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JAPANESE HANDSCROLLS AND 
DIGITAL EXPLORATIONS.
THE PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES 
OF RE-/PRESENTATION

Introduction: What is an Illuminated Handscroll?
The handscroll (Jp. 巻物 makimono, lit. “thing to roll”) is one of the conventional mounting materialities for 

painting and writing in East Asia (fig. 1). A scroll consists of multiple sheets of “main paper,” (honshi), rarely silk, 

that are joined lengthwise and mounted onto layers of backing paper to form a continuous surface for ink and both 

mineral and plant-derived pigments. Attached to a wooden and mostly lacquered roller with knobs at the top and 

bottom, the handscroll is rolled up, tied with a wrapping cord, and stored in a wooden box.1 

To view a handscroll, one unrolls it from right to left, following the East-Asian reading order. The beginning of 

a scroll features what is the equivalent of a frontispiece in European book formats – oftentimes adorned with 

carefully painted motifs or gilded paper. On further unrolling the work to the left, the main paper appears. The 

viewing of a handscroll proceeds in sections of about fifty centimeters, or two times one’s arm length. This is the 

space that provides an easy viewing of the unrolled section, while holding on to both sides of the scroll. To proceed 

with reading and viewing, one rolls up the beginning right-hand end of the handscroll, and further unrolls the 
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Figure 1. The material format and handling of a Japanese illuminated narrative handscroll, or emaki; illustration by Fengyu Wang; 2020.
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scroll to the left.2 This procedure has often been likened to a cinematographic mode by which the rolled up, invisible 
sections belong to the past while the sections to the left revealed by unrolling the scroll contain the present and 
future action of the depicted narrative. The consecutively joined paper sections provide a continuous pictorial space, 
and therefore also a flexibility in the length of the viewing space. A complete unrolling of handscrolls is rarely – and 
even then seldom – performed in museum settings due to the tension on the paper, the animal-derived glue and the 
mineral or plant-derived pigments, and concern regarding the scroll’s preservation. 

Illuminated narrative handscrolls (Jp. 絵巻物 emakimono or 絵巻 emaki, lit. painting-scroll) constitute a unique 
type of handscrolls that derived from mainland China but flourished particularly in Japan since the eighth century. 
These scrolls feature a coherent narrative, presented through alternating sections of brushed script sections and 
pictorial renderings (fig. 2). They are materialized evidence of an affinity between literature and the pictorial arts 
that distinguishes itself from its continental predecessors.3 In many illuminated handscrolls, the paintings prove 
to be more than just secondary illustrations to the script. Instead, they are creative expressions in their own right, 
rendering pictorial narratives that are both complementary to, and unconstrained by, textual descriptions. By the 
fifteenth century so much attention has been paid to the pictorial part of emaki that the painting can be regarded 
as autonomous from the script.4 Today, twenty-seven emaki are designated as national treasures of Japan in the 
painting category by the Agency of Cultural Affairs.5 Therefore, scholars prefer the English word illumination to 
describe “the hand-painted images in manuscripts” and to manifest the contending yet synthesized relationship 
between script and painting in emaki.6 

Both, the specific material configuration of Japanese illuminated handscrolls and the script-painting relation 
discussed above causes confusion and poses challenges when these unique Japanese artefacts are brought to 
modern museums and libraries. In particular, they represent a different format and require a specific interface in 
digitized collections. 

When European modern art history was introduced to Japan in the late nineteenth-century, the need arose to 
represent artworks in reproductive media such as periodicals and lantern slides while also presenting them in 
museum spaces.7 However, adequate representations of Japanese handscrolls in reproductive media have been 
a challenge since the very beginning: printed books require the turning of pages and thus interrupt the flow of 
the narrative or of a painted composition, while lantern slides or PowerPoint presentations tend to focus on single 
frames. In overseas collections, some of the dislocated illuminated handscrolls are appreciated for their painterly 
quality in art museums (e.g. the Museum of East Asian Art, Cologne) or as samples of a non-European culture in 
museums of ethnology (e.g. the Linden Museum, Stuttgart), while yet others are in the collections of libraries such 
as the State Library, East Asian section in Berlin, and are treated as books or manuscripts. Nowadays, as most 
of the digitization initiatives are conducted by artefact custodians, the same materiality of Japanese illuminated 

handscrolls experiences difficulties adapting to the different interfaces of online databases designed by and for 

