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1 Introduction

In order to reflect from a global history perspective on the relationship between hand­
written and printed books in Japan, it is worthwhile to focus on the characteristics of 
movable type printing there starting from the end of the 16th century. Both Eastern 
and Western techniques of movable type printing reached Japan simultaneously at the 
beginning of its early modern period, during a phase of political consolidation and 
intense interaction with foreign countries and people. However, there are still many 
unanswered questions regarding the interaction between these two printing tech­
niques, to the point where there is currently no shared explanation accepted among 
scholars. Researching the material characteristics of the books printed with movable 
type in this period leads to a reassessment of their relationship to the two printing 
techniques. This contribution shows that early movable type editions can be posi­
tioned at an intermediate point between manuscripts and woodblock prints, and fur­
thermore had a major impact on the establishment of commercial publishing in Japan.

2 Summary of the History of Printing in Premodern Japan

Before breaching the main topic, it is necessary to briefly summarize the history of 
printing in Japan until the advent of movable type.1 It is an accepted fact that printing 
in Asia began in China in the seventh century CE. As evidenced by the oldest dated 
surviving print, the Hyakumantō Darani, printing technology reached Japan from China 
in the 8th century.2 However, at this point only single sheets of paper were printed, 
which cannot be considered ‘printed books’ as such. The first mention of the production 
of a printed book in Japan is found in Midō Kanpakuki, the diary of the courtier Fujiwara 
no Michinaga (966–1027) now listed in UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register. In the 
entry for the 14th day of the 12th month of 1009 CE, Michinaga wrote that he started 

1 For comparable discussions cf. Kornicki 2001, 112–124; Kamei-Dyche 2011, 273–276. 
2 Cf. Kornicki 2012. 
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printing 1000 copies of the Lotus Sutra (Sanskrit: Saddharma Puṇḍarīka Sūtra). Since 
this sutra comprises eight fascicles, Michinaga would have had to print 8000 fascicles in 
total. Since it is unlikely that such a feat could have been accomplished without prece­
dent, sutra printing projects had presumably already been undertaken before this date. 
The oldest dated printed book is a 1088 version of the Buddhist sutra Joyui Shikiron (San­
skrit: Vijñapti-mātratā Siddhi Šāstra). However, the oldest surviving woodblock with 
certain dating is a 1195 commentary on that same sutra, Joyui Shikiron Jukki. Thus, from 
the 11th century onwards, mostly Buddhist texts were continuously printed in Japan. 

In the history of printing in Japan, an often-noted phenomenon are changes in 
book binding.3 The first printed books were bound as scrolls. Then, following changes 
in China, text-bearing sheets in Japan, instead of being rolled up, also started to be 
folded and stacked in the orihon (‘accordion’) format. This may seem quite a simple 
form of binding, but more complex forms of binding using double-sided printed sheets 
also emerged such as decchōso (‘butterfly binding’). This binding technique was 
transmitted from Tang-period China at the beginning of the ninth century. It required 
calculating the desired number of sheets to be folded in half, then glue to be applied 
to their outer fold, and these to be glued on top of the preceding sheet. In China sheets 
made from thicker paper would be written on both sides, while those made from thin­
ner paper would only be inscribed on the inner surface of the fold, while the outer sur­
face would be left blank. Meanwhile, in Japan double-sided inscription was the norm, 
perhaps because it became possible to produce enough paper that allowed such inten­
sive use. In China decchōso is called ‘butterfly binding’, and printed books bound 
this way were produced in the Northern Song period (960–1127 CE) from the second 
half of the tenth century. During the Song and Yuan dynasties, many decchōso-bound 
printed books were imported to Japan, but all of these were printed only on the inner 
surface of the folded sheets. Meanwhile, decchōso-bound books printed on both sides 
started to be produced in several Buddhist temples in Japan from the second half of 
the 13th century onwards. Although books produced in China and Japan shared the 
same binding, it is difficult to establish a direct connection between them because of 
significant differences in sheet design and font use. Although it is tempting to con­
clude that books with these characteristics were also produced in limited numbers in 
China, a Japanese origin of such books cannot be established with certainty. 

Likewise, one might conclude that double-side-printed decchōso-bound books were 
invented in Japan. However, although the binding was decchōso rather than orihon, there 
are Chinese Song dynasty sutra texts that were printed on both sides of folded books, and 
their introduction to Japan can be confirmed. Thus, such examples most likely inspired 
double-sided printing in decchōso-bound books in Japan. Such books in Japan, as with 
earlier printed books bound as handscrolls and as orihon, were restricted to Buddhist 
texts in content, and they were designed to look like manuscripts. This suggests that 
copying Buddhist texts by hand was considered important in Japan and that their printed 

3 For example Kornicki 2001, 43–44.
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versions were perceived as substitutes of manuscripts. This was different than the situa­
tion in China, where printed books stood out because of features such as printed borders. 
This might be explained by the fact that in China manuscripts were considered vulnera­
ble to copying mistakes, while texts that had been printed after thorough checking were 
considered more trustworthy. This preference for printed texts over manuscripts did not 
gain hold in Japan, where manuscripts continued to be produced in large numbers. 

