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Buddhist Texts on Gold and  
Other Metals in East Asia:  
Preliminary Observations
peTer KorniCKi WiTh T. h. BarreTT

IF printing is defined as a means of producing multi-
ple copies of a given text, then the cylinder seals used 
from the second millennium BCE onward by the Ak-

kadians and other peoples in the ancient Middle East 
have a claim to be considered as the earliest attempts 
to print in the world.1 Further to the east, in northern 
India, short Buddhist texts, either the so-called Bud-
dhist creed or dhāraṇī invocations, were repeatedly 
stamped into soft clay at least by the second century 
BCE, and this practice spread to Afghanistan, Southeast 
Asia, Central Asia, and Tibet.2 While stamped clay tab-

	 :e	are	grateful	to	the	anonymous	%ritish	collector	who	has	
allowed	images	from	items	in	his	possession	to	be	used	in	this	
article	and	to	the	anonymous	referees	whose	constructive	com-
ments	enabled	us	to	make	considerable	improvements	to	this	
article.

1	 'ominiTue	Collon,	First Impressions: &ylinGer 6eals in the An�
cient Near (ast	(/ondon:	%ritish	Museum,	1ƒƑƐ).

2	 Simon	'.	/awson,	ŏA	Catalogue	of	Indian	%uddhist	Clay	Sealings	
in	%ritish	Museums,Ő	('.Phil.	diss.,	University	of	2xford,	1ƒƑ2)�	
Arlo	GrifƓths	and	'.	Christian	/ammerts,	ŏ(pigraphy:	Southeast	
Asia,Ő	in	%rillōs (ncyclopeGia of %uGGhism,	ed.	-onathan	A.	Silk,	
vol.	1	(/eiden:	%rill,	2015),	ƒƑƑŊ100ƒ�	-eremiah	P.	/osty,	The Art 
of the %ook in InGia	(/ondon:	%ritish	/ibrary,	1ƒƑ2)�	and	%.	A.	
/itvinskii	and	T.	I.	Zeimal’,	ŏNekotorye	aspekty	ierarkhii	i	semantiki	
stĨpa	b	srednei	Azii	i	Indii,Ő	in	'reYniaia InGiia: istoriko�kulōturnye 
sYia]y,	ed.	G.	M.	%ongard-/evin	(Moscow:	Nauka,	1ƒƑ2),	1ƑƌŊƍ.

lets were undoubtedly thus a form of printing, this was 
undertaken in order to reproduce multiple copies of 
short Buddhist texts for votive or ritual purposes rather 
than for reading. It was a response to instructions given 
in certain sutras that promised long life or other ben-
efits if texts were multiplied a prescribed number of 
times. Once the copies of the text had been produced, 
they were usually placed inside a stupa or pagoda and 
then served no further purpose: in other words, it was 
the act of production and their installation inside a 
stupa that was the point, rather than what subsequently 
happened to them. 

That, on the face of it, is the nearest we get to print-
ing until the eighth century, when multiple copies of 
texts were being reproduced on paper in China, Korea, 
and Japan, albeit still for ritual purposes rather than for 
reading. These, too, were subsequently placed inside 
miniature pagodas or larger pagodas and served no 
further purpose.3 It should be noted that these various 
technologies for the multiplication of texts do not pro-

ƌ	 Peter	Kornicki,	ŏThe	HyakumantĊ 'arani	and	the	2rigins	of	
Printing	in	(ighth-Century	-apan,Ő	International Journal of Asian 
Studies	ƒ	(2012):	1Ŋ2Ƒ.
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duce absolutely identical copies owing to the wear and 
tear suffered by the seals, stamps, or wooden blocks, 
but the copies are textually identical. This is, of course, 
not necessarily the case with texts multiplied by hand, 
which are prone to dittography, haplography, and other 
forms of inadvertent error. These technologies can, 
therefore, be seen as early forms of printing.

In this article we examine some Buddhist texts on 
metal plates produced in East Asia that show signs of 
having been produced by means of a different ancient 
form of printing. Some of these metal plates have never 
been properly studied and others are, for various rea-
sons, inaccessible and all that is currently available for 
research is an image. What links them is the fact that 
all reproduce parts of the Chinese Buddhist canon in 
metal. The use of a precious metal as a medium was 
not unique to East Asia, since metal plates were used in 
South and Southeast Asia for both Buddhist texts and 
administrative documents. The East Asian examples 
are, for the most part, much less known, and in some 
cases not known at all, but it is clear that this practice 
reached China, Japan, Korea, and the Khitan (Liao) 
empire and deserves to be better known.

These metal plates carrying texts need to be consid-
ered in the context both of the functions of material 
texts in Buddhism and of the materiality of writing in 
East Asia. As mentioned, the discovery of stamped clay 
tablets in Afghanistan, Southeast Asia, Central Asia, 
and Tibet reveals that the material forms of Buddhist 
texts were not necessarily designed to preserve or dis-
seminate those texts even when produced in multiple 
copies, and the same was true later of Buddhist texts 
printed on paper. The clay tablets were in fact an essen-
tial part of devotional practices prescribed particularly 
in dhāraṇī sutras, which contain the texts of Buddhist 
spells or invocations known as dhāraṇī. The dhāraṇī 
were either to be recited orally a number of times or 
reproduced in one of a number of specified ways, in-
cluding copying by hand.4 When reproduced on clay 
or some other semi-permanent material, the texts were 

ƍ	 5ichard	'.	Mc%ride,	ŏ'hÃraͺí	and	Spells	in	Medieval	Sinitic	
%uddhism,Ő	Journal of the International Association of Buddhist 

Studies	2Ƒ	(2005):	Ƒ5Ŋ11ƍ�	Yael	%entor,	ŏ2n	the	Indian	2rigins	of	
the	Tibetan	Practice	of	'epositing	5elics	and	'h¤ran°s	in	StĨpas	
and	Images,Ő	Journal of the American 2riental 6ociety	115	(1ƒƒ5):	
2ƍƑŊƏ1�	and	Paul	Copp,	ŏAltar,	Amulet,	Icon:	Transformations	in	
'hÃraͺí	Amulet	Culture,	Ɛƍ0ŊƒƑ0,Ő	Cahiers d’([tr¬me�Asie	1Ɛ	
(200Ƒ):	2ƌƒŊƏƍ.

placed inside a caitya, stupa, or pagoda.5 These prac-
tices were witnessed by two Chinese monks who vis-
ited India in the seventh century, Xuanzang 玄奘 (c. 
602–64) and Yi Jing 義淨 (635–713):

It is a custom in India to make little stūpas of pow-
dered scent made into a paste; their height is about 
six or seven inches, and they place inside them 
some written extract from a sūtra.6

[People in India] make [incense] paste caityas and 
paste images from rubbings. Some impress them 
on silk or paper, and venerate them wherever they 
go. Some amass them into a pile, and by cover-
ing them with tiles, they build Buddha-stūpas.... 
Furthermore, whether they build images or make 
caityas, be they of gold, silver, bronze, iron, paste, 
lacquer, brick or stone, or they heap up sand like 
snow [sic], when they make them, they place 
inside two kinds of relics. One is called the bodily 
relic of the Great Teacher; the second is called the 
dharma-verse relic on causation.7

In light of these accounts, it seems that the material 
texts, whether printed on paper, hammered or in-
scribed in metal, or molded or stamped in clay, or 
otherwise produced and placed inside stupas are best 
considered not as ‘books’ but as ‘written embodiments 
of Buddhahood,’ in other words, as a replacement for 
the bodily relics that had earlier been placed inside 
stupas.8 This is a somewhat different concept from that 

5	 Stupa	denotes	a	%uddhist	monument,	while	a	caitya was a 
funerary	monument,	but	in	%uddhist	contexts	they	are	often	
used	indiscriminately.	The	word	pagoda,	which	is	of	uncertain	
etymology,	is	used	mainly	to	refer	to	the	form	the	stupa	took	in	
(ast	Asia	when	made	of	timber,	brick,	or	stone.

Ə	 Samuel	%eal,	6i�yu�ki� %uGGhist 5ecorGs of the Western WorlG,	2	
vols.	(/ondon:	Kegan	Paul,	Trench,	Tr¾bner			Co.,	1ƒ0Ə),	2.1ƍƏ�	
T	51,	�20ƑƐ,	ƒ20a�	T51n20ƑƐBp0ƒ20a21-2ƌ	(henceforth	to	be	
recognized	as	C%(TA	digitized	canon).

Ɛ	 -unjiro	Takakusu,	A 5ecorG of the %uGGhist 5eligion as PractiseG 
in InGia anG the 0alay Archipelago �A�'� ƏƐƊŊƏƒƎ�	(2xford:	
Clarendon	Press,	1ƑƒƏ),	150�	T5ƍn2125Bp022Əc15-20.	2n	the	
references	to	ŏsand	like	snowŐ	and	paper,	see	T.	+.	%arrett,	ŏ'id	
I-Ching	Go	to	India"	Problems	in	Using	I-Ching	as	a	Source	
on	South	Asian	%uddhism,Ő	%uGGhist 6tuGies 5eYiew	15	(1ƒƒƑ):	
1ƍ2Ŋ5Ə.

Ƒ	 -ames	%.	Apple,	ŏThe	Phrase	'harmaparyÃyo Hastagato in 
MahÃyÃna	%uddhist	/iterature:	5ethinking	the	Cult	of	the	%ook	in	
Middle	Period	Indian	MahÃyÃna	%uddhism,Ő	Journal of the Amer�
ican 2riental 6ociety	1ƌƍ	(201ƍ):	2Ə.	See	also	the	articles	cited	in	
note	ƍ,	above.
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of the ‘cult of the book,’ the notion that texts in the ma-
terial form of books can themselves become objects of 
worship, which has been much discussed in the context 
of Mahāyāna Buddhism in India and further afield.9 

With regard to the second point, the materiality of 
texts in East Asia, it is important to remember that in 
early China non-Buddhist texts were inscribed on var-
ious surfaces, including tortoise shells and ox scapulae 
used for oracle bone inscriptions, and pieces of jade in 
the case of Daoist inscriptions. Metal was used in the 
case of cast-bronze vessels, which sometimes carried 
inscriptions as part of the casting and which date from 
ca. 1200 BCE onward.10 The casting technique was at 
least theoretically capable of producing multiple cop-
ies, but the texts in such cases are epiphenomenal: that 
is to say, the point seems to have been to produce the 
bronze vessel, which subsequently was used in rituals 
or placed in a grave and may or may not have included 
a text, rather than to present a text, which was a sec-
ondary consideration.11 By contrast, the Buddhist texts 
to be discussed below are not epiphenomenal: the sole 
or main purpose of the plates made of gold and other 
metals was to act as a medium for the text. And so far, 
the only such metal plates found in East Asia carry 
Buddhist texts. In South Asia and Southeast Asia, on 
the other hand, they were used for other purposes as 
well: copper was used extensively to record land trans-
actions; other metals, including precious metals, were 
sometimes used to record dedications or the details of 
ritual acts. The use of metal in these circumstances was 
presumably in the interest of preservation.12

ƒ	 See	Apple,	ŏThe	Phrase	'harmaparyÃyo Hastagato	in	MahÃyÃna	
%uddhist	/iterature�Ő	and	'avid	'rewes,	ŏ5evisiting	the	Phrase	
Ō6apΌthiYípraGeĘaĘ &aityabhĨto %haYet’	and	the	MahÃyÃna	Cult	of	
the	%ook,Ő	InGo�Iranian Journal	50	(200Ɛ):	101Ŋƍƌ.

10	 Gil	5az,	The (mergence of 'aoism: &reation of a TraGition 
(Abingdon:	5outledge,	2012),	1ƏƍŊ5�	Stephen	5.	%okenkamp,	
(arly 'aoist 6criptures	(%erkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	
1ƒƒƐ),	ƌ1ƌ�	and	/othar	/edderose,	Ten ThousanG Things: 0oGule 
anG 0ass ProGuction in &hinese Art	(Princeton,	N-:	Princeton	
University	Press,	2000),	ƍ0Ŋƍ,	15ƌŊƐ.

11	 Chengyuan	Ma,	ŏThe	Splendor	of	Ancient	Chinese	%ronzes,Ő	in	
The *reat %ron]e Age of &hina: An ([hibition from the Peopleōs 
5epublic of &hina,	ed.	:en	)ong	(New	York:	The	Metropolitan	
Museum	of	Art,	1ƒƑ0),	10,	15.

12	 Arlo	GrifƓths,	ŏNew	'ocuments	for	the	(arly	+istory	of	Puͺ̈́ra-
vardhana:	Copperplate	Inscriptions	from	the	/ate	Gupta	and	
(arly	Post-Gupta	Periods,Ő	Pratna samiksha	Ə	(2015):	15ŊƌƑ�	Arlo	
GrifƓths	and	'.	Christian	/ammerts,	ŏ(pigraphy:	Southeast	Asia,Ő	
in %rillōs (ncyclopeGia of %uGGhism,	ed.	-onathan	A.	Silk,	vol.	
1	(/eiden:	%rill,	2015),	ƒƒ1	and	passim�	and	5ichard	Salomon,	
InGian (pigraphy: A *uiGe to the 6tuGy of Inscriptions in 6anskrit� 

In the case of Buddhist texts, it is already well known 
that some metals, including gold, were used for the pro-
duction of single copies of Buddhist texts in South Asia. 
As Losty has pointed out, “from a very early period 
are found votive offerings on gold or silver inscribed 
with the Buddhist creed, which would appear to have 
been placed in stūpas or buried in the foundations of 
monasteries or similar religious foundations.”13 The use 
of gold and other metals, the evidence suggests, grad-
ually spread to other parts of the Buddhist ecumene. 
At Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka, seven gold plates con-
taining portions of the Prajñāpāramitā sūtra inscribed 
in Sanskrit in Sinhala script were found in 1982.14 Sim-
ilarly, in 1897 two gold plates inscribed in Pali were 
found in Burma near Śrī Kṣetra (modern Hmawza), 
one of the Pyu city states; known as the Maunggan gold 
plates, they are now in the British Library and proba-
bly date from the sixth century.15 The National Museum 
of Myanmar in Yangon also has three gold leaves in-
scribed in Pali that were found in the Khin Ba stupa 
mound in Śrī Kṣetra in 1926–27, which are ascribed to 
the fifth century CE.16 Farther to the southeast, in what 
is now Indonesia, a number of Buddhist texts, includ-
ing dhārāṇī, inscribed on gold, silver, or lead foil have 
been found, and they are thought to date from around 
the ninth century CE.17

Prakrit� anG the 2ther InGo�Aryan /anguages	(2xford:	2xford	
University	Press,	1ƒƒƑ),	122Ŋƌ,	12ƒŊƌ0.

1ƌ	 /osty,	The Art of the %ook in InGia,	10.
1ƍ	 -ohn	Clifford	+olt,	%uGGha in the &rown: AYalokiteĘYara in the 

%uGGhist TraGitions of 6ri /anka	(2xford:	2xford	University	Press,	
1ƒƒ1),	ƏƐ�	+ema	5atnayaka,	M.	+.	Sirisoma	and	Siri	+eenpella,	
JetaYanÃrÃma *olG Plates	(Colombo:	Ministry	of	Cultural	Affairs,	
1ƒƑƌ)�	and	M.	+.	).	-ayasuriya,	The JetaYanÃrÃma *olG Plates: 
%eing a Fragmentary 6ri /ankan 5ecension of the Pa³caY�
iͶĘatisÃhasrikÃ PraM³ÃpÃramitÃ 6Ĩtra	(>Kelaniya@:	University	of	
Kelaniya,	>1ƒƑƑ@).

15	 GrifƓths	and	/ammerts,	ŏ(pigraphy,Ő	ƒƒƏ�	and	+arry	)alk,	ŏ'ie	
Goldbl¦tter	aus	ėrí	KΒetra,Ő	Wiener =eitschrift f¾r Gie KunGe 
6¾Gasiens	ƍ1	(1ƒƒƐ):	5ƌŊƒ2.	

1Ə	 -anice	Stargardt,	ŏThe	2ldest	Known	Pali	Texts,	5th-Əth	Century�	
5esults	of	the	Cambridge	Symposium	on	the	Pyu	Golden	Pali	
Text	from	ėrí	KΒetra,	1Ƒ-1ƒ	April	1ƒƒ5,Ő	Journal of the Pali Te[t 
6ociety	21	(1ƒƒ5):	1ƒƒŊ21ƌ�	and	)alk,	ŏ'ie	Goldbl¦tter.Ő	They	are	
illustrated	in	Thein	/win,	:in	Kyaing,	and	-anice	Stargardt,	ŏThe	
Pyu	Civilization	of	Myanmar	and	the	City	of	ėrí	KΒetra,Ő	in	/ost 
KingGoms: HinGu�%uGGhist 6culpture of (arly 6outheast Asia,	ed.	
-ohn	Guy	(New	York:	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art,	201ƍ),	Ə5.

1Ɛ	 Arlo	GrifƓths,	ŏ(arly	Indic	Inscriptions	of	Southeast	Asia,Ő	in	/ost 
KingGoms: HinGu�%uGGhist 6culpture of (arly 6outheast Asia,	ed.	
-ohn	Guy	(New	York:	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art,	201ƍ),	5ƌŊƐ�	
Arlo	GrifƓths,	ŏThe	ŌGreatly	)erocious’	Spell	(0ahÃrauGra�nÃ�
ma�hΌGaya).	A	'hÃraͺí Inscribed	on	a	/ead-%ronze	)oil	
Unearthed	near	%orobudur,Ő	in	(pigraphic (YiGence in the 

JAHQ-V2-interior-final-v2.indd   113 3/20/17   7:42 AM



volume 2114 Journal of asian Humanities at KyusHu university

The production of such texts as these, inscribed on 
gold or gilt plates or other metals, certainly has scrip-
tural authority in the Mahāyāna tradition. One example 
is to be found in the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines 
(Sk. Aṣṭasahasrikā Prajñāpāramitā), which was trans-
lated into Chinese on several occasions, the first time 
in the second century CE (Bachansong banruo jing 八千
頌般若経).18 Knowledge of these votive practices may 
well have been transmitted to China orally by the many 
Chinese and Korean travelers to India or by monks 
from India, Sri Lanka, and Central Asia who travelled 
to China, but they were also embodied both in texts 
written by Chinese travelers themselves describing 
what they had seen and in scriptures that mentioned 
such practices.19 For example, a text translated into Chi-
nese in the early fifth century states that Ashoka had 
Buddhist texts inscribed on gold in order to preserve 
them.20 This reference alone would at least have intro-
duced the practice of inscribing Buddhist texts on gold 
to readers of the Chinese Buddhist canon all over East 
Asia. Furthermore, the dominant school of Buddhism 
in Sri Lanka was known in China as the ‘school of red 
copper plates’ (chi tongye bu 赤銅鍱部), and the Chi-
nese pilgrim Xuanzang recorded a story that in the time 
of the Buddhist King Kanishka the canon was preserved 
on copper leaves.21 The practice of inscribing Buddhist 
texts on gold is also mentioned in a Chinese transla-
tion of the early eleventh century, a time when there 
were increased Chinese contacts with maritime South 

Pre�0oGern %uGGhist WorlG,	ed.	Kurt	Tropper	(9ienna:	Arbeit-
skreis	f¾r	Tibetische	und	%uddhistische	Studien,	Universit¦t	:ien,	
201ƍ),	1ŊƌƏ�	and	Arlo	GrifƓths,	ŏ:ritten	Traces	of	the	%uddhist	
Past:	Mantras	and	'hÃraͺís	in	Indonesian	inscriptions,Ő	%ulletin of 
the 6chool of 2riental anG African 6tuGies	ƐƐ	(201ƍ):	1ƌƐŊƒƍ.

1Ƒ	 :ill	Tuladhar-'ouglas,	ŏ:riting	and	the	5ise	of	MahÃyÃna	%ud-
dhism,Ő	in	'ie Te[tualisierung Ger 5eligion,	ed.	-oachim	Schaper	
(T¾bingen:	Mohr	Siebeck,	200ƒ),	255ŊƐ�	and	Seishi	Karashima,	
A &ritical (Gition of /okakΒemaōs Translation of the AΒΚasÃhasrikÃ	
Praj³ÃpÃramitÃ	道行般若經校注	(Tokyo:	The	International	5e-
search	Institute	for	Advanced	%uddhology,	Soka	University,	2011),	
ƍƒ5.

1ƒ	 Tim	%arrett,	The Woman Who 'iscoYereG Printing (New	+aven:	
Yale	University	Press,	200Ƒ),	102Ŋƌ.

20 Foshuo pusa [ing fangbian MingMie shentong bianhua Ming 佛
説菩薩行方便境界神通變化經	(translated	by	the	Indian	monk	
Guͺabhadra	求那跋陀羅,	ƌƒƍŊƍƏƑ),	T0ƒn02Ɛ1Bp0ƌ15c2ƒ-
0ƌ1Əa01.

21	 Chuan	Cheng,	ŏ'esignations	of	Ancient	Sri	/ankan	%uddhism	in	
the	Chinese	TripiΚaka,Ő	Journal of the 2[forG &entre for %uGGhist 
Studies 2	(2012):	n.	1ƌ	and	passim.

and Southeast Asia.22 Consequently, although the Fozu 
tongji 佛祖統紀 (General Records of the Founders of 
Buddhism) was compiled in the thirteenth century, it is 
intrinsically credible in asserting that a Chola mission 
arrived in China in 1023 with texts in Sanskrit on gold 
leaf, and that Dharmapāla, the translator of one of the 
texts we now have printed on gold, was instructed to 
translate these materials.23  

In light of all this, it seems that there can be little 
doubt that Buddhist texts on gold leaf were familiar in 
China at least as a concept, and were most likely seen 
and produced there. What is more, the textual refer-
ences must have made the practice known in neighbor-
ing societies that acquired copies of the texts contained 
in the Chinese Buddhist canon. 

In addition to all these textual references, there is now 
considerable concrete evidence for the spread to East 
Asia of the practice of producing Buddhist texts on gold 
or other metals, as the following examples show. These 
examples are, however, very uneven in terms of the 
amount of information currently available. Each will be 
discussed separately, and then some consideration will 
be given to the points they have in common, to the extent 
that current knowledge makes this possible. 