Figure 2. The Illuminated Handscroll of the Karmic Origins of the Deity Dajōō Itokuten (Jp. Dajōō Ito-kuten engi emaki, Fr. Histoire du sanctuaire Kitano 
Tenjin); 1538; a set of six handscrolls, ink and color on paper; Guimet National Museum of Asian Arts. Known as the Guimet version of the Illuminated 
Handscrolls of the Karmic Origins of the Deity Tenjin, or the Guimet version of the Tenjin scrolls; the beginning of the fourth scroll; photo (C) bpk/RMN-
Grand Palais (MNAAG, Paris)/Thierry Ollivier. 
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museums, libraries, and universities in Europe, the US, and Japan. In fact, while there are numerous websites 

both inside and outside Japan representing Japanese prints and paintings in the hanging scroll or folding screen 

format in a fairly consistent way, despite varying website designs, there are no standards governing the digital 

representation of handscrolls. Usually, there are a few key images of the multi-meter-long handscrolls, mostly 

paintings, and either no, or only very few, photographs of the script passages.8

Within the framework of the Priority Program (SPP) “The Digital Image” that “addresses the central role played by 

the image in the complex process of digitizing knowledge in theory and practice,”9 the present dissertation project 

investigates the specific problems and challenges in re-/presenting Japanese illuminated narrative handscrolls. 

Of concern are not only book publications and museum rooms, but also website interfaces and computer screens. 

The inquiry pays especial attention to how the advancement of reproductive technologies is intertwined with 

the development of art history as a discipline in which any art historical investigation of an artefact is always 

facilitated and mediated through its reproductions as means and medium.10 The project therefore underscores and 

explores the continuity of the problems and challenges in re-/presenting Japanese handscrolls from a historicizing 

perspective. Based on both the Japanese materiality and practices of viewing and hermeneutics, and involving the 

scrutiny of existing digital projects of Japanese handscrolls worldwide, this project critically reflects the mediating 

power of the digital image and examines new modes of the digital representation of Japanese handscrolls in three 

areas of inquiry: 1) materiality, 2) practice, and 3) locality. 

1.	 Materiality refers to both the material qualities of the artefact and the handscrolls’ oblong format. 

The aim of this project is to explore the possibilities and limits of digital technologies to convey and inform 

the user with what is “un-/presentable” in digital form. Despite the drastically inflated amount of visual 

information that comes with higher resolution, the tactile and material information such as the weight of the 

artefact, the distinct paper quality, the physical properties of the pigments, etc. will inevitably be omitted in 

the flattened visual representation of the digital image. The project will discuss potential ways to highlight, 

convey and translate these “unpresentable” aspects to the viewer.

2.	 Practice concerns the way in which handscrolls are handled and viewed, and how a digital representation 

retains, artificially augments, and transforms the ocular experience. 

3.	 Locality includes both the original location of production, and the current residence of an artefact. Locality is 

also concerned with a) networks between the locations of related objects, b) the socio-political significance 

of the artefacts at their locations and within these networks, and c) the mobility of the artefact, and the 

subsequent changes of such significance across time. The PhD thesis will examine various possibilities of 

mapping such networks with digital tools. 

Building on the results of the above inquiries, the project explores the potential and advantages of the digital 

image, discusses the range of options for future digitization strategies, and presents the results in the form of a PhD 

dissertation. This path has been chosen in the hope that the flexible, repeatable, and infinitely modifiable nature 

of the digital image and tools can enhance, augment, and facilitate different ways of viewing and even virtually 

handling handscrolls. 

