Sacred Texts of Buddhism

As religions were taken along the Silk Roads, their sacred
texts were translated and produced in new forms. The sacred
texts of Buddhism were divided into three parts: first, the
sutra—the lectures made by Sakyamuni, the historical Buddha,
and passed down In oral tradition to be transcribed In the
1st century BC; monastic rules (vinaya); and commentaries and
philosophical works (@bidharma).

The original sttra were In
Sanskrit and written on
palm leaves threaded
between wooden boards.
Many of the other texts
were written in Pali and
this became the basis of
the original complete
canon which was formed
by the 5th century.

Other language canons
developed as Buddhism
spread, including Chinese

and Tibetan and they
used local material and
Mural rom Budehiet forms, among them birchoark scrolls in central Asia, paper leaves in Tioet,
ok and students wrtng emulating the palm leaves, and paper scrolls in China. They were mainly written in
of a bound pothi is shown carbon (|ndian) Nk

on right.

Speaking or writing the satra—the words of the Buddha—was considered an act
of merit. VWhen printing was invented, 1t spread quickly among Buddhist
communities who realised its value in producing multiple copies of the Buddha’s
words. The earliest known and dated printed text is a small scroll found at Bulguk
Temple in Korea dating to the early 8th century. Soon after this, the Japanese
Empress Shotoku (. 764—770) ordered a million
coples of a miniature Buddhist scroll to be
produced and distributed around her kingdom:
some survive to today Including one in the
collections of the Sainsbury Centre in Norwich.
The Buddhist Canon was very large: 81,248
woodblocks were needed for the 13th century
printing of the Chinese Canon in Korea, which still
survive to this day.
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Typical Buddhist sutra scroll on paper,

Dunhuang, 8th century.
The Biritish Library, Or.8210/S.351.



Sacred Texts of Christianity

As religions were taken along the Silk Roads, their sacred texts
were translated and produced in new forms. The sacred text of
Christianity was the Bible. This was formed of pre-Christian
texts in Hebrew which were brought together as the ‘Old
Testament’, and new texts compiled in the first centuries of
Christianity in Greek, called “The New Testament’.
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@2 Atthe time of the emergence and spread of

Christianity, the main material used in western
Eurasia was parchment—animal skins—and the
main form was the codex. Earlier books had been
iN scroll format, seen in the Hebrew Dead Sea
Scrolls which held texts from the Old Testament.
The codex was made of bound sheets, similar to
a modern book. This material and form continued
through much of the Christian world: the earliest
known illustrated texts are the Garima Gospels,
written in this codex form in the 6th century. The
text for this work had been translated into In
Ge’ez, the language of the Axumite kingdom in
east Africa.

In northwest Europe, the Bible was usually found
N Latin, translated from the Greek, and written in
the Latin/Roman alphabet. The existing
languages of northwestern Europe, such as
Celtic, Old English and Old Norse, were written
using various scripts, including runic, but these
started to be replaced with the introduction of the
Latin alphabet. Although a long text, the Bible
could be produced as a single volume, as the
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The Garima Gospels are codex
manuscripts containing the Gospel
Books from the New Testament in
Ge’ez. Garima 2 dates from around
500, making it the earliest known
complete illuminated Christian
manuscript.
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Codex Amiatinus is the earliest surviving complete one-volume Latin
Bible. The image shows Ezra with a bookcase of leather bound codex
format books.

© Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana.

English-produced Codex Amiatinus shows, which has 1030 leaves.

Bede (c.672-735), the English monk who is known for his history of England,
IS also recorded as having made the first known translation of part of the Bible
into Old English—the Gospel of St John. The first full translation was made by

John Wycliffe iIn 1382. A printed copy of the Latin

Bible was made around 1450.