1. In northeastern China restoration work at the so-
called White Pagoda (Shijiafo Sheli Pagoda 釈迦仏
舎利塔) in Balin Right Banner, Inner Mongolia, has 
brought to light several items of interest. The White Pa-
goda was built in 1047, when that area of China was part 
of the Khitan empire, and it was at that time that some 
items were placed in a relic depository at the base of the 
pagoda. In 1049 a further depository was constructed 
in the pinnacle of the pagoda, and this contained three 
gilt sutras.24 Unfortunately, the full details of these have 
not yet been made available. However, the first of the 
sutras is a small silver sheet (11.6 x 21.2; measurements 
given in centimetres with vertical measurement given 
first) with a text inscribed in intaglio, and it is a text that 

22 Foshuo wunengsheng Gamingwang tuoluoniMing 佛説無能勝大明
王陀羅尼經,	T21n12ƌƌBp01Ɛƌb0ƌ.

2ƌ Fo]u tongMi 佛祖統紀 ƍ5,	Tƍƒn20ƌ5Bp0ƍ0Ƒc02-0ƍ.
2ƍ	 +sueh-man	Shen,	ed.,	*ilGeG 6plenGor: Treasures of &hinaōs 

/iao (mpire �ƒƉƐ�ƊƊƋƎ�	(New	York:	Asia	Society,	200Ə),	Ɛƍ,	Ƒ2ŊƑƌ�	
and	Youn-mi	Kim,	ŏThe	+idden	/ink:	Tracing	/iao	%uddhism	in	
Shingon	5itual,Ő	Journal of 6ong�Yuan 6tuGies	ƍƌ	(201ƌ):	151Ŋ52.
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had already been used in both Korea and Japan as part 
of a ritual practice intended to prolong life. The text is 
a passage from the Chinese translation of the Sutra of 
the Dhārāṇī of Pure Unsullied Light (Sk. Raśmivimala-
viśuddhaprabhādhāraṇī sūtra, Ch. Wugou jingguang ta 
tuoluoni jing 無垢浄光大陀羅尼經), which was trans-
lated into Chinese by a Tokharian monk called Mi-
traśānta 彌陀山 (fl. late 7th–early 8th c.), together with 
Fazang 法藏 (643–712), in the ‘last years’ of the reign 
of empress Wu 武則天 (r. 690–705).25 Another object 
is a gilt-silver sheet (9.0 x 102.5; 0.05 thick) containing 
the text of the Sutra of the Dhārāṇī of Pure Unsullied 
Light. There is also a gold sheet with the Sanskrit text 
of Xiangluntang zhong tuoloni zhou 相輪樘中陀羅尼
呪, one of the dhārāṇī from the Sutra of the Dhārāṇī of 
Pure Unsullied Light.26

2. The large North Pagoda in Chaoyang city, Liaoning 
province, has also yielded metal sutras. The North Pa-
goda seems to have originally been constructed during 
the Tang dynasty (618–907) and then enlarged in the 
mid-eleventh century, when this part of southern Man-
churia was part of the Khitan empire. Restoration work 
carried out in the 1980s revealed the existence of two 
cavities, one underground and another at the top of the 
pagoda. The cavity at the top contained, among other 
things, a standing silver-gilt sutra container dated the 
twelfth year of Chongxi 重熙 (1043). Inside this was 
found a roll formed of seven sheets of silver fixed to-
gether to form one long sheet (11.3 x 362.2) with a text 
entitled Banruo boluomiduo xin jingboluomiduo jing 波
羅密多心經, i.e, the Heart Sutra (Sk. Prajñāpāramitā 
hṛdaya sūtra), along with three dhārāṇī in Chinese and 
Sanskrit, although it is not stated if these are also on 
silver-gilt sheets. No further details and no illustrations 
are provided.27 

3. In 1965 excavations at the Wangungri site in Iksan in 
southwestern Korea led to the discovery in the stone 
five-storey pagoda of nineteen gold plates (14.8 x 17.4) 
containing the inscribed text of part of the Diamond 

25	 Kornicki,	ŏThe	HyakumantĊ 'arani,Ő	50Ŋ1.	
2Ə	 Shen,	*ilGeG 6plenGor,	2ƍƍŊƍ5,	250�	and	Neimenggu	%alin	youTi	

bowuguan,ŏ/iaodai	shijia	fo	shelita	nei	chutu	de	Wugou Minggu�
ang ta tuoluoni Ming	liu	jin	yin	ban,Ő	%eifang wenwu	Əƒ	(2002.1):	
52Ŋƌ.	Unfortunately,	this	very	brief	article	consists	mostly	of	a	
transcription	of	the	text	and	provides	very	few	other	details.

2Ɛ	 'ong	Gao	and	Zhang	+ongbo,	ŏ/iaoning	Chaoyang	beita	tian-
gong	digong	Tingli	jianbao,Ő	Wenwu ƍƌƍ	(1ƒƒ2.Ɛ):	Ə.

Sutra (Sk. Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā sūtra, Ch. Fos-
huo jingang banruo boluomiduo jing 仏説金剛般若波
羅密多經) in the translation by Kumārajīva (334–413) 
completed in the early fifth century. The date of con-
struction of the pagoda is uncertain, but Song Ilgi, the 
author of the only detailed report, has assigned the gold 
plates to the seventh century on the basis of the written 
forms of the characters and the variant characters used 
in the text.28

Some light is cast on this find by a twelfth-century 
Japanese manuscript copy of a collection of Buddhist 
folk tales titled Guanshiyin yingyan ji 觀世音應驗記 
(Responsive Manifestations of Avalokiteśvara), which 
is preserved in the Shōren’in 青蓮院 temple in Kyoto. 
The manuscript includes at the end a passage concern-
ing King Mu 武 (r. 600–40) of Paekche. This passage, 
which seems to have been included in the original man-
uscript of which this is a copy, states that in the tenth 
year of the Tang-dynasty Zhenguan 貞觀 era (639), the 
Chesŏksa 帝釋寺 temple at Iksan was consumed by 
fire, but that the pagoda was found to contain, amongst 
other Buddhist relics, “copper plates which had been 
used as paper on which to copy the Diamond Sutra.”29 
The specificity of detail in this passage is impressive, 
but the original source from which it was taken is 
not specified in the manuscript and the claim cannot 
be corroborated by any extant sources. Leaving aside 
those difficulties, it appears from this passage that the 
Chesŏksa copper plates it refers to had been made some 
considerable time before the year 639. What connec-
tion they have with the recently discovered gold plates 
is unclear. Were they damaged in the fire and therefore 
remade using gold instead of copper?

4. Another Korean example is the Thousand-arm Sutra, 
which appears to have been inscribed on sixteen gold 
(or gold-plated) plates (11.1 x 12.8) held together by 
hinges. The first plate gives the title Qianshoujing 千
手經 (possibly an abbreviation of Qianshou qianyan 

2Ƒ	 Song	Ilgi,	ŏIksan	:anggungt’ap	KĪmMi kĪmgang sagyČng	Īi	mun-
hČnhakjČk	chČpkĪn,Ő	SČMihak yČngu	2ƍ	(2002):	1ƌ1Ŋ5ƒ.	The	gold	
sheets	were	on	display	at	the	ŏCultural	5elics	of	IksanŐ	exhibition	
from	2Ƒ	2ctober	2015	at	the	new	ChČnju	National	Museum�	for	
images	see	http:��www.korea.net�News)ocus�Culture�view"arti-
cleId 11ƍƌ0ƍ	(accessed	5	-anuary	201Ɛ).

2ƒ	 Makita	TairyĊ,	5ikuchĊ koitsu Kan]eon Ċgenki no kenkyĨ	(Kyoto:	
+eirakuji	Shoten,	1ƒƐ0),	ƍŊƏ,	Ə0�	and	Song	Ilgi,	ŏKyČngdo	Ch’Čn-
gnyČnwČn	chang	KwanseĪm ĪnghČmgi	sosu	Paekche	kisa	Īi	
kyČndo,Ő	SČMihak yČngu	ƌ0	(2005):	12ƒŊƍƒ.
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guanshiyin pusa guangda yuanman wuai dabeixin tu-
oloni jing 千手千眼觀世音菩薩廣大圓滿無礙大悲心
陀羅尼經). However, the text does not appear to coin-
cide with any of the extant seven translations, so it is 
not possible to provide a terminus ante quem. The only 
published account of this sutra on gold plates provides 
illustrations but no information about when or where it 
was found, although it is said to have been “treasured by 
a Buddhist believer” for a long time and only recently 
made available for study, which suggests that it is in a 
private collection. The author of this account assigns it 
to some time before the middle of the Koryŏ dynasty 
(918–1392) on calligraphic grounds.30

5. The Zentner Collection, an Asian antiques dealer in 
Emeryville, California, recently had for sale on its web-
site what was said to be a Korean gilt reliquary with a 
gilt-metal sutra. The latter is described as follows: “flat 
rectangular gilt metal section with raised characters of 
Buddhist text and praying figure on the left, the other 
side of the display has a similar rectangular section of 
raised Buddhist text and two figures on silver, dates to 
about 11th to 13th century.”31 The grounds for assigning 
the gilt sutra to Korea and to the Koryŏ dynasty are not 
provided, but the visible text is the Heart Sutra in the 
Chinese translation by Xuanzang. Unlike many other 
examples, these characters are said to be in relief, prob-
ably using the repoussé technique.

6. In Japan a number of sutras on copper have been found, 
the oldest of which is a plate (83.3 x 75.0) from Hasedera 
長谷寺 temple in Nara prefecture that contains an image 
and twenty-seven lines of inscribed text from the Lotus 
Sutra and dates from the seventh century.32 A great many 
others date from the Heian period (794–1185), including 
the thirty-three copper plates (21.0 x 18.0) inscribed on 
both sides with the Lotus Sutra and Sutra of the Heart of 

ƌ0	 Yi	Chaejun,	ŏKĪmje	&hōČnsugyČng	e	kwanhan	sogo,Ő	0unhwasa�
hak	21	(200ƍ):	51ƒŊƌƏ.

ƌ1	 The	item	has	been	sold	according	to	the	company’s	website.	
Images	and	description	are	posted	there:	http:��www.zentner-
collection.com�items�125ƌƌƑ5�Korean-Ancient-%uddhist-Gild-
ed-Sutra-5eliTuary	(accessed	1Ə	-une	201Ə	and	2	-anuary	201Ɛ).	
The	author	will	provide	screen	shots	of	the	images	on	reTuest	
should	the	item	be	removed	from	the	website.

ƌ2	 )or	illustrations	and	a	good	account,	see	https:��ja.wikipedia.org�
wiki�長谷寺銅板法華説相図	(accessed	1ƒ	-une	201Ə).	)or	further	
details,	see	Kataoka	Naoki,	ŏ+asedera	dĊban	+okke	sessĊzu	no	
meibun	ni	tsuite:	KĊtei,	kaishaku	chĊkoku	gihĊ,Ő	Niigata 6angyĊ 

'aigaku Kei]aigakubu kiyĊ	ƍ0	(2012):	1Ŋ1Ɛ.

Wisdom from the Kunitama 国玉 shrine at the summit 
of Mt. Kubote (Buzen city, Fukuoka prefecture), and the 
buried Lotus Sutra from Kinpusen in Nara prefecture.33 
Some other examples carry dates: a single copper sheet 
(21.0 x 18.0; 0.2 thick) with part of the Lotus Sutra in-
scribed on both sides, which was found in a sutra mound 
at the Chōanji 長安寺 temple in Oita prefecture, is dated 
1141. Another (14.3 x 36.0; 1.0 thick), found inside a min-
iature stone pagoda, contains the text of the Sutra of the 
Casket Seal (Sk. Karaṇḍamudrā-dhāraṇī, Ch. Baoqieyin 
tuoluoni jing 宝篋印陀羅尼経), which was closely con-
nected with practices involving relics. This is dated to 
1773, showing that the practice continued in Japan up to 
the eighteenth century.34 Some if not all of the Japanese 
examples seem to have been prompted by the notion of 
the degeneration of Buddhism encapsulated in the con-
cept of the ‘Latter days of the Law’ (Ch. mofa, Jp. mappō 
末法), which became a widespread belief in Japan in 
the eleventh century, and by the concomitant desire to 
ensure the preservation of the Buddha’s words in the 
form of written texts for future ages. In addition, how-
ever, inscriptions reveal that donors were simultaneously 
motivated by the desire for personal rebirth, either for 
themselves or for those in whose interest they sponsored 
the preparation of the sutras for burial. Particularly from 
the thirteenth century onward, mappō was replaced as 
the principal motive by a desire for personal salvation.35 

ƌƌ	 Institut	de	philosophie	orientale	and	Association	culturelle	Soka	
de	)rance,	eds.,	6Ĩtras bouGGhiTues: un h«ritage spiritual uni�
Yersel� 0anuscrits et iconographie Gu 6Ĩtra Gu /otus	(Paris:	/es	
Indes	savants,	201Ə),	1ƍ2�	Teishitsu	+akubutsukan,	ed.,	Kinpusen 
kyĊ]uka ibutsu no kenkyĨ	(Tokyo:	TĊkyĊdĊ	Shuppan,	1ƒƐƒ�	
facsimile	of	1ƒƌƐ	edition),	ƌ1Ŋƌƌ,	ƒ2Ŋƒƍ,	and	plates	25Ŋ2ƒ�	Ishida	
Mosaku,	ŏ:agakuni	hakken	no	dĊbankyĊ	ni	tsuite,Ő	%ukkyĊ kĊk�
ogaku ronkĊ,	vol.	ƌ	(Kyoto:	Shibunkaku	Shuppan,	1ƒƐƐ),	ƌƐƐŊƍ0Ƒ�	
Taguchi	(iichi,ŏ'Ċban	+okkekyĊ,	tsuketaru	dĊbakoita,Ő	Kokka 
ƒ5Ɛ	(1ƒƐƌ):	ƍƍŊ5ƌ�	and	Yajima	KyĊsuke,	ŏKinpusen	shutsudo	no	
dĊbankyĊ,Ő	Yamato bunka kenkyĨ ƍ,	no.	ƌ	(1ƒ5Ɛ):	1Ŋ1Ə.

ƌƍ	 )or	a	fragment	of	a	copper	sutra	found	in	Yoshino	and	attributed	
to	the	eleventh	or	twelfth	century,	see	http:��www.narahaku.
go.jp�collection�ƍƒƌ-1.html,	for	a	/otus Sutra	inscribed	in	11ƍ1	and	
found	in	Kyushu,	http:��bunka.nii.ac.jp�heritages�detail�21ƍƒ0ƌ,	
and for a GhÃrÃͺí sutra	inscribed	on	copper	in	1ƐƐƌ	found	in	
Saitama,	http:��www.town.yoshimi.saitama.jp�guideBkongouin.
html	(all	accessed	1ƒ	-une	201Ə).	2n	the	role	of	the	6utra of the 
&asket 6eal,	see	Norihisa	%aba,	ŏSri	/ankan	Impacts	on	(ast	
Asian	%uddhism:	Transmission	of	a	'hÃraͺí	SĨtra,Ő	in	Buddhism 

Without %orGers: ProceeGings of the International &onference on 
*lobal %uGGhism,	eds.	'asho	Karma	Ura	and	'endup	Chophel	
(%hutan:	The	Centre	for	%hutan	Studies,	2012�	http:��www.bhu-
tanstudies.org.bt�category�conference-proceedings�),	25ƐŊƏƐ.