Both orihon- and decchōso-bound printed books kept being imported from China 
to Japan. From the end of the 13th century, single-side printed books also started to 
be produced in Japan in significant numbers. This may be related to the change from 
the Southern Song to the Yuan dynasty, which led some supporters of the old regime 
to emigrate to Japan and thus transmit, among others, technical knowledge of print­
ing. So, by the end of the 13th century, double-sided prints that imitated manuscripts as 
well as one-sided printing that drew attention to its printed nature were being produced 
in Japan. This is a highly important development in the history of printing in Japan. 

While the two types of printing differed in appearance, they were both used exclu­
sively for the reproduction of Buddhist texts. That being said, one-sided printing came 
to be associated with the rising influence of the Zen school of Buddhism, which had 
been transmitted to Japan in the 13th century and gained popularity starting then. There 
were two branches of this new form of Buddhism. The first was called Rinzai, which took 
a particular interest in literature and thus permitted the printing of poems and other 
writings by monks. Due to this, vernacular texts, mainly related to Chinese poetry, also 
started to be printed, marking a major shift in the history of printing in Japan. 

Such books printed by the Rinzai branch of Zen Buddhism are called Gozan-ban, 
which translates literally as ‘five-mountain editions’, since most were produced in the 
five main Rinzai temples around Kyoto. However, the term Gozan-ban has also come 
to include books printed in other Rinzai temples as well as in temples of the rival Sōtō 
branch of the Zen school. While Gozan-ban initially replicated or mimicked imported 
Chinese books, there was a gradual shift towards printing texts authored by Chinese 
immigrants to Japan as well as by Japanese monks. Despite the increasingly diverse 
content, the default script used was that of Kanji (‘Chinese characters’), aside from 
the occasional Sanskrit letters featured in Buddhist texts. However, a few exceptional 
examples of the use of the kanji-derived phonetic script Hiragana in prints before the 
advent of movable type are known. This appears in the Kurotani shōnin gotōroku (a 
collection of sermons by the monk Hōnen of the Jōdo or Pure Land School of Bud­
dhism) from 1321 and the 1391 scroll-bound Yūzū nenbutsu engi emaki from 1391.4 
Hiragana script is legible even with only a minimum of instruction. Presumably, the 
Buddhist schools that printed these texts used Hiragana because they were actively 
seeking to gain followers among the common people. Furthermore, these texts were 
made as imitations of manuscript formats.

4 Cf. Takagishi 2015.
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A further notable feature of the history of printing in Japan is the change in bind­
ing techniques among Gozan-ban in the period between the 13th and 16th centuries. 
Initially, Gozan-ban were one-sided prints bound in the decchōso format, just like the 
books imported from China of the Song and Yuan dynasties. However, the way books 
were made in China started to change around the time of the dynastic shift from the 
Yuan to the Ming in the second half of the 14th century, and these changes were duly 
adopted in Japan. In decchōso binding, the printed page is folded inward along the 
middle of its wider side. In the new type of binding, the page is folded outward and 
the sheets are stacked together, then the ends of the paper opposite the folds are per­
forated and stitched together with thread. In Japan, this binding technique is called 
fukurotoji (‘pouch binding’). Decchōso binding has the disadvantages of easily coming 
apart because of glue peeling off, as well as frequent insect damage: The bookworms 
prefer the glued sections. The production process also presents many difficulties: For 
example, it takes effort to apply the glue properly, and one needs to wait for it to dry 
before attaching the next page. On the other hand, fukurotoji binding simply changed 
the folding technique and used only string and thread for binding. These modifica­
tions did not require any change in the printing process and were therefore partic­
ularly appropriate for a medium such as printing, which prioritized efficient large-
scale production. This explains why this type of binding, called xiàn zhuāng (‘stitched 
binding’) in Chinese, became the predominant form of binding for printed books in 
China.5 After fukurotoji binding became widespread in Japan, decchōso-bound books 
imported earlier from Sung and Yuan dynasty China started to be rebound with the 
new technique. This change also occurred in the case of Gozan-ban, and from then 
on fukurotoji became the main binding technique for printed books in Japan as well. 

3 Overview of the History of Movable Type Printing in Japan

The major role played by the commercialization of print in changing the forms of pub­
lishing is a phenomenon shared across cultures around the world. The emergence of 
publishers that produced books as commercial products had a multifaceted impact 
on the characteristics of printed books. Printing requires a significant financial invest­
ment, so in order to make it economically viable, it is necessary to have a critical mass 
of buyers. If the society in question does not already have a mature mercantile econ­
omy, it is difficult for vernacular printing to emerge and endure. In China private com­
mercial publishers emerged around the 12th century during the Song dynasty, while 
in Japan vernacular publishing only emerged and developed in the 17th century. The 
beginning of movable type printing in Japan at the end of the 16th century immedi­
ately preceded the establishment of commercial publishing and had a major influence 
on the transformation of printed books into a commercial product. 

5 Cf. Hu/Yang 2012, 76–77. 
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The first movable type book was printed in Japan in 1591. This was connected to 
the beginning of direct exchanges between Europeans and the Japanese, which hap­
pened in 1543 when two Portuguese people, Francisco Zeimoto and Antonio da Mota, 
reached Tanegashima island southeast of Kyushu and sold their matchlock guns to 
the local ruler.6 Soon after, Jesuit priests started a successful proselytizing campaign 
throughout Japan. To aid their efforts, they shipped a printing press from Lisbon to 
their Collegio in Kazusa, not far from Nagasaki, where it was installed in July 1590. 
Among the books printed there is the 1591 Sanctos no gosagveo (‘Excerpts from the 
Lives of the Saints’). However, by this time, the rulers of Japan had already issued 
edicts banning Catholicism, and this continued until exchanges between Europeans 
and the Japanese ceased, with the exception of the Protestant Dutch. Because of this, 
printing with Western movable type ceased after only two decades.

Nonetheless, during his last years as ruler of Japan, Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537–
1598) developed the ambition to conquer China. He started with the attempt to con­
quer the ‘gateway to China’ (the Korean Peninsula) by sending invasion troops in 1592 
and 1598. In Japan, these ill-fated expeditions are known as the Bunroku Keichō cam­
paigns (after their respective imperial era names). While wars cause suffering irre­
spective of time or place, it is also true that conflict between different populations 
and cultures results in the transmission of technology. A representative example is 
that of the 751 AD Battle of Talas between the Abbasid Caliphate and the Chinese Tang 
empire, as a result of which Chinese war prisoners transmitted the technology of paper 
making to the Arab world.7 Likewise, Japan’s failed invasion attempt did result in the 
transmission of technologies of ceramic production and metal movable type printing 
to Japan, which in turn had a monumental impact on the country.

The history of movable type printing in Asia starts around the middle of the 
11th century, and the oldest surviving movable type-printed book is an edition of the 
Amitāyurdhyāna Sūtra dating between 1102 and 1106. This technology most likely 
entailed carving characters in a bed of hardened glue and then baking them for hard­
ening.8 As for wooden movable type printing, a description of its production process 
is found in a section of a 1313 book from Yuan dynasty China.9 Metal movable type is 
reported to have been used during the Goryeo kingdom in Korea between 1237 and 
1241 AD, and the oldest surviving book printed this way dates from around 1377.10 

While in China the large distances and immense demand for copies made mov­
able type impractical and thus scarcely used, in Korea metal movable type was actively 
used because it allowed repeated reprinting of a variety of texts. In Japan, the value of 
books printed with metal movable type from the start of the Joseon period was known 

6 On this topic cf. Lidin 2002, 13–15.
7 For more information cf. Park 2012, 25–26.
8 For more information cf. Needham 1985, 201–202.
9 Cf. Needham 1985, 205–211.
10 Cf. Kornicki 2011, 119; Lee 1993, 536–540.



192   Sasaki Takahiro

through trade. Thus, Hideyoshi’s invasion forces brought back not only large numbers 
of such books but also the metal movable type sets needed to print them.11 There is a 
high possibility that, along with a large number of potters, many printers also crossed 
the seas in this way. 

There are records of the fact that the sets of movable type confiscated in Korea 
were gifted by Hideyoshi to Emperor Goyōzei, who then used them to print the book 
Kobun Kōkyō (‘Classic of Filial Piety’) in 1593.12 The oldest extant book printed with 
Korean technology is a 1595 edition of the Buddhist text Hokke gengijo (‘Introduction 
to the Commentary on the Flower Garland Sutra’). The use of wooden movable type 
to print that text shows that movable type had spread rapidly in Japan. Furthermore, 
Tokugawa Ieyasu, who became ruler of Japan after Hideyoshi, commissioned the pro­
duction of a new set of metal movable type characters, which were used for printing 
books in 1615 and 1616 (Fig. 1).13 However, since the use of movable type required both 
sophisticated technology and significant financial investment, most books printed 
with movable type in Japan used wooden characters.

11 For details on Korean books brought back by the invasion forces cf. Kornicki 2013a.
12 Cf. Kinoshita 2000, 57; Lillehoj 2011, 66–70.
13 On this topic cf. Kornicki 2008, 75, 81; Horikawa 2020.

Fig. 1: Daizō ichiranshū (‘Digest of the Tripitaka’), 1615, metal movable type print, National Archives 
of Japan, Tokyo.



� Manuscript Features of Early Japanese Movable Type Books   193

4 Script Use and Design Features of Early Movable Type Editions

Printing with movable type of Korean origin continued until around 1650, and well 
over 500 books were thus produced. To distinguish between the books printed during 
that half century from the ones made with the resurrected wooden movable type tech­
nology, the former are called ‘early movable type editions’. Although half a century 
seems to be a brief period, early movable type editions went through many changes 
during this time. The earliest are very similar to Korean editions, from the type size 
and font style down to the page layout. Gradually, type sizes diminished, and the 
number of lines and characters per line increased. This process is directly linked to a 
reduction in production budget and thus demonstrates the tendency to turn movable 
type printed books into commercial products. 