Case Study of “The Guimet Tenjin”: A Cultural Biography
Centering on a 1538 set of six handscrolls entitled  Karmic Origins of the Deity Dajō Itokuten (Deity Tenjin), in 

the collection of the Guimet National Museum of Asian Arts in Paris, this dissertation project investigates a cultural 
biography of the artefact from three perspectives:

1.	 creation and original practices within the scrolls’ indigenous contexts 

2.	 re-/presentations in museums and conventional paper publications

3.	 exploration and possibilities of digital representations 
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The biographical approach affords concentration on one specific artefact. In analyzing comparisons with select 
related cases, the main focus of the dissertation is on the examination of how layers of the social and cultural 
significance have accumulated and re-shaped the scrolls through a life of mobility.11 The cultural biography comprises 
three foci: the scrolls’ creation, their dislocation to a European institution, and eventually their digital “afterlives.” 

The Guimet set of handscrolls belongs to a larger group of illuminated handscrolls that are dedicated to the Tenjin 
deity, and related local shrines. The scrolls are therefore referred to as “the Guimet version of Tenjin scrolls.” The text 
of the Karmic Origins of the Deity Tenjin narrates the tumultuous life of a high court official, Sugawara no Michizane 
(845–903), his tragic downfall and eventual apotheosis as the “Heavenly Deity,” Tenjin. 

In 1219, the earliest extant illuminated version of the Tenjin scrolls was created and dedicated to the first shrine 
devoted to the deity in northern Kyoto, the so-called Tenmangū Shrine. In the following six centuries, as local branches 
of this increasingly influential shrine were established across the country, the karmic origin stories were transmitted, 
copied, and re-invented in over sixty known versions, making the group arguably the largest among devotional illuminated 
handscrolls in premodern Japan.12 The 1219 set was designated a national painting treasure in the year 1954.13

In 1538, the Guimet version was offered to the Tenmangū Shrine in Kaiden village, located in today’s Nagaokakyō 
City, southwest of Kyoto.14 Among the many other versions, the Guimet scrolls are unique not only in the painting 
and script styles but also their explicit iconography. A case in point is the depiction of the completely naked 
Japanese emperor suffering in hell. Although both, the established iconography and the Guimet text version narrate 
the emperor suffering hell’s flames in partial nudity, such an explicit, humiliating rendering of stark nudity is unique 
among both the many Tenjin scrolls and all other pictorial examples of Japanese art.15 

In addition, lines of small cursive script in Chinese characters are brushed next to the main depicted figures, 
specifying their identities, leaving no doubt as to the identity of the emperor. The so-called “script-within-painting” 
(Jp. gachūshi) is frequently added in devotional emaki to facilitate oral explanations of the painted subjects to lay 
people (Jp. etoki). This didactic activity was widespread by the fifteenth century.16 Such an outrageous depiction, 
along with other evidence, suggests that the very production of the 1538 set of Tenjin scrolls had specific social and 
political significance at the historical point in the geo-political struggles of the local community in and surrounding 
the Kaiden village.17 This unique iconography also makes the Guimet version stand out in the larger social network 
of regional Tenmangū Shrines, and of the productions of Tenjin scrolls in general. 

Today, residing in storage and on display in the permanent exhibition of a European museum, the devotional 
artefact that was once embedded at the social and cultural nexus of a specific shrine has been dislocated and 
lost its original meaning and significance.18 Instead, it has turned into “an object of art historical interest,”19 from 
a private artefact to a public image.20 However, the publicity as an overseas artwork also confers new meaning on 
the Guimet set of Tenjin scrolls. Subject to the “Cooperative Program for the Conservation of Japanese Art Objects 
Overseas,” conducted by the Tokyo National Research Institute for Culture Properties, the Guimet handscrolls went 
through a thorough restoration from 2004 to 2005, and were completely documented in photographs before and 
afterwards. The set was first reproduced in its entirety in black and white with a selection of nine painting segments 
in full color in the journal Bijutsu Kenkyū from 2013 to 2014.21 

The case of the journal Bