to ask what types of individuals and
communities do ritual practices help create. Saba Mahmood (2005, 128), in her ethnographic
study of Egyptian women involved in piety movements, argued that ritual practices can
potentially constitute individuals and communities as ethical beings: “ritualized behavior is one
among a continuum of practices that serve as the necessary means to the realization of a pious
self, and that are regarded as the critical instruments in a teleological program of self-
formation.”29 Repeated ritual actions function as a practice: they are a human activity that
individuals utilize to transform themselves to accord with a vision of the good as sanctioned by a
particular tradition.30Many of the chapters that follow will build on Mahmood’s insight to explore
the ways that sutra copying constituted individuals and communities as pious in accord with
Buddhist norms. In addition to the well-known idea that patrons copied scripture to create merit,
individuals also saw sutra copying as a tool through which they could fashion themselves in
ways congruent with Buddhist values. This ethical type of ritual instrumentality remains a



relatively unexplored aspect of Buddhist ritual. Patrons and scribes considered copying Buddhist
texts as morally wholesome (Skt. kuśala; Ch. shan; J. zen  )—that is to say, an act that could
lead to higher spiritual states, such as progress on the bodhisattva path. Scribes therefore
engaged in bodily practices closely connected to Buddhist notions of spiritual purification.
Patrons offered merit to their ancestors and sentient beings as a way to fulfill social obligations
and mirror the acts of a bodhisattva. In these ways, copying scripture enabled the individuals
involved to become morally wholesome beings who lived a life in accord with the Buddhist
path.Ethical concerns were not limited to isolated individuals. Wholesome conduct was
developed in communal settings and sanctioned by institutional authorities. In the case of
ancient Japan, patrons and copyists alike often joined together to form fellowships and referred
to their communities as “wholesome friends,” a canonical Buddhist term for a “helper on the
path.”31 And institutions such as scriptoria regulated the behavior of their workers to ensure that
their lifestyles accorded with Buddhist notions of purity and morality. These social aspects are
crucial, as communities, institutions, and traditions define any given notion of the good. Sutra
copying, therefore, was an ethical practice in the sense that it was a social action directed
toward cultivating oneself and one’s community toward a higher shared goal sanctioned by
particular traditions and institutions.Rewriting Nara BuddhismIt will be seen in due course that a
multidimensional account of sutra copying contributes to the historiography of Japanese religion.
In other words, the approach to ritual and the evidence presented in the chapters that follow
prompt a rethinking of how we understand Buddhism in the Nara period (710–784), a formative
era that has received scant attention in Anglophone scholarship.32 According to eighth-century
court records, Buddhism officially entered Japan in the sixth century and was, after some debate
and skirmishes among powerful clans, increasingly promoted from the late sixth through seventh
centuries by the court. While the first century of Buddhism’s history in Japan is shrouded in
mystery, it is clear that by the late seventh century and throughout the eighth, sovereigns actively
commissioned statues, constructed temples, and sponsored transcription. In addition to
promoting Buddhism, the court enacted extensive laws regulating the conduct of monks and
nuns. In short, rulers played a significant role in promoting and monitoring Buddhism in ancient
Japan.These activities have led scholars to describe the Nara period in terms of state Buddhism
(kokka Bukkyō     ), the most commonly advanced framework for interpreting religion at this
time. This model continues to be used to the present day, as a recent, apt depiction of Nara-
period sutra copying suggests:In the Nara period, however, Buddhism was a state religion and
was deployed predominantly for protecting the nation (chingo kokka); sutra copying was thus
generally performed for the benefit of the state, rather than for personal merit, and throughout
the period occurred primarily at state-supported scriptoria (shakyōjo), where it was executed by
bureaucrats selected solely for their calligraphic skills. (Dix 2015, 103–104)Efforts to classify
Nara Buddhism as state Buddhism began as early as the Meiji period (1868–1912), when
Buddhist reformers turned to the past as a means to propose normative models—both in favor
and critical of state support of Buddhism—to redesign the tradition as a modern religion.33



These narratives continued to develop over the war years, when national historians such as Tsuji
Zennosuke     (1877–1955) and Kuroita Katsumi     (1874–1946) invoked the state
Buddhism model to remind readers of the mutual benefits that can emerge when religion is
subservient to imperial interests. And they culminated in the postwar period in the writings of
Futaba Kenkō     (1916–1995) and Inoue Mitsusada     (1917–1983), who viewed state
Buddhism as either an inauthentic form of the religion or one that had not reached its full
potential.Inoue, one of the leading historians of the postwar period, advanced what has become
the most influential version of the state Buddhism thesis. It was developed, he wrote, after
reading Futaba’s work.34 He defined state Buddhism in terms of the official control of temples
and clergy, largely through legal codes, and the protection and promotion of Buddhism by the
sovereign; and he credited Buddhism’s greater appeal not to its philosophical insights but to its
magical powers in bringing prosperity to the realm.35 Like those writing before him, Inoue
advanced this model as part of a normative project tied to his position in the postwar era. For
him, the Nara period, with its heavy-handed involvement of the state, too closely resembled the
official policy of the war years, a period that Inoue viewed with retrospective contempt in his
published memoirs.36 The excesses of state Buddhism needed to be overcome, and Inoue, like
others before him, crafted a larger teleological narrative that culminated in the eventual reform of
Buddhism in the Kamakura period (1185–1333). It was then, when the schools that grew into the
most dominant institutions in modern Japan were founded, that Buddhism, as the story goes,
was first brought to the populace and liberated from state control. State Buddhism thus played
the role of a foil in Inoue’s narrative; it symbolized the corruption against which the Kamakura
Buddhists reacted. Although the valorization of Kamakura Buddhism at the expense of earlier
periods predates Inoue, in his hands it provided a poignant critique of what he perceived as
inordinate state control of Buddhism during the war years. It served as a normative model for a
postwar reformation that aimed to solidify religious freedom and strictly separate church and
state. This is the state Buddhism model that we have inherited. It is a framework that treats state
Buddhism as an obstacle that needs to be overcome in the name of a liberal project that
valorizes freedom of religion from state control.This book is by no means the first work to
challenge Inoue’s findings with regard to the Nara period, though, as I will outline below, I believe
that it will do so in a new and helpful way. Beginning in the 1990s, the state Buddhism model
underwent a sustained critique by Yoshida Kazuhiko     (1955–), undoubtedly the most vocal
opponent of Inoue’s narrative.37 First, Yoshida pointed out that the state failed to implement or
enforce many of the rules contained in legal codes aimed at regulating the clergy, strictures in
which Inoue found great significance. Since regulation was little more than a fantasy, it should
not be considered a defining feature of the Buddhism of the period, as it was for Inoue. Perhaps
more important, Yoshida demonstrated how Buddhism had already penetrated diverse
populations by the eighth century: in other words, Nara Buddhism was far more diverse than the
label “state Buddhism” suggests.To this end, Yoshida distinguished the Buddhism of the state
(kokka no Bukkyō      ) from the monolithic category of state Buddhism (kokka Bukkyō     ).



The Buddhism of the state was just one form of Buddhism that existed in the eighth century.
Yoshida also identified several other distinct Buddhisms of the Nara period: the Buddhism of
aristocrats (kizoku no Bukkyō      ), the Buddhism of provincial magnates (chihō gōzoku no
Bukkyō        ), and the Buddhism of the masses (minshū no Bukkyō      ). Accordingly,
Yoshida indicated the presence of “diverse Buddhisms” (tayōna Bukkyō      ) existing
simultaneously, rather than focusing on a singular hegemonic entity known as state Buddhism.
Yoshida himself has been particularly interested in highlighting the activities of the Buddhism of
the masses, arguing that this (vaguely defined) social group was vital to the spread of Buddhism
in early Japan.38Many of the findings of this study will support the arguments advanced by
Yoshida. As the following chapters will show repeatedly, Buddhism did not need to wait until the
Kamakura period to spread beyond state control. Sutra copying, as well as a variety of other
practices, had already penetrated broad populations across the archipelago by the mid-eighth
century and even earlier in many regions. With this fact in mind, the chapters below will highlight
the activities of fellowships, many of which were active in the provinces and had a wide range of
participants; they will also consider copying by nonroyal aristocrats and mid-level officials
alongside that done by the royal family. Further, they will explore sutra copying from the
perspective of laborers and administrators who either lacked rank or held very low rank, as well
as look at prayers sponsored by patrons from diverse geographic and social backgrounds.
Although royals appear as one particularly wealthy group of sponsors, they do not take exclusive
control of the narrative of this book, just as they did not assume unilateral control of religion in
the Nara period.Yet, while I sympathize with Yoshida’s critiques of the state Buddhism model, his
proposed alternative raises a number of new problems. Yoshida began his project by dividing
society into various camps each with its own form of Buddhism. He assumed that religious
practices easily map onto these stable social categories, treating each as self-evident and
preexisting. But these are theoretical assumptions, made without proof. Why should religious
expressions neatly correspond to social class? Are these social groups inherent and
unchanging? Or are they constructed, in part, through religious practices? To whom do terms
such as “the masses” actually refer? Were practices and beliefs shared across social groups?
Are there other types of human communities beyond those defined by class? Yoshida fails to
address these fundamental questions, appearing instead to take his basic sociological profile as
a given.In contrast to approaches that begin with stable categories of state or popular, this book
takes a single practice as its starting point and assesses how it functioned to delineate
communities and instill identities in the social and religious spheres.39 The types of
communities created and reinforced through sutra copying seldom correspond to the social
categories used in most past scholarship. Communities on the ground blur the boundaries
Yoshida relied on. In some cases, fellowships transcended clan divisions to form groups of
patrons and scribes from multiple clans that shared religious values. Some of these fellowships,
often described as “popular,” served the interests of royals and relied on official bureaucratic
structures but also included a broad membership. In other cases, ostensible state institutions