Another important change was the diversification of the types of script used. 
Both Chosŏn-period Korea and Japan had used the characters originating from China. 
Then in the middle of the 15th century, the Chosŏn emperor of the time commissioned 
the development of a new phonetic alphabet called Hangul, which was eventually 
also used for printing. On the other hand, in Japan, two types of phonetic alphabets 
derived from Kanji were developed independently in the 9th century and started to 
be used in manuscripts together with Kanji. One of these alphabets, Katakana, was 
formed by isolating individual elements from the more complex shape of Kanji. It was 
initially used as a reading aid for Buddhist texts but eventually served to transcribe 
the pronunciation of all words of foreign origin. The other alphabet, Hiragana, was 
derived from the cursive writing style of Kanji for the purpose of rendering the sounds 
of the Japanese language. Hangul was not used in Japan, so early movable type edi­
tions did not use it, but there are examples of such editions using movable type sets 
for Hiragana and Katakana. As mentioned earlier, most books printed before this 
period used only Chinese characters, so the fact that indigenous script types came to 
be used extensively in early movable type editions constitutes an epoch-making event 
in the history of printing in Japan.

A high level of literacy is needed for reading books containing only text in Kanji. 
Since Hiragana and Katakana were also used by the general population, texts using 
these scripts would be intelligible to a larger number of readers. Hiragana in particular 
was used to record waka poetry and monogatari narratives,14 so its use meant that essen­
tial texts of Japanese literature could now be widely reproduced. This development led 
to a dramatic quickening of the commercialization process of the printed book. 

Since Katakana evolved from constituent elements of Kanji, each character func­
tioned independently, and accordingly it could function in similar ways to Kanji when 
it came to movable type set production and use. Hiragana, however, emerged from 
the cursive writing style of Kanji, and therefore its characters were not written inde­
pendently but were customarily linked with a continuous line. Furthermore, type sets 

14 On waka cf. Morris 1986; on monogatari cf. Jinno 2020.
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for Kanji used together with Hiragana also had to follow the cursive style. Since Hira-
gana had different characteristics than Kanji and Katakana, its transfer to movable 
type print was more difficult. 

The above difficulties help explain why early movable type editions with Hiragana 
started to be produced slightly later than those with Kanji and with Katakana. One 
of the solutions found was to make types that linked two or three Hiragana charac­
ters often written together. There are even examples of types containing four or five 
characters. Nowadays these are called ‘linked movable types’ or ligatures. One of the 
advantages of movable type is its modularity, which increases printing efficiency by 
recombining individual types. Ligatures, on the other hand, have a limited frequency 
of use, and are thus ill-suited for cost-effective printing. To make possible the printing 
of Hiragana with movable type, publishers had to turn a blind eye to this disadvantage.

Although it seems that the earliest movable type printed book with Hiragana 
was the 1599 medical text Enju satsuyō (‘Long Life Compendium’), an early exam­
ple with a fully ascertained date is the 1604 Tsurezuregusa Jumyō’in shō (‘Essays in 
Idleness — Commentaries by Jumyō’in’) (Fig. 2).15 However, such early movable type 

15 This is the oldest existing full-length commentary of what became a classic of Japanese literature. 
Cf. Chance 1997, 42. 

Fig. 2: Hata Sōha, Tsurezuregusa Jumyō’in shō (‘Essays in Idleness — Commentaries by Jumyō’in’), 
1604, wooden movable type print (1931 facsimile edition), National Diet Library, Tokyo.
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editions were probably not printed in large numbers and had more of a trial-and-error 
character. The text of both of those books was placed within frames, and furthermore 
two parallel lines marked the fold along the middle of the printed page. This layout 
design was customary for books printed in the Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties and 
Chosŏn-period Korea, as well as Japanese books with Kanji and Katakana (with the 
exception of some editions of Buddhist texts).

The fold mark was a crucial element in the making of the book. More than just 
providing a visual aid for folding the page approximately along its middle, the mark 
included an abbreviated version of the book’s title, the fascicle number, and the pag­
ination, thus facilitating the assembly of the book. Additionally, even with an identi­
cal text being printed, variations in fold mark design reveal that a different typeset or 
woodblock has been used. Even manuscript books that use Kanji often feature frames 
around the text as well as borders dividing each line of text, but of course they do not 
have fold marks. Furthermore, the lines in manuscript are usually thin, while lines in 
printed books are mostly thick and in many cases doubled. Thus, a thick-lined fold 
mark signaled the fact that the book in question was printed. The inclusion of bor­
ders and fold marks in the design of the two above examples of trial-and-error early 
movable type editions using Hiragana shows that these were considered necessary 
elements for printed book design. However, how should we interpret the fact that 
once movable type printing with Hiragana was standardized, its book design omitted 
those elements? Considering that lines or fold marks are not usually featured in manu­
scripts using Hiragana, the printed books were presumably trying to imitate the look 
of manuscripts. The publishers probably thought that lines or fold marks did not fit 
well with the look of cursive style script.

5 �Manuscript-like Features of Japanese-Script Early Movable 
Type Editions

Although there is a significant visual difference between a book with borders and fold 
marks and one without, the difference is only slight from a production point of view. 
Borders are printed by placing four rod-shaped types along the edges of the type plate. 
However, if the plate is lined with rod-shaped types of lower height, the border will 
not be printed. The use of this method is demonstrated by traces of these low-height 
types that occasionally got printed unintentionally. Early movable type editions can 
thus be divided into those using Kanji and Katakana, which stress their printed nature 
by including borders and fold marks, and those using Hiragana, which omit those 
elements in order to look like manuscripts (Fig. 3). Although both groups are printed 
with movable type, the intention behind them is different.

There is also another way to prove that early movable type printed books using 
Hiragana were designed to look like manuscripts: the shape and size of the books. The 
material characteristics of early movable type editions differ both from books printed 
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in Ming-period China and in Chosŏn-period Korea. Leaving aside differences in front 
covers and focusing only on shape and size, movable type printed Korean books are 
the largest, many almost 40 centimeters high. By comparison, Ming-period wood­
block-printed books are much smaller, around 25 centimeters high. Most early mov­
able type editions in Japan are almost 30 centimeters high, larger than Ming-period 
books but smaller than Chosŏn-period movable type editions. Furthermore, when we 
compare height to width ratios, Ming-period books are narrow and high, while Korean 
and Japanese books tend to be wider. This size-ratio comparison thus corroborates the 
fact that early movable type editions in Japan are more similar to Chosŏn-period books 
than to Ming-period editions. However, early movable type editions with Hiragana 
have slightly different characteristics: They are a little smaller in height but wider than 
the books using Kanji. It is possible to provide an explanation of these differences 
from a production point of view: The Hiragana books were trying to imitate manu­
script books not just in their look but also in their shape and size. That some Gozan-
ban with Buddhist texts were trying to imitate manuscripts has been discussed above. 
It can also be argued that this precedent influenced the production of early movable 
type editions with Hiragana, yet this does not provide a sufficient explanation. 

Since there are no manuscript-like features in Chosŏn-period early movable type 
editions, the characteristics of Christian-printed books should be considered. Just as 

Fig. 3: Heike Monogatari (‘Tales of Heike’), Nakanoin edition, early 17th century, wooden movable 
type print, National Diet Library, Tokyo.



� Manuscript Features of Early Japanese Movable Type Books   197

early movable type editions can be divided into those using Kanji and Katakana and 
those using Hiragana, so too can Christian-printed books be grouped into two cate­
gories according to the script used. On the one hand, there are Western-script books 
printed with alphabet metal types, and on the other hand there are Japanese-script 
books using combinations of Kanji, Hiragana, and Katakana, which are also printed 
with metal movable type. The former were printed with the types thought to have been 
made in Venice and brought over to Japan, which then served as a model for the metal 
types of local script produced in Japan. The differences in appearance between West­
ern-script and Japanese-script books are more significant than those between the two 
categories of early movable type editions. While Western-script books have the same 
size and are made in the same way as Western books, the ones with Japanese script 
are made to look like Japanese books of the time, from their size and binding down to 
their front cover. 

13 out of the 32 types of Christian printed books known today use Japanese script. 
Among these there are two subtypes: large and small. Dochirina Kirishitan (‘Doctrina 
Christam’) and Bauchizumo no sazukeyo (‘The Way to Administer Baptism’), thought 
to have been among the first to be printed, used large types (Fig. 4).16 Oddly enough, 
the only other known use of these large types is for printing a one-page pamphlet with 
the text of prayers. The Dochirina Kirishitan is thought to have first been printed in 
1591, and the other two publications were probably made close to that date.17

There was a gap of a few years in the printing of Japanese-script Christian books. 
When the printing of such works resumed, locally made metal types are thought to 
have been used. These were smaller than the earlier types. The 1598 Rakuyōshū (‘Col­
lection of Fallen Leaves’) is among the earliest books produced this way, with a clear 
indication of having been printed in Nagasaki.18 The gap in printing is probably due to 
the change in the physical location of the printing press. Except for one work produced 
in Kyoto with local technology around 1611, all Japanese-script Christian books used 
these smaller types. Additionally, there are significant differences between early and 
later Japanese-script Christian printed books that go beyond the size of the types used. 
They concern the presence or absence of borders. The large-type books do not include 
a border, while the small-type books do include it.19 This could be explained by the 
fact that the knowledge of books in Japan increased during the printing gap: A border 
was added because it became clear that Western books usually have this feature.