ƌ5	 -onathan	A.	Silk,	ŏCanonicity,Ő	in	%rillōs (ncyclopeGia of %uG�
dhism,	ed.	-onathan	A.	Silk,	vol.	1	(/eiden:	%rill,	2015),	2ƒ.	2n	
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It should be noted that the buried sutras found 
in Japan have overwhelmingly been found in sutra 
mounds rather than in locations associated with stupas, 
where relics, mirrors, and other non-textual objects are 
much more common. What is more, the text interred is 
very often, but not exclusively, the Lotus Sutra. In these 
respects, it is clear that Japanese practices differed from 
those in continental East Asia.

sutra	burials	in	-apan,	see	'.	Max	Moerman,	ŏThe	'eath	of	the	
'harma:	%uddhist	Sutra	%urials	in	(arly	Medieval	-apan,Ő	in	The 
'eath of 6acreG Te[ts: 5itual 'isposal anG 5enoYation of Te[ts in 
WorlG 5eligions,	ed.	Kristina	Myrvold	()arnham:	Ashgate,	2010),	
Ɛ1Ŋƒ0,	and	the	literature	cited	therein�	and	+eather	%lair,	5eal 
anG ImagineG: The Peak of *olG in Heian Japan	(Cambridge,	MA:	
+arvard	University	Asia	Center,	2015),	1Ɛ5ŊƑƒ.

7. In addition to the above examples, which have al-
ready to some extent been individually reported and 
for which illustrations are mostly available, two more 
examples have recently come to light. They belong to a 
private collector in the United Kingdom who states that 
at the time of purchase the vendor declared that they 
were of Korean origin. These new examples both con-
sist of short ‘books’ of seven double-sided pages (18.6 x 
12.7) consisting of gilt-metal plates held together with 
hinges; thus each consists of fourteen plates combined 
in pairs to form seven ‘pages.’ The first book consists 
of part of the first chapter (beginning in the middle of 
a phrase) of the Sutra on the Divination of the Effect of 
Good and Evil Actions (Ch. Zhancha shan’e yebao jing 
占察善惡業報經), which was translated into Chinese 
by 菩提燈 (Bodhidīpa?) in the seventh century (figure 

Figure 1. 6utra on the 'iYination of the (ffect of *ooG anG (Yil 
Actions (=hancha shanōe yebao Ming 占察善惡業報經).	+.	1Ƒ.Əcm,	w.	
12.Ɛcm.	2rigin	and	date	unknown.	Private	collection,	UK.	5epro-
duced	with	permission.

Figure 2. The	beginning	of	the	second	chapter	of	Ji Gasheng [iang 
lun 集大乘相論.	2rigin	and	date	unknown.	+.	1Ƒ.Əcm,	w.	12.Ɛcm.	
Private	collection,	UK.	5eproduced	with	permission.	

JAHQ-V2-interior-final-v2.indd   117 3/20/17   7:42 AM



volume 2118 Journal of asian Humanities at KyusHu university

1).36 The other consists of the second chapter of the Ji 
dasheng xiang lun 集大乘相論 (Collected Treatises on 
the Characteristics of the Great Vehicle), which was 
translated by Dānapāla 施護, a monk of the Song dy-
nasty (960–1279), in the tenth or eleventh century (fig-
ure 2). What is unusual about these two texts is that seal 
script is used, for which there is so far no parallel among 
other Chinese Buddhist texts on metal. The other con-
nection between these two examples is the fact that the 
border designs are identical; it seems, therefore, that 
they were produced in the same workshop and proba-
bly at the same time. Given that the Ji dasheng xiang lun 
was not translated until the tenth century at the earliest, 
this means that they were both produced after that date, 
during the Koryŏ dynasty if they were in fact produced 
in Korea.

These two texts are contained in gilt-metal boxes 
that clearly do not belong with them, for the titles 
on the lids are different from those of the contents. 
In the case of the second book, for example, the title 
on the lid is 順權方便經巻, suggesting that it orig-
inally contained a copy of the Sirīvivartavyākaraṇa 
sūtra (Ch. Shun quan fangbian jing 順權方便經, Sutra 
on Following Provisional Expedients) translated by 
Dharmarakṣa 竺法護 (230?–316), and an inscription 
on the base of the box reads ‘Da Tang Zhenguan’ 大
唐貞觀, suggesting that it was made in the Zhenguan 
era (626–649) (figures 3 and 4). Since the text actually 
contained in it, the Ji dasheng xiang lun, was not trans-
lated into Chinese until the tenth or eleventh century, 
it is obvious that the box has nothing to do with its 
current contents. However, if the box is what it claims 
to be, it may possibly be taken as evidence that Bud-
dhist texts on metal were produced in China as early 
as the Tang dynasty, for the shape, which is similar to 
that of its present contents, suits a metal text in codex 
format rather than a paper roll, which in the Tang 
was still the usual format for Buddhist texts. There 
remains the possibility that the box was used to con-
tain a paper book of the same size, for the Dunhuang 
Collection contains a number of paper booklets of 
similar size in codex, butterfly, or concertina format. 

ƌƏ	 The	text	begins	with	the	last	three	characters	生法忍	(T1Ɛn0ƑƌƒB
p0ƒ0ƒa05)	and	thus	begins	in medias res.	2n	the	Sutra on the 

'iYination of the (ffect of *ooG anG (Yil Actions�	see	:halen	/ai,	
ŏThe	&han�chōa ching:	5eligion	and	Magic	in	Medieval	China,Ő	
in &hinese %uGGhist Apocrypha,	ed.	5obert	%uswell	(+onolulu:	
University	of	+awaiŌi	Press,	1ƒƒ0),	1Ɛ5Ŋ20Ə.

These seem to be of local manufacture, however, and 
we have no examples of similarly shaped booklets of 
metropolitan quality suitable for inclusion in such a 
box as this.37

ƌƐ	 See	Colin	Chinnery,	ŏ%ookbinding,Ő	downloadable	from	the	
website	of	the	International	'unhuang	Project	(http:��idp.bl.uk�
downloads�%ookbinding.pdf).

Figure 3. The title on one of 
the	boxes	is	that	of	the	6irí�
YiYartaYyÃkaraͺa sĨtra (Shun 

Tuan fangbian Ming 順權方便
經).	2rigin	and	date	unknown.	
Private	collection,	UK.	5epro-
duced	with	permission.

Figure 4. The	inscription	on	
the	base	of	the	box	reads	ŏ'a	
Tang	ZhenguanŐ	大唐貞觀,	
referring	to	the	Zhenguan	era	
(Ə2ƏŊƍƒ).	2rigin	and	date	un-
known.	Private	collection,	UK.	
5eproduced	with	permission.
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All the examples described above show that the pro-
duction of Buddhist texts on gold, silver, and copper 
was widely practiced in East Asia as well as in parts of 
the Buddhist ecumene further to the west. There are 
two features that they have in common and others that 
they do not, and it is now time to turn our attention 

to these. For convenience the key data are laid out in 
table 1.