reveal significant parallels with aristocratic households. Moreover, informal and formal networks
connected aristocratic sutra-copying offices with royal ones. All of these institutions required the
labor and cooperation of individuals who lacked rank altogether, a feature that points to the need
for a broader understanding of the ways elite institutions structured the experiences of nonelites
and how those on the lower rungs of a social ladder shaped well-endowed bureaucratic
organizations. Finally, both the ritual practices employed by scribes and patrons and the
language of prayers inscribed in colophons transcended social boundaries; individuals from
diverse walks of life used similar strategies and metaphors in the transcription and dedication of
texts.At the same time, while it is true that sutra copying was widespread in the Nara period, it
cannot simply be defined as “popular,” particularly when the term is used to mean either
“common across classes” or “nonelite.”40 Sutra copying could simultaneously join people
together and divide them apart. On the one hand, religious cultures were shared; people across
geographic regions and social strata engaged in similar ritualized acts, employed nearly
identical techniques with regard to manuscript production, and sponsored transcription based
on common beliefs and worldviews. On the other hand, sutra transcription functioned to
demonstrate and reinforce differences in material resources, literary abilities, and social status.
Here, my view differs subtly from that of Mifune Takayuki     (1959–), another critic of the state
Buddhism model, who has stressed the identical character of the Buddhisms of the state,
aristocrats, and the populace—a move that risks flattening all status differences as
inconsequential.41 Sutra copying inscribed social relations as much as it reflected them. “State”
and “popular” are grossly insufficient for capturing these complex patterns and processes.Ritual,
when seen as a dynamic activity, provides a new window into these issues: the methodology of
this book, therefore, informs its historiographical contribution. Neither an approach that relies on
simplistic class-based divisions nor one focused solely on the state can provide an accurate
representation of religion in the Nara period. Rather than assuming that stable social
organizations precede religious practice, this study will consider how ritual constructs
communities while also building upon and sometimes modifying existing social structures.
Instead of treating the Buddhism of the state as ontologically distinct from that of the so-called
masses, a study of a single practice reveals how rituals both differentiate and create
commonalities among individuals and communities from diverse backgrounds. And in place of
models that treat state control as a force consciously exerted by elites and warranting active
resistance from those below, I will suggest that the power of ritual practice structured norms for
kings and scribes alike and that agency was a matter neither solely of resistance nor of
control.42 By applying a methodology advanced in the field of ritual studies to the problem of
characterizing eighth-century Japanese religion, this book provides an account of Nara
Buddhism that moves beyond an exclusive focus on elites in the capital while, at the same time,
avoiding the assumptions built into interpretive frameworks that assume religious cultures follow
social and economic divisions in their development.Structure of the BookSix chapters and an
epilogue follow this introduction. The book is divided into three parts, each composed of paired



chapters that explore related issues. Chapters one and two use tales that circulated throughout
East Asia and colophons to manuscript sources from Japan and Dunhuang—the site of the
discovery of an enormous cache of written materials in western China—to assess the
cosmological and ethical underpinnings of transcribing scripture. They provide a broad overview
of the ritual practices at the heart of sutra copying. Chapter one outlines three ways in which
writing was ritualized in East Asian Buddhism: the discourse of wholesome action and merit,
which treated sutra transcription as pious and instrumental; the purification of scribal bodies
prior to transcription, through practices such as performing ablutions, wearing special garments,
and avoiding defilements including meat, death, and illness; and participation in ceremonies to
dedicate merit on calendrically significant days, when it was believed that deities descended
from the heavens to observe human conduct. Chapter two turns to the prayers inscribed in
colophons to sutra manuscripts that were vocalized at the dedication ceremonies. It argues that
ritual and literary expectations together generated views of the cosmos and moral responsibility
derived from diverse repertoires not limited to canonical Buddhist texts. Taken together, these
two chapters offer a description of the ritual acts involved in sutra transcription and an analysis
of the ways these practices related to ethical sensibilities and cosmological
understandings.Chapters three and four consider the relationship between ritualized writing and
social organizations in eighth-century Japan. Both chapters contend that sutra copying was in
part enabled by particular social and institutional configurations, while at the same time it was
generative of new ones. Chapter three focuses on cases of collective patronage, in which
groups of individuals pooled their resources to sponsor transcription, often identifying
themselves as wholesome friends. It shows how fellowship groups were drawn together from a
variety of motivations ranging from political to pious as diverse individuals treated participation in
these groups as an opportunity to engage in Buddhist practice. Chapter four stresses the
importance of institutions in enabling the reproduction of large numbers of texts. It surveys the
scriptoria that existed in ancient Japan and argues for the close connection between
bureaucracy and ritual practice. Both chapters challenge standard narratives that have equated
fellowships with popular Buddhism and the Tōdaiji    scriptorium with state Buddhism by
sketching broad parallels across these groups and institutions and highlighting the dependency
of seemingly independent scriptoria on state projects.Chapters five and six share a concern with
the ways ritualized writing shaped individuals’ lives. They move from the broader contexts of
institutions and social groups to the microhistories of particulars.43 Chapter five traces the
career of Karakuni no Hitonari     (721–?), who worked in a variety of both scribal and
administrative roles at the Office of Sutra Transcription before becoming a monk. Through this
insider’s view, the chapter argues that the scriptorium offered Hitonari and others opportunities
to cultivate themselves through religious, calligraphic, and literary pursuits. Chapter six turns to
the other end of the social spectrum: the religious practices of the ruling elite of the mid-eighth
century. It uses a case study of the transcription of three texts sponsored by Queen Consort
Kōmyōshi    (701–760)44 in 748—the Scripture on Saving and Protecting Body and Life



(Jiuhu shenming jing      ), Yijing’s   (635–713) translation of the Golden Light Sutra
(Jinguangming zuishengwang jing        ), and Scripture on Brahma’s Spirit Tablets
(Guanding fantian shence jing        )—to reevaluate the political nature of ritual in ancient
Japan. By understanding that kings and queens lived in a world in which they were haunted by
ghastly attacks and answered to celestial kings who threatened to punish the impious, I will
suggest that rulers were compelled to cultivate virtuous conduct or risk punishment in accord
with the cosmological schemes they themselves promoted. Both chapters maintain that ritual
was not merely an expressive tool employed to justify political authority; Buddhist ideas were an
authoritative force that structured codes of conduct. Rulers and scribes alike were subject to
disciplinary regimes defined in part by Buddhist norms.SourcesSutra copying is almost certainly
better documented in the Nara period than it is in any other historical context or geographic
setting. For sources, this study will most frequently utilize scriptorium documents and colophons
to sutra manuscripts, both discussed below. Quotations from didactic tales and Buddhist
scripture that circulated in early Japan also appear regularly. These illuminate some of the
narratives and cosmologies that informed the worldviews of the Nara period. References to
official chronicles, legal codes, literary anthologies, and excavated wooden slips containing
writing complement the above sources by providing additional context and supporting evidence.
The structure of the book can be understood in part by the types of data used. While each
chapter, especially the first, is fairly eclectic and combines many of the above sources, chapters
two and three focus mostly on colophons to sutra manuscripts, and chapters four through six
delve deeply into an archival collection of scriptorium documents that was discovered in a
structure commonly known as the Shōsōin    .The Shōsōin documents are the most significant
source for the study of sutra copying in ancient Japan and represent an uncommonly rich
archive that deserves more attention.45 As Wayne Farris (2007, 402), in one of the few surveys
of the collection in English, has noted, “the size and complexity of this hodgepodge of
documents is unique in the world.” Part of these documents’ specialness stems from their
relatively large number while covering a fairly narrow scope of activity. The Shōsōin corpus
contains more than ten thousand handwritten documents from the eighth century, spanning a
period of less than eighty years.46 They primarily relate to a single institution: the Office of Sutra
Transcription, the history of which will be outlined in detail in chapter four.47 In comparison,
there are only about 4,600 authentic manuscripts from France between the years 600 and 1120.
The Dunhuang collection from a cave complex in western China has justifiably received a great
deal of attention, but its forty thousand manuscripts span a period of more than five centuries
and cover a wide breadth of types of materials.48 And while some documents from the famous
Cairo Genizah may go back as far as the eighth century, its contents are primarily from the
eleventh century and later.49 The fact that the Shōsōin contains more than ten thousand
documents mostly from one institution dating to a relatively narrow time period allows scholars
to dive into an early premodern archive with unusual depth.The phrase “Shōsōin” originally
referred to the grounds on which a number of storehouses once stood, about three hundred



meters northwest of the Great Buddha Hall at the temple Tōdaiji in Nara.50 But it now commonly
indicates the primary—and only surviving—structure originally called the Shōsō, a raised floor,
log cabin style building that likely dates to the 750s (see fig. 1). “Shōsō” is a generic term for the
main storehouse of a large temple or government office. At Tōdaiji, the Shōsō stored a collection
of treasures, including donations by Queen Consort Kōmyōshi and materials used in rituals at
Tōdaiji in the eighth century, objects that attract hundreds of thousands of visitors annually for an
exhibition held at the Nara National Museum each fall.

It is worth stressing that while I am interested in a variety of ritual functions, I am not proposing a
functionalist position that reduces ritual to a single purpose. Ritual does not only serve to
maintain the social order. It is not only used for political ends. As Jones explains (2004, 96):One
way of understanding the difference between an analysis of what the doing does and
functionalism is to distinguish between two uses of the word “function.” There is a weak sense in
which a question like “How does religious practice function?” can be understood, in which it is
essentially equivalent to asking what religious practice does. It asks, in this case, about the
effects of religious doings. A stronger sense of the question, however, is one in which it is
assumed that there is a particular job or a role that religious practice plays and is intended
(usually on an unconscious level) to play, which is then understood to be its function.
Functionalist accounts, in which social bodies are often paralleled to organic bodies, posit a
totality to which all processes are related…. A functionalist account of a social practice,
therefore, explains the activity on the basis of its utility for the enduring social body…. Functional
explanation therefore entails showing that a practice has beneficial consequences, i.e., that it
satisfies certain needs or serves to maintain a state of equilibrium. The raison d’être of a practice
is therefore given in terms of its function.My interest in the functions of religious practice does
not mean that I subscribe to functionalism and all of its pitfalls. Instead, the functions I am
concerned with are closer to what Jones describes as the weaker sense of the term: namely, the
effects of ritual practice in a variety of social and religious spheres. This study will show that
these effects were far reaching. Ritualized writing reconfigured local communities. It contributed
to the construction of bureaucratic institutions. It shaped concepts of the afterlife and of kingship.
It provided individuals from diverse walks of life with opportunities for Buddhist practice. As with
the concept of scriptural culture, the following chapters will stress the dynamic quality of ritual
practices. Ritual acts were at once enabled by and enabling of particular human and
cosmological configurations.The question then becomes one of what some scholars have called
the “constitutive power” of ritual.28 In other words, if ritual is not simply a symbolic expression of
the world as lived or idealized but rather part of a dialectic process between bodily practice and
the formation of subjects and societies, we need to ask what types of individuals and
communities do ritual practices help create. Saba Mahmood (2005, 128), in her ethnographic
study of Egyptian women involved in piety movements, argued that ritual practices can
potentially constitute individuals and communities as ethical beings: “ritualized behavior is one



among a continuum of practices that serve as the necessary means to the realization of a pious
self, and that are regarded as the critical instruments in a teleological program of self-
formation.”29 Repeated ritual actions function as a practice: they are a human activity that
individuals utilize to transform themselves to accord with a vision of the good as sanctioned by a
particular tradition.30Many of the chapters that follow will build on Mahmood’s insight to explore
the ways that sutra copying constituted individuals and communities as pious in accord with
Buddhist norms. In addition to the well-known idea that patrons copied scripture to create merit,
individuals also saw sutra copying as a tool through which they could fashion themselves in
ways congruent with Buddhist values. This ethical type of ritual instrumentality remains a
relatively unexplored aspect of Buddhist ritual. Patrons and scribes considered copying Buddhist
texts as morally wholesome (Skt. kuśala; Ch. shan; J. zen  )—that is to say, an act that could
lead to higher spiritual states, such as progress on the bodhisattva path. Scribes therefore
engaged in bodily practices closely connected to Buddhist notions of spiritual purification.
Patrons offered merit to their ancestors and sentient beings as a way to fulfill social obligations
and mirror the acts of a bodhisattva. In these ways, copying scripture enabled the individuals
involved to become morally wholesome beings who lived a life in accord with the Buddhist
path.Ethical concerns were not limited to isolated individuals. Wholesome conduct was
developed in communal settings and sanctioned by institutional authorities. In the case of
ancient Japan, patrons and copyists alike often joined together to form fellowships and referred
to their communities as “wholesome friends,” a canonical Buddhist term for a “helper on the
path.”31 And institutions such as scriptoria regulated the behavior of their workers to ensure that
their lifestyles accorded with Buddhist notions of purity and morality. These social aspects are
crucial, as communities, institutions, and traditions define any given notion of the good. Sutra
copying, therefore, was an ethical practice in the sense that it was a social action directed
toward cultivating oneself and one’s community toward a higher shared goal sanctioned by
particular traditions and institutions.Rewriting Nara BuddhismIt will be seen in due course that a
multidimensional account of sutra copying contributes to the historiography of Japanese religion.
In other words, the approach to ritual and the evidence presented in the chapters that follow
prompt a rethinking of how we understand Buddhism in the Nara period (710–784), a formative
era that has received scant attention in Anglophone scholarship.32 According to eighth-century
court records, Buddhism officially entered Japan in the sixth century and was, after some debate
and skirmishes among powerful clans, increasingly promoted from the late sixth through seventh
centuries by the court. While the first century of Buddhism’s history in Japan is shrouded in
mystery, it is clear that by the late seventh century and throughout the eighth, sovereigns actively
commissioned statues, constructed temples, and sponsored transcription. In addition to
promoting Buddhism, the court enacted extensive laws regulating the conduct of monks and
nuns. In short, rulers played a significant role in promoting and monitoring Buddhism in ancient
Japan.These activities have led scholars to describe the Nara period in terms of state Buddhism
(kokka Bukkyō     ), the most commonly advanced framework for interpreting religion at this



time. This model continues to be used to the present day, as a recent, apt depiction of Nara-
period sutra copying suggests:In the Nara period, however, Buddhism was a state religion and
was deployed predominantly for protecting the nation (chingo kokka); sutra copying was thus
generally performed for the benefit of the state, rather than for personal merit, and throughout
the period occurred primarily at state-supported scriptoria (shakyōjo), where it was executed by
bureaucrats selected solely for their calligraphic skills. (Dix 2015, 103–104)Efforts to classify
Nara Buddhism as state Buddhism began as early as the Meiji period (1868–1912), when
Buddhist reformers turned to the past as a means to propose normative models—both in favor
and critical of state support of Buddhism—to redesign the tradition as a modern religion.33
These narratives continued to develop over the war years, when national historians such as Tsuji
Zennosuke     (1877–1955) and Kuroita Katsumi     (1874–1946) invoked the state
Buddhism model to remind readers of the mutual benefits that can emerge when religion is
subservient to imperial interests. And they culminated in the postwar period in the writings of
Futaba Kenkō     (1916–1995) and Inoue Mitsusada     (1917–1983), who viewed state
Buddhism as either an inauthentic form of the religion or one that had not reached its full
potential.Inoue, one of the leading historians of the postwar period, advanced what has become
the most influential version of the state Buddhism thesis. It was developed, he wrote, after
reading Futaba’s work.34 He defined state Buddhism in terms of the official control of temples
and clergy, largely through legal codes, and the protection and promotion of Buddhism by the
sovereign; and he credited Buddhism’s greater appeal not to its philosophical insights but to its
magical powers in bringing prosperity to the realm.35 Like those writing before him, Inoue
advanced this model as part of a normative project tied to his position in the postwar era. For
him, the Nara period, with its heavy-handed involvement of the state, too closely resembled the
official policy of the war years, a period that Inoue viewed with retrospective contempt in his
published memoirs.36 The excesses of state Buddhism needed to be overcome, and Inoue, like
others before him, crafted a larger teleological narrative that culminated in the eventual reform of
Buddhism in the Kamakura period (1185–1333). It was then, when the schools that grew into the
most dominant institutions in modern Japan were founded, that Buddhism, as the story goes,
was first brought to the populace and liberated from state control. State Buddhism thus played
the role of a foil in Inoue’s narrative; it symbolized the corruption against which the Kamakura
Buddhists reacted. Although the valorization of Kamakura Buddhism at the expense of earlier
periods predates Inoue, in his hands it provided a poignant critique of what he perceived as
inordinate state control of Buddhism during the war years. It served as a normative model for a
postwar reformation that aimed to solidify religious freedom and strictly separate church and
state. This is the state Buddhism model that we have inherited. It is a framework that treats state
Buddhism as an obstacle that needs to be overcome in the name of a liberal project that
valorizes freedom of religion from state control.This book is by no means the first work to
challenge Inoue’s findings with regard to the Nara period, though, as I will outline below, I believe
that it will do so in a new and helpful way. Beginning in the 1990s, the state Buddhism model