The Chinese character dictionary Rakuyōshū, one of the earliest books to be 
printed with the smaller type, is an important work for the study of the history of the 

16 For a discussion of Dochirina Kirishitan cf. chapter three in Higashibaba 2001.
17 However, recent research has unearthed a printed version of Salvator Mundi, which belongs to this 
group, dated to 1595, cf. Osterkamp 2022. 
18 Cf. Yamagiwa 1955; Bailey 1961.
19 The recently rediscovered 1595 edition of Salvator Mundi is printed with large types but includes a 
border, and thus has a transitional character. 
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Japanese language because of its structure and the information it contains and is also 
notable for being the first dictionary to be printed with movable type in Japan (Fig. 5). 
Besides including a border, there are also lines delimiting each vertical row of text. No 
other Japanese-script movable type Christian book has this feature. However, many 
character dictionaries printed in East Asia include row lines. This shows how movable 
type-printed Christian books integrated the characteristics both of Japanese and of 
East Asian printed books.

While the large-type and small-type Japanese-script books differ in these ways, 
they also share an important feature: the fold mark. The large-type Dochirina Kirishi-
tan and Bauchizumo no sazukeyo do not have borders, but they do carry fold marks. 

Fig. 4: Bauchizumo no 
sazukeyo (‘The Way to 
Administer Baptism’), 
1593, Christian movable 
type print, Tenri Univer-
sity Library. 
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While there are examples of printed Buddhist texts with fold marks, no other exam­
ples exist of Japanese-script printed books with fold marks. The fold mark of Dochirina 
Kirishitan is unobtrusive: without a vertical line, only with the sign of the cross, the 
book’s title, and a Chinese character numeral indicating the page number. By con­
trast, the fold mark of Bauchizumo no sazukeyo comprises two vertical lines and three 
connecting triangular lines, and, in terms of text, only an additional Chinese character 
numeral indicating page order. This design is very similar to that found among Gozan-
ban editions. The radically different fold mark designs of these two large-type works 
provide insight into the experimental nature of their production. Meanwhile, the fold 
mark design of the newly discovered edition of Salvator Mundi is comprised of two 
vertical lines connected by two symbols, again indicating its transitional character 
between large- and small-type editions.

As for the small-type books, they have many variations to their fold mark design, 
but they have one feature in common: two rectangular marks are inserted between 
double vertical lines. Even the variations are similar to those found in Chinese and 
Japanese printed books using Kanji. Thus, after the initial period of experimentation 
with large type, the makers of Christian movable type books succeeded in developing 
a Japanese-script book design that integrated borders and fold marks. Regardless of 
the size of the type used, all movable type printed Christian books with Japanese script 

Fig. 5: Rakuyōshū (‘Collection of Fallen Leaves’), 1598, Christian movable type print, Tenri University 
Library.
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were printed on washi (‘Japanese paper’), were bound as fukurotoji like most books in 
Japan at the time, and although slightly differing in size, they were all roughly the size 
of fukurotoji-bound Japanese books of the period.

Another notable feature are the front covers. Although only a few of the surviving 
Japanese-script books still carry their front covers, the designs of the existing ones 
suggest that they are similar to the front cover design of manuscript books using 
Hiragana. Taken together, these features of Japanese-script books clearly show that 
they were conceived as replicas of manuscript books using Hiragana. This should not 
come as a surprise considering the parallels with early movable type printed books in 
Europe, which also replicated the look of manuscript books.20

6 �Korean vs. Western Influence on Early Japanese Movable 
Type Editions

There is still no definitive conclusion to the ongoing debate between scholars on the 
issue of whether early movable type editions of Japanese books were more influenced 
by the two movable type technologies that reached Japan almost simultaneously — one 
from Korea, the other from Europe. The accepted view used to be that Korean technol­
ogy was the sole origin for movable type printing in Japan.21 However, as the study of 
Christian printed books has intensified in recent years, the view that they had a sig­
nificant influence on Japanese editions has gained traction.22

For the proponents of the thesis of Korean influence, the evidence is abundant: The 
emergence of movable type in Japan dates shortly after the introduction of Korean tech­
nology, and there are a number of examples of early movable type editions that show 
direct influence from Korean books, such as in the design of borders, fold marks, and 
character shape.23 While that evidence is irrefutable, the argument for the European 
influence rests on the shared features of the movable type printing technology. There 
were actually two types of movable type printing invented in China. The one thought to 
have been invented first involves carving a bordered type plate in advance then carving 
the interior slightly deeper than the height of the type. Hot wax is then poured in the 
plate, and while it is still soft, low-height types are placed in it. When the wax cools 
and hardens, the types are fastened in place, hence the name ‘fastening method’.24 The 
other so-called ‘assembly method’ involves placing high types on a plate and securing 
them in place with four surrounding thin rectangular types. While the Korean books 
were produced with the ‘fastening method’, early movable type editions in Japan were 

20 On this topic cf. Schmitz 2018, 11–41. 
21 Cf. Satow 1882, 66–67; Marceau 2009, 120.
22 Cf. Kornicki 1998, 129; Kinoshita 2000, 57–58; Kornicki 2013b, 609–610.
23 For the material characteristics of Korean books cf. Song 2009.
24 For a description cf. Jialu Fan et al. 2015, 194–238. 
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produced with the ‘assembly method’, which is very similar to the Western technology 
with which Christian books were printed. This points to a stronger probability that the 
technology of Christian printed books influenced that of early movable type editions.