The first point that they have in common is that 
they were discovered as a result of archaeological ex-
cavation or of repairs to pagodas: in other words, these 
texts were not made for reading but rather were bur-
ied. The point of burying texts inscribed on gold or 
other metal plates might have been simply to preserve 

Origin and/or  
location 

Text Material and  
technique

Measurements Date

:hite	Pagoda,	 
northeast China

6utra of the 'hÃrÃͺí of 
Pure 8nsullieG /ight 
(extract")

Gilt	silver�	inscribed 11.Ə	x	21.2�	one	plate No	later	than	10ƍƒ

:hite	Pagoda,	 
northeast China

6utra of the 'hÃrÃͺí of 
Pure 8nsullieG /ight

Gilt	silver�	inscribed ƒ.0	x	102.5�	one	long	
plate

No	later	than	10ƍƒ

:hite	Pagoda,	 
northeast China

2ne	GhÃrÃͺí from	Sutra 

of the 'hÃrÃͺí of Pure 
8nsullieG /ight

Gold�	inscribed Unknown�	one	sheet 11th century

North	Pagoda,	 
Chaoyang,	/iaoning

Heart Sutra Silver�	unknown 11.ƌ	x	ƌƏ2.2 No	later	than	10ƍƌ

Iksan,	Korea 'iamonG 6utra (incom-
plete)

Gold�	inscribed 1Ɛ.ƍ	x	1ƍ.Ƒ�	nineteen	
gold	plates

Ɛth century

Iksan,	Korea	(according	
to	12th-century	-apanese	
manuscript	copy	of	
*uanshiyin yingyan Mi)

'iamonG 6utra Copper�	unknown Unknown %efore	Əƌƒ

Korea	(private	 
collection)

ThousanG�arm Sutra Gold�	inscribed 11.1	x	12.Ƒ�	sixteen	
hinged	gold	plates

KoryČ	dynasty	
(ƒ1ƑŊ1ƌƒ2)

Korea	(Zentner	 
Collection)

Heart Sutra Gilt	metal�	repouss« Several	plates	said	to	
be	22Ŋ2ƍ	cm	long

KoryČ	dynasty	
(ƒ1ƑŊ1ƌƒ2)

+asedera,	Nara	 
Prefecture,	-apan

/otus 6utra	(partial) Copper�	inscribed Ƒƌ.ƌ	x	Ɛ5.0�	one	plate Ɛth century

Kunitama	shrine,	 
Kyushu,	-apan

/otus 6utra and 6utra of 
the Heart of WisGom

Copper�	inscribed	 21.0	x	1Ƒ.0�	thirty-three	
plates

+eian	period	(ƐƒƍŊ11Ƒ5)

Kinpusen,	Nara	 
Prefecture,	-apan

/otus 6utra Copper�	inscribed	 20.0	x	15.0�	 +eian	period	(ƐƒƍŊ11Ƒ5)

ChĊanji,	2ita	 
Prefecture,	-apan

/otus 6utra Copper�	inscribed 21.0	x	1Ƒ.0�	one	plate 11ƍ1

Yoshimi,	Saitama	 
Prefecture,	-apan

6utra of the &asket 6eal Copper�	inscribed 1ƍ.ƌ	x	ƌƏ.0�	one	plate 1ƐƐƌ

Korea"	(private	 
collection	in	UK)

6utra on the 'iYination 
of the (ffect of *ooG 
anG (Yil Actions (incom-
plete)

Gilt	metal�	repouss« 1Ƒ.Ə	x	12.Ɛ�	fourteen	
plates	paired	to	form	
seven	hinged	plates

10th	or	11th	century"

Korea"	(private	 
collection	in	UK)

Ji Gasheng [iang Ming 
(incomplete)

Gilt	metal�	repouss« 1Ƒ.Ə	x	12.Ɛ�	1ƍ	plates	
paired	to	form	seven	
hinged	plates

10th	or	11th	century"
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the texts for future generations. However, they appear 
to have more in common with the practices described 
earlier in which material texts constituted ‘written em-
bodiments of Buddhahood’ that were then subjected to 
‘ritual burial’ by being placed inside stupas. The con-
nection between texts and their entombment in stupas 
is made explicit in the Sutra of the Dhārāṇī of Pure Un-
sullied light, and the practice of deliberately ‘burying’ 
texts, that is entombing them within stupas, goes back 
to the texts stamped on clay in the second century BCE, 
as mentioned at the beginning of this article. It can also 
be connected with at least some of the Gandhāran Bud-
dhist texts written on birch bark, with much later birch-
bark manuscripts found in what is now Mongolia, and 
possibly with sutra burials in Heian-period Japan. The 
Japanese sutra burials, however, are not closely con-
nected with stupas and were instead principally moti-
vated by a desire both to ensure the survival of texts and 
to achieve personal religious goals. What is more, many 
of them were copies made on expensive paper rather 
than metal, so they should probably be excluded from 
further consideration in connection with metal texts.38 

Tentatively, then, the production of Buddhist texts 
on gold, silver, and copper can be seen as an extension 
of the practice of the ritual burial of texts in stupas, 
with the difference that the use of precious metals was 
a means of doing the texts greater honor by writing 
them on precious materials, of preserving them in line 
with Ashoka’s reported practice, and of symbolizing the 
economic and spiritual power of those who sponsored 
these practices. Nevertheless, it must be noted that 
some of the texts mentioned above are of unknown 
provenance (nos. 4, 5, and 7) and that some of the Jap-
anese items described in no. 6 do not appear to have 
any direct connection with burial inside stupas. Con-
sequently, we cannot state with confidence that these 
metal texts were all produced for ritual burial in stupas.

The second feature that they have in common is the 

ƌƑ	 Ingo	Strauch,	ŏ/ooking	into	:ater-Pots	and	over	a	%uddhist	
Scribe’s	Shoulder—2n	the	'eposition	and	the	Use	of	Manu-
scripts	in	(arly	%uddhism,Ő	Asiatsiche 6tuGien �tudes AsiatiTues 
ƏƑ	(201ƍ):	ƐƒƐŊƑƌ0�	9esna	A.	:allace,	ŏ'iverse	Aspects	of	the	
Mongolian	%uddhist	Manuscript	Culture	and	5ealms	of	Its	
Influence,Ő	in	%uGGhist 0anuscript &ultures: KnowleGge� 5itual� 
anG Art,	eds.	Stephen	C.	%erkwitz,	-uliane	Schober,	and	Claudia	
%rown	(Abingdon:	5outledge,	200ƒ),	Ƒ2�	and	-ohn	M.	5osenƓeld	
and	ShĨjirĊ	Shimada,	TraGitions of Japanese Art: 6elections from 
the Kimiko anG John Powers &ollection (Cambridge,	MA:	)ogg	
Art	Museum,	1ƒƐ0),	5ƏŊƏ1.

use of precious metals, which applies to all the exam-
ples listed except those from Japan, which use copper. 
Some of them use solid gold or silver, while others are 
merely gilt. It is not clear how these differences are to be 
explained: are cost and the availability of precious met-
als the key factors? Alternatively, was gold chosen on 
account of its permanence and prestige? If permanence 
was a factor, why are so many of the texts incomplete or 
partial rather than complete sutras? Or again, was it a 
matter of texts on more precious materials being seen 
as more efficacious? In Mongolia it was considered that 
the more precious the material on which a Buddhist 
text was written the more efficacious it would be, and 
this may well reflect views current elsewhere in East 
Asia.39 It is probably partly for the same reason that 
some Buddhist manuscripts in East Asia were executed 
in gold ink on indigo-colored paper: both the gold ink 
and the indigo-dyed paper were expensive commodi-
ties, and while their use suggests ‘aesthetic authority’ 
and conspicuous consumption, the stronger motive 
was probably that of efficacy.40

One factor that these texts do not have in com-
mon is the choice of text. The ones from Japan consist 
mostly of the text of the Lotus Sutra, which so far has 
not been found elsewhere. Two of the Khitan texts from 
the White Pagoda come from the Sutra of the Dhārāṇī 
of Pure Unsullied Light, which, as we have shown, is 
closely connected to the practice of ritual burial of 
texts. The other texts so far found consist of the Sutra 
on the Divination of the Effect of Good and Evil Actions, 
the Diamond Sutra, the Thousand-arm Sutra, the Heart 
Sutra, and the Sutra of the Heart of Wisdom. Only some 
of these texts are connected to the apotropaic or ritual 
functions of texts, and with such a relatively small sam-
ple it is not clear what determined the choice of text. 
Nor is it clear why most of them are incomplete.