underwent a sustained critique by Yoshida Kazuhiko     (1955–), undoubtedly the most vocal
opponent of Inoue’s narrative.37 First, Yoshida pointed out that the state failed to implement or
enforce many of the rules contained in legal codes aimed at regulating the clergy, strictures in
which Inoue found great significance. Since regulation was little more than a fantasy, it should
not be considered a defining feature of the Buddhism of the period, as it was for Inoue. Perhaps
more important, Yoshida demonstrated how Buddhism had already penetrated diverse
populations by the eighth century: in other words, Nara Buddhism was far more diverse than the
label “state Buddhism” suggests.To this end, Yoshida distinguished the Buddhism of the state
(kokka no Bukkyō      ) from the monolithic category of state Buddhism (kokka Bukkyō     ).
The Buddhism of the state was just one form of Buddhism that existed in the eighth century.
Yoshida also identified several other distinct Buddhisms of the Nara period: the Buddhism of
aristocrats (kizoku no Bukkyō      ), the Buddhism of provincial magnates (chihō gōzoku no
Bukkyō        ), and the Buddhism of the masses (minshū no Bukkyō      ). Accordingly,
Yoshida indicated the presence of “diverse Buddhisms” (tayōna Bukkyō      ) existing
simultaneously, rather than focusing on a singular hegemonic entity known as state Buddhism.
Yoshida himself has been particularly interested in highlighting the activities of the Buddhism of
the masses, arguing that this (vaguely defined) social group was vital to the spread of Buddhism
in early Japan.38Many of the findings of this study will support the arguments advanced by
Yoshida. As the following chapters will show repeatedly, Buddhism did not need to wait until the
Kamakura period to spread beyond state control. Sutra copying, as well as a variety of other
practices, had already penetrated broad populations across the archipelago by the mid-eighth
century and even earlier in many regions. With this fact in mind, the chapters below will highlight
the activities of fellowships, many of which were active in the provinces and had a wide range of
participants; they will also consider copying by nonroyal aristocrats and mid-level officials
alongside that done by the royal family. Further, they will explore sutra copying from the
perspective of laborers and administrators who either lacked rank or held very low rank, as well
as look at prayers sponsored by patrons from diverse geographic and social backgrounds.
Although royals appear as one particularly wealthy group of sponsors, they do not take exclusive
control of the narrative of this book, just as they did not assume unilateral control of religion in
the Nara period.Yet, while I sympathize with Yoshida’s critiques of the state Buddhism model, his
proposed alternative raises a number of new problems. Yoshida began his project by dividing
society into various camps each with its own form of Buddhism. He assumed that religious
practices easily map onto these stable social categories, treating each as self-evident and
preexisting. But these are theoretical assumptions, made without proof. Why should religious
expressions neatly correspond to social class? Are these social groups inherent and
unchanging? Or are they constructed, in part, through religious practices? To whom do terms
such as “the masses” actually refer? Were practices and beliefs shared across social groups?
Are there other types of human communities beyond those defined by class? Yoshida fails to
address these fundamental questions, appearing instead to take his basic sociological profile as



a given.In contrast to approaches that begin with stable categories of state or popular, this book
takes a single practice as its starting point and assesses how it functioned to delineate
communities and instill identities in the social and religious spheres.39 The types of
communities created and reinforced through sutra copying seldom correspond to the social
categories used in most past scholarship. Communities on the ground blur the boundaries
Yoshida relied on. In some cases, fellowships transcended clan divisions to form groups of
patrons and scribes from multiple clans that shared religious values. Some of these fellowships,
often described as “popular,” served the interests of royals and relied on official bureaucratic
structures but also included a broad membership. In other cases, ostensible state institutions
reveal significant parallels with aristocratic households. Moreover, informal and formal networks
connected aristocratic sutra-copying offices with royal ones. All of these institutions required the
labor and cooperation of individuals who lacked rank altogether, a feature that points to the need
for a broader understanding of the ways elite institutions structured the experiences of nonelites
and how those on the lower rungs of a social ladder shaped well-endowed bureaucratic
organizations. Finally, both the ritual practices employed by scribes and patrons and the
language of prayers inscribed in colophons transcended social boundaries; individuals from
diverse walks of life used similar strategies and metaphors in the transcription and dedication of
texts.At the same time, while it is true that sutra copying was widespread in the Nara period, it
cannot simply be defined as “popular,” particularly when the term is used to mean either
“common across classes” or “nonelite.”40 Sutra copying could simultaneously join people
together and divide them apart. On the one hand, religious cultures were shared; people across
geographic regions and social strata engaged in similar ritualized acts, employed nearly
identical techniques with regard to manuscript production, and sponsored transcription based
on common beliefs and worldviews. On the other hand, sutra transcription functioned to
demonstrate and reinforce differences in material resources, literary abilities, and social status.
Here, my view differs subtly from that of Mifune Takayuki     (1959–), another critic of the state
Buddhism model, who has stressed the identical character of the Buddhisms of the state,
aristocrats, and the populace—a move that risks flattening all status differences as
inconsequential.41 Sutra copying inscribed social relations as much as it reflected them. “State”
and “popular” are grossly insufficient for capturing these complex patterns and processes.Ritual,
when seen as a dynamic activity, provides a new window into these issues: the methodology of
this book, therefore, informs its historiographical contribution. Neither an approach that relies on
simplistic class-based divisions nor one focused solely on the state can provide an accurate
representation of religion in the Nara period. Rather than assuming that stable social
organizations precede religious practice, this study will consider how ritual constructs
communities while also building upon and sometimes modifying existing social structures.
Instead of treating the Buddhism of the state as ontologically distinct from that of the so-called
masses, a study of a single practice reveals how rituals both differentiate and create
commonalities among individuals and communities from diverse backgrounds. And in place of



models that treat state control as a force consciously exerted by elites and warranting active
resistance from those below, I will suggest that the power of ritual practice structured norms for
kings and scribes alike and that agency was a matter neither solely of resistance nor of
control.42 By applying a methodology advanced in the field of ritual studies to the problem of
characterizing eighth-century Japanese religion, this book provides an account of Nara
Buddhism that moves beyond an exclusive focus on elites in the capital while, at the same time,
avoiding the assumptions built into interpretive frameworks that assume religious cultures follow
social and economic divisions in their development.Structure of the BookSix chapters and an
epilogue follow this introduction. The book is divided into three parts, each composed of paired
chapters that explore related issues. Chapters one and two use tales that circulated throughout
East Asia and colophons to manuscript sources from Japan and Dunhuang—the site of the
discovery of an enormous cache of written materials in western China—to assess the
cosmological and ethical underpinnings of transcribing scripture. They provide a broad overview
of the ritual practices at the heart of sutra copying. Chapter one outlines three ways in which
writing was ritualized in East Asian Buddhism: the discourse of wholesome action and merit,
which treated sutra transcription as pious and instrumental; the purification of scribal bodies
prior to transcription, through practices such as performing ablutions, wearing special garments,
and avoiding defilements including meat, death, and illness; and participation in ceremonies to
dedicate merit on calendrically significant days, when it was believed that deities descended
from the heavens to observe human conduct. Chapter two turns to the prayers inscribed in
colophons to sutra manuscripts that were vocalized at the dedication ceremonies. It argues that
ritual and literary expectations together generated views of the cosmos and moral responsibility
derived from diverse repertoires not limited to canonical Buddhist texts. Taken together, these
two chapters offer a description of the ritual acts involved in sutra transcription and an analysis
of the ways these practices related to ethical sensibilities and cosmological
understandings.Chapters three and four consider the relationship between ritualized writing and
social organizations in eighth-century Japan. Both chapters contend that sutra copying was in
part enabled by particular social and institutional configurations, while at the same time it was
generative of new ones. Chapter three focuses on cases of collective patronage, in which
groups of individuals pooled their resources to sponsor transcription, often identifying
themselves as wholesome friends. It shows how fellowship groups were drawn together from a
variety of motivations ranging from political to pious as diverse individuals treated participation in
these groups as an opportunity to engage in Buddhist practice. Chapter four stresses the
importance of institutions in enabling the reproduction of large numbers of texts. It surveys the
scriptoria that existed in ancient Japan and argues for the close connection between
bureaucracy and ritual practice. Both chapters challenge standard narratives that have equated
fellowships with popular Buddhism and the Tōdaiji    scriptorium with state Buddhism by
sketching broad parallels across these groups and institutions and highlighting the dependency
of seemingly independent scriptoria on state projects.Chapters five and six share a concern with