However, further advances in the study of Korean printing showed that while ini­
tially the ‘fastening method’ was used, later the ‘assembly method’ also started to 
be used for printing.25 However, this did not completely contradict the proponents 
of the importance of the influence of Christian printed books. This is because of one 
of the features of early movable type editions using Hiragana: the use of ligatures. 
While there are a few examples of ligature use for large-type Christian printed books, 
the examples increase dramatically for small-type books. Focusing on this aspect 
increases the persuasiveness of the argument for the connection between Christian 
printed books and early movable type editions.

Such ligature types are found in the early days of printing in the West, and for 
those who knew about this, it was most likely not so difficult to adapt this technique 
to a different script. However, examples of using types combining several characters 

25 Cf. Oh 2013, 106–107.

Fig. 6: Ise monogatari (‘Tales of Ise’), Saga edition, 1608, wooden movable type print, Iinumasan 
Enpuku-ji temple, Chōshi.
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have also been reported in the case of Korean books and this makes it difficult to 
argue conclusively for a direct connection between Christian printed books and early 
movable type editions.26 It is important to note here the use in Christian books of 
types with the length of two characters but containing only one lengthened charac­
ter. Combining these with ligature types further increased the handwritten look of the 
text. The use of these lengthened character types is also found in early movable type 
editions.

Furthermore, recent scholarship has argued for the influence of Christian books 
from the perspective of illustrations.27 The first literary work using Hiragana to be 
printed as an illustrated book is the celebrated 1608 edition of the ‘Tales of Ise’, 
grouped as a Saga-bon edition from the name of its place of publication (Fig. 6). While 
the compositions of its illustrations follow traditional Japanese conventions, the 
shape of clouds and mist is rendered through many fine lines. This technique had not 
previously been used for illustrations in East Asian printed books. It has been sug­
gested that the fine horizontal lines might have taken cues from the Western etching 
technique since a record has been found that the illustrations were designed by the 
Christian painter Kano Ichi’un.28 It is worth noting that copperplate prints were used 
for the title pages of some of the Christian books in both Western and Japanese script.

7 Further Thoughts on Korean vs. Western Influence

This study thus far has revealed the difficulties in determining if the characteris­
tics of early movable type editions were influenced by Korean or European movable 
type printing technology. Because of several features already discussed, it is clear 
that early movable type editions using Kanji and Katakana were heavily influenced 
by Korean printed books. However, it is difficult to imagine that the Hiragana edi­
tions, which have very different characteristics, were produced under the influence of 
only the Korean books. It is certain that the use of linked and lengthened types, the 
omission of borders and of fold marks, and changes to the proportions of the shape 
of early movable type editions were all features intended to mimic the appearance 
of Hiragana-written manuscripts. It is difficult to dismiss the fact that many of these 
features are also shared with the Japanese-script Christian printed editions. However, 
there is no doubt that the Hiragana editions also used Korean printing techniques. It is 
therefore helpful to think that the similarities between the Hiragana early editions and 
the Japanese-script Christian books were not the result of direct contact, but rather 
that the makers of early editions had a chance to see the Christian books and were 
greatly inspired by the concept of making manuscript lookalikes and emulated them. 

26 Cf. Park 2022, 24–25.
27 Cf. Hayashi 2005.
28 Cf. Hayashi 2010.
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There are also a few examples of Hiragana early editions printed on both sides of the 
paper, with very similar binding to that of Western-script Christian books. These also 
copy the look of Japanese manuscripts, but it is possible that the Western-script books 
had an influence on how their production was conceived. Compared to technological 
influences, these conceptual influences are more difficult to prove, but they deserve 
further careful consideration.

Recent research has shown that the care taken not to break a line in the middle 
of a word in the earliest Hiragana movable type editions is also a feature of the small-
type Christian books in Japanese script. In Japanese Hiragana manuscripts, such care 
is usually not taken, so this might have also been the result of the examination of 
Christian books by the producers of early editions. In other words, this is a further rein­
forcement of the possibility that early editions were influenced by Christian books.29

The advent of early movable type editions marked the beginning of the commer­
cialization of printed books and contributed to a rapid increase in the number of read­
ers and — implicitly — buyers. However, wooden movable type was not suitable for large 
print runs, and it was difficult to make the printing surface more complex to meet the 
needs of readers. For these reasons, after half a century it fell into disuse and was 
replaced by the already existing woodblock printing, which was far more efficient for 
large print runs. It is ironic that the commercialization of the book ended up strangling 
the printing technology that initiated it.

