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“The Silk Road” And “The Book Road”
— A Unique Pattern of Cultural Exchange in East Asia
Wang yong
(Institute of Japanese culture studies,Zhejiang University )

Abstract: “The Silk Road” was originally put forward to term the trade route
between the West and the East by westerners, which cannot be applied to cultural
exchange between other areas in the world without restraint. From an oriental
perspective, research has been done on the history of cultural exchange in ancient
East Asia, in particular between China and Japan, only to find that it is different
from “the Silk Road” 1in terms of its content, form, significance and influence;
thus the concept of “the Book Road” 1is advocated. If silk is a symbol of Chinese
material civilization, books are the essence of Chinese spiritual civilization.
Generally speaking, material civilization is lacking in self-reproductive capacity,
whereas spiritual civilization may have an impact on human minds through time and
across space, bringing benefits to the later generation. It is because Japanese

Kenzuishi and Kentoshi were commissioned to purchase books that Japan inherited a
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lot of Chinese culture, although there was not much traveling between China and Japan.

In 300 years or so during the Tang Dynasty, 50-odd countries dispatched
diplomatic corps to China. The Tang Dynasty got in touch with northern nations,
western nations and southern nations mainly for the purpose of warship, marriage,
trade and the like. However, contact with oriental nations, which includes
communication frequently by books, was rather distinctive. In the 0ld Book of the
Tang Dynasty, it is mentioned that Japanese Kentoshi spent all their rewards given
in the Tang Dynasty on books, which is quite different from western traders who came
for silk.

There is no denying the fact that overseas Japanese students and monks in China
in the company of Kentoshi are stars on “the Book Road” . For example, Genbo once
took approximately 5,000 Buddhist sutras to Japan; Saichao, Kukai, and Ennin also
collected a large number of books in China whose contents are still preserved till
today. In addition, books were also taken to Japan in different ways: they were either
given as a present by friends and loaded onto merchant ships or transferred by way
of Xinluo people and taken along with Chinese visitors

Nihonkoku-kenzaisyo—-mokuroku compiled in the late 9th century incorporated
17, 345 volumes of various types, which almost amount to more than one third of the
entire collection of books in the Tang Dynasty. This is the remaining contents
compiled after Japanese Royal Library caught fire, which reveals that there are a
surprisingly huge number of books carried from the Tang Dynasty to Japan.

Chinese books spread among Japanese after they were copied, annotated,
translated or quoted. They become a vital spiritual fodder for Japanese intellectuals
and have a profound impact on the development of Japanese civilization in various
periods.

Key words: the history of Sino—Japan relation; the Cultural Circle of East Asia;

Kentoshi; cultural exchange between the East and the West
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