the ways ritualized writing shaped individuals’ lives. They move from the broader contexts of
institutions and social groups to the microhistories of particulars.43 Chapter five traces the
career of Karakuni no Hitonari     (721–?), who worked in a variety of both scribal and
administrative roles at the Office of Sutra Transcription before becoming a monk. Through this
insider’s view, the chapter argues that the scriptorium offered Hitonari and others opportunities
to cultivate themselves through religious, calligraphic, and literary pursuits. Chapter six turns to
the other end of the social spectrum: the religious practices of the ruling elite of the mid-eighth
century. It uses a case study of the transcription of three texts sponsored by Queen Consort
Kōmyōshi    (701–760)44 in 748—the Scripture on Saving and Protecting Body and Life
(Jiuhu shenming jing      ), Yijing’s   (635–713) translation of the Golden Light Sutra
(Jinguangming zuishengwang jing        ), and Scripture on Brahma’s Spirit Tablets
(Guanding fantian shence jing        )—to reevaluate the political nature of ritual in ancient
Japan. By understanding that kings and queens lived in a world in which they were haunted by
ghastly attacks and answered to celestial kings who threatened to punish the impious, I will
suggest that rulers were compelled to cultivate virtuous conduct or risk punishment in accord
with the cosmological schemes they themselves promoted. Both chapters maintain that ritual
was not merely an expressive tool employed to justify political authority; Buddhist ideas were an
authoritative force that structured codes of conduct. Rulers and scribes alike were subject to
disciplinary regimes defined in part by Buddhist norms.SourcesSutra copying is almost certainly
better documented in the Nara period than it is in any other historical context or geographic
setting. For sources, this study will most frequently utilize scriptorium documents and colophons
to sutra manuscripts, both discussed below. Quotations from didactic tales and Buddhist
scripture that circulated in early Japan also appear regularly. These illuminate some of the
narratives and cosmologies that informed the worldviews of the Nara period. References to
official chronicles, legal codes, literary anthologies, and excavated wooden slips containing
writing complement the above sources by providing additional context and supporting evidence.
The structure of the book can be understood in part by the types of data used. While each
chapter, especially the first, is fairly eclectic and combines many of the above sources, chapters
two and three focus mostly on colophons to sutra manuscripts, and chapters four through six
delve deeply into an archival collection of scriptorium documents that was discovered in a
structure commonly known as the Shōsōin    .The Shōsōin documents are the most significant
source for the study of sutra copying in ancient Japan and represent an uncommonly rich
archive that deserves more attention.45 As Wayne Farris (2007, 402), in one of the few surveys
of the collection in English, has noted, “the size and complexity of this hodgepodge of
documents is unique in the world.” Part of these documents’ specialness stems from their
relatively large number while covering a fairly narrow scope of activity. The Shōsōin corpus
contains more than ten thousand handwritten documents from the eighth century, spanning a
period of less than eighty years.46 They primarily relate to a single institution: the Office of Sutra
Transcription, the history of which will be outlined in detail in chapter four.47 In comparison,



there are only about 4,600 authentic manuscripts from France between the years 600 and 1120.
The Dunhuang collection from a cave complex in western China has justifiably received a great
deal of attention, but its forty thousand manuscripts span a period of more than five centuries
and cover a wide breadth of types of materials.48 And while some documents from the famous
Cairo Genizah may go back as far as the eighth century, its contents are primarily from the
eleventh century and later.49 The fact that the Shōsōin contains more than ten thousand
documents mostly from one institution dating to a relatively narrow time period allows scholars
to dive into an early premodern archive with unusual depth.The phrase “Shōsōin” originally
referred to the grounds on which a number of storehouses once stood, about three hundred
meters northwest of the Great Buddha Hall at the temple Tōdaiji in Nara.50 But it now commonly
indicates the primary—and only surviving—structure originally called the Shōsō, a raised floor,
log cabin style building that likely dates to the 750s (see fig. 1). “Shōsō” is a generic term for the
main storehouse of a large temple or government office. At Tōdaiji, the Shōsō stored a collection
of treasures, including donations by Queen Consort Kōmyōshi and materials used in rituals at
Tōdaiji in the eighth century, objects that attract hundreds of thousands of visitors annually for an
exhibition held at the Nara National Museum each fall.The Shōsōin also contains a collection of
documents unrelated to the more famous treasures but central to the chapters that follow.51 The
Office of Sutra Transcription produced these documents while administering a bureaucratic
scriptorium. They include items such as ledgers recording the receipt of paper, pay reports,
requests for rations and other budgetary items, records of the productivity of laborers, workers’
missives for time off, and many other kinds of memoranda. The Shōsōin corpus provides
unparalleled insight into the life and culture of a scriptorium. It offers economic historians data on
the cost of goods and the pay of staff. Social historians utilize these materials to learn about the
daily lives of unranked laborers. They also provide glimpses into political history through
references to court factions and the ideological uses of Buddhism by the rulers. Thus they
represent a unique source for scholars of religion, although few in Buddhist Studies in and out of
Japan have mined them for information about the structure of the canon, the circulation of texts,
and ritual practices related to transcription. These are just some of the many possible uses for
this archival collection.52Figure 1. The Shōsō at Tōdaiji. The Shōsōin documents related to
sutra copying were stored in the central section of the structure. Courtesy of the Imperial
Household Agency.As promising as the Shōsōin documents may be, their complex history has
made their use a nontrivial challenge for contemporary scholars. A glance at this history will give
some insight into the ways the documents figure in subsequent chapters. The eighth-century
administrators of the scriptorium prepared and disposed of documents as needed. Sometimes
they would use clean paper to create a ledger or other record, writing on either a single sheet or
a scroll of sheets glued together. Other times they gathered paper from what can perhaps be
called the recycling bin (hogo bako    ), taking sheets as needed.53 This recycling bin included
documents produced within the scriptorium, such as old ledgers and requests by scribes for
time off, as well as those composed outside the Office of Sutra Transcription. Some of the latter



had a direct connection to the scriptorium. For example, a letter sent by a monk from another
temple asking to borrow a text may end up in the recycling bin after the request was fulfilled. But
other types—known collectively as official documents (kumon   ), including tax ledgers, census
records, and ration requests by outside bureaus such as the one that this introduction opened
with—were unrelated to the scriptorium. These were received as recyclables intended for reuse
from the outset. Administrators would take these internal and external documents from the
recycling bin, turn them over, and reuse them. Sometimes they would simply recycle an
individual sheet. Other times, they would take assorted documents, glue them together into a
completely new scroll, and then write on the verso. The documents, therefore, were constantly
jumbled and reorganized at the scriptorium.
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