For some time after the switch to woodblock printing, Hiragana editions did not 
have borders or fold marks and retained the character of replicas of manuscripts. 
However, from the second half of the 17th century, Hiragana editions gradually began 
to appear with borders and fold marks, and by the end of the century printed books 
without them were rare. By this point, printed books had ostensibly ceased trying to 
imitate manuscripts and instead stressed their printed character. We can conclude 
that Christian books in Japanese script printed with Western technology thus cata­
lyzed the emergence of printed books with Hiragana and, consequently, played a dis­
crete role in the establishment of commercial printing in Japan. One can only wonder 
how publishing would have evolved in Japan if Christianity had not been banned.

8 Conclusion

Manuscripts are basically one-off items, while printed editions are considered to be 
multiple identical copies. It is true that printed copies share the same text, but even 
when printed with the same woodblocks, each copy is slightly different in size and has 
a different color and pattern on the cover, making it impossible to state that they are 
exactly the same. The trimming and binding of the printed editions were also done 

29 Cf. Koakimoto 2021.
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by hand, and in this respect printed texts are akin to manuscripts in their variability. 
However, rather than this variability being unintentional, there are examples of early 
movable type editions in which the printed copies were intentionally differentiated. 
The Saga-bon Ise monogatari (‘The Tales of Ise’) introduced above is a case in point: 
After setting the type and printing one sheet, several types were removed and replaced 
with differently shaped types for the same characters, and the process was repeated 
for every sheet printed so that no two sheets are exactly alike.

This might be considered as a diversion for the typesetter, but it is hard to believe 
that a craftsman would voluntarily go through such a tedious process. This should 
be regarded as a deliberate act of trying to approximate a manuscript in cases where, 
while being printed books, there are never identical copies. This variability approxi­
mated the modulations of a handwritten text, in a way that a woodblock-printed text, 
although retaining the look of handwriting, could achieve only with much more dif­
ficulty. From this point of view, early movable type editions can be positioned at an 
intermediate point between manuscripts and woodblock prints. The fact that the cov­
ers of early movable type editions are often unique shows that they are close to the 
nature of manuscripts.

Such early movable type editions produced with the intention of being close to 
manuscripts were published in small numbers and at great expense, and it is also said 
that the Saga-bon Ise Monogatari was not intended for sale but was produced as a gift 
for nobles.30 Yet even those editions not designed as luxury items could only be pro­
duced in a limited number of copies since the wooden movable types would quickly 
wear out. And even if those books were eventually sold, they were expensive, so it 
makes sense to think that they were intended for the upper classes.31 Even so, when 
compared to the rate of production of manuscripts, such early movable type editions 
were produced in astonishing numbers for the time and were quickly distributed.

The period of peace brought about by the Tokugawa shogunate stimulated the 
mercantile economy and the expansion of a newly affluent social class. Their presence 
promoted the commercialization of printed books, but this resulted in the decline of 
the early movable type editions, which faced difficulties in meeting growing demand 
while being unlikely to scale profits. Woodblock printing required more initial invest­
ment than type printing but could produce an exponentially higher number of copies 
and generate greater profits. It is therefore not surprising that woodblock printing 
became the mainstay of commercial publishing in the following years.

Although early movable type editions disappeared after only half a century, there 
is no doubt that their existence had a major impact on the establishment of commer­
cial publishing in Japan. Many of the texts of early movable type editions were also 
regarded as being of good quality, well revised, and proofread, and many of them were 

30 Cf. Totman 2005, 243–244.
31 Cf. Shively 1991, 726.
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transferred to the woodblock print medium. In this way, early movable type editions 
played an extremely important role in the history of the book in Japan. Among these, 
early movable type editions in Hiragana, which facilitated the publication of works in 
local script, are particularly noteworthy. The possibility that the Christian editions pro­
duced in Japan with Western type printing technology, with their integration of manu­
script features, may have influenced the development of these early movable type edi­
tions in Hiragana is a matter of great importance for the global history of the book.
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Fig. 1: Daizō ichiranshū (‘Digest of the Tripitaka’), 1615, metal movable type print, National Archives 
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Fig. 2: Hata Sōha, Tsurezuregusa Jumyō’in shō (‘Essays in Idleness — Commentaries by Jumyō’in’), 
1604, wooden movable type print (1931 facsimile edition), National Diet Library, Tokyo.

Fig. 3: Heike Monogatari (‘Tales of Heike’), Nakanoin edition, early 17th century, wooden movable 
type print, National Diet Library, Tokyo.

Fig. 4: Bauchizumo no sazukeyo (‘The Way to Administer Baptism’), 1593, Christian movable type 
print, Tenri University Library (with friendly permission).

Fig. 5: Rakuyōshū (‘Collection of Fallen Leaves’), 1598, Christian movable type print, Tenri University 
Library (with friendly permission).

Fig. 6: Ise monogatari (‘Tales of Ise’), Saga edition, 1608, wooden movable type print, Iinumasan 
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