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From Scroll Copy to Song—Yuan Books :
Aspects of the Reception of Chinese Medical Works in Medieval Japan

by Hiroshi KOSOTO

Since “Ishimpo” was completed in 984, Japanese medicine reached its worst stagnation period for
about a century. What reactivated Japanese medicine was the printing culture in China, which began
to flourish in the Northern Song. However, Japan was relatively distant form China, since the former
had stopped sending envoys to the latter in 894, in the late Tang dynasty. Thus, the Northern Song
printing culture did not immediately have a drastic impact on Japan. Japan and the Song became close
in the twelfth century and became even closer during the Kamakura period. However, in medieval
Japan, both handwritten scroll copies of medical works and printed Song-Yuan books were in use for a
long time. This was because the Japanese had made lot of sacrifices when the envoys obtained the
scrolls from Tang China and they had become attached to them, and also because the books were not
inexpensive. Therefore, even till the Muromachi period, both Tang medicine and Song-Yuan medicine
coexisted in Japan. This is the most important characteristic of medieval Japanese medicine. In China,
on the contrary, scroll copies disappeared immediately once medical books began to be printed.

Palace doctors such as those from the Koremune family first introduced new medicine from the Song
to Japan, but soon Zen Buddhist monks took over their role. Zen Buddhism went beyond the boundaries

of religion, encompassing all the arts and learning. It was at the the center of the Song-Yuan culture
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and it shaped the Japanese sword class culture. The Song-Yuan culture, introduced by Japanese and
Chinese monks, gradually took roots in Japan, and later resulted in the new era of Japan-Ming cultural

exchange, comparable to the era of Japanese envoys to Tang China.
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