The second factor that they do not have in common 
is size. One is more than three meters in length, others 
are much smaller. Is this again merely a matter of cost 
and availability, or are other factors at work? At this 
stage it is too early to tell.

ƌƒ	 :allace,	ŏ'iverse	Aspects	of	the	Mongolian	%uddhist	Manuscript	
Culture,Ő	ƑƏ.

ƍ0	 %lair,	5eal anG ImagineG,	1ƐƑ�	Charlotte	(ubanks,	0iracles of 
%ook anG %oGy: %uGGhist Te[tual &ulture anG 0eGieYal Japan 
(%erkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2011),	1ƍ2,	1ƏƐ�	and	
Chang	Ch’ung-sik,	Hanōguk sagyČng yČnōgu	(Seoul:	Tongguk	
taehakkyo	ch’ulp’anbu,	200Ɛ).
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The final question to address here is how these metal 
texts were produced, for here, too, there are clear dif-
ferences to be observed. In many of the cases described 
above, it is clear that the text has been incised into the 
surface of the metal using a stylus. This is definitely true 
of the copper plates from Kunitama shrine in Japan and 
the other items of Japanese origin. These, as we have 
seen, also differ from the other cases in terms of choice 
of text and material. 

In some of the cases from Korea, however, it is clear 
that a different technique has been used to transfer a 
whole page of text onto the gold, silver, or copper plate. 
The technique used in these cases is known as repoussé, 
which is of considerable antiquity. The oldest textual 
example known appears to be MS 5236 in the Schøyen 
Collection in Norway. This is a gold amulet carrying an 
embossed text. For palaeographic and linguistic rea-
sons it is tentatively assigned to the sixth century BCE 
and was produced either in Euboia or Asia Minor.41 
Although some controversy surrounds this amulet, the 
consensus now is that it is genuine. What is important 
about it, apart from the technique used for its produc-
tion, which must have been capable of producing mul-
tiple impressions on gold or other soft metals, is that 
it was not a text for reading but a text designed to ful-
fill an apotropaic or ritual function, as were the Indian 
Buddhist clay sealings, some of the Sumerian clay im-
pressions, and of course the dhāraṇī printed on paper 
in Japan and Korea.

The repoussé technique was certainly capable of 
producing a whole page of text at once, but exactly how 
it was done in each case is unclear. There are perhaps 
two possibilities: one is to carve a wooden block with 
the text in intaglio and reversed, and then press the 
gold leaf into the indented text, but this would not be 
possible in the case of gilt-silver or thicker metal plates. 

ƍ1	 The	amulet	is	shown	and	described	at	http:��www.schoyencol-
lection.com�pre-gutenberg-printing�21-1-blind-on-clay-gold�ms-
52ƌƏ-gold-invocation-apollo	(accessed	1ƒ	-une	201Ə).	At	http:��
epub.uni-regensburg.de�1Əƌ1ƒ�	(accessed	1ƒ	-une	201Ə)	can	be	
found	further	images	and	two	unpublished	studies:	+erbert	(.	
%rekle,	ŏAnalyse	der	+erstellungstechnik	der	Inschrift	auf	einem	
Goldamulett	in	der	Schoyen	Collection	(/ondon�2slo)Ő	(un-
published	report,	University	of	5egensburg,	August	2010),	and	
'ominic	Montserrat,	ŏ5eport	on	(arly	Greek	Gold	/amellaŐ	(n.d.),	
which	are	discussed	in	5oland	Cuthbert,	The (soteric &oGe[: 
Amulets anG Talismans	(>S.l.@:	/ulu	Press,	2015),	15ŊƐ.	The	only	
thorough	study,	however,	is	Giovanna	5occa,	ŏUna	lamina	aurea	
dalla	Collezione	Schºyen	(MS	52ƌƏ),Ő	Ale[anGreia�AlessanGria: 
5iYista Gi glottologia	Ƒ	(201ƍ):	125ŊƌƏ.

The other is to carve a wooden block with the text in 
relief and not reversed, and then press the gold leaf or 
other metal plate over it so that the text in relief is trans-
ferred to the metal. Whether this is in fact how these 
examples were produced is now impossible to know. 
However, some form of pattern or mold would be nec-
essary in order to transfer a whole page of text at once, 
and this would have at least the potential of producing 
multiple copies, whether or not it was in fact used to do 
so. Given the fact that so far in no case have two ‘im-
prints’ from the same pattern or mold come to light, we 
cannot be sure that multiple copies were ever produced 
from them. 

It is unfortunate that few of the items carry a date or 
can be dated securely, for if wooden blocks were pre-
pared for repoussé work in the seventh century it would 
be surprising if they were not also used for printing on 
paper. This may be a good reason for being cautious 
about the dating of all the items that have so far come 
to light, but the item in the Schøyen Collection might, 
on the other hand, reasonably suggest that repoussé 
texts do not necessarily generate the idea of printing on 
other surfaces. 

Further, it is not clear what might have determined 
the choice made between stylus incision and repoussé 
imprints. Given that precious metals were being used, 
it is difficult to suppose that the repoussé technique was 
chosen for the purpose of producing multiple copies. 
That being so, why take the trouble to prepare the pat-
tern or mold just to produce one or a handful of cop-
ies? Was repoussé technology preferable for religious or 
some other reasons? Finally, of the two items that have 
so far come to light from the territory of the former 
Khitan empire, one is inscribed and no images seem 
to be available of the other, from the North Pagoda in 
Chaoyang, so it is not known if this was inscribed or 
not. Consequently, all the available repoussé imprints 
appear to be of Korean origin. Was this technique, then, 
practiced only in Korea, and why does it seem not have 
been used in Japan?

It will be obvious to readers of this article that the 
examples from East Asia discussed here vary consid-
erably in terms of text, material, technology, and date. 
Does that invalidate the attempt made here to treat 
them as part of one and the same phenomenon? In our 
view it does not, and that is for three reasons: because 
they all reproduce texts from the Chinese Buddhist 
canon; because other texts in the Chinese Buddhist 
canon mention these practices and thus conveyed them 
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to Japan, the Khitan empire, the Korean states, and 
Vietnam; and because of the association with stupas in 
all cases where the provenance is known. With regard 
to the third point, however, it is clear that the Japanese 
examples do not fit the pattern. Since in other respects, 
too, they differ from the continental examples, it would 
probably be appropriate to consider them as a separate 
phenomenon.42 The other East Asian examples clearly 
have points in common not only with each other but 
also with similar practices in South and Southeast Asia. 
The most likely hypothesis is that the preparation and 
burial of Buddhist texts on precious metals is a prac-
tice that was transmitted to China from South and/or 
Southeast Asia and then further to the Khitan empire 
and the Korean peninsula, but this remains no more 
than a hypothesis.

The problem with the continental East Asian exam-
ples is partly that we do not have consistent information 
about all of them, and also that the number of samples 
is still small. In fact, apart from the Japanese sutra buri-
als, all the East Asian examples discussed in this article 
have come to light only in the last sixty years, and some 
much more recently than that. We must therefore await 
further discoveries in order to increase the size of the 
sample pool and then determine their common charac-
teristics. At this stage, however, since most of the arti-
facts discussed in this article have hitherto been studied 
only in isolation, if at all, and since, what is more, the 
method of production has hitherto attracted no dis-
cernible interest, it has seemed to us worthwhile to 
present a preliminary account of these geographically 
dispersed and chronologically diverse artifacts with a 
discussion of the probable motives for their production 
and of the techniques used to produce them. If this ar-
ticle stimulates further research on them it will have 
achieved its aims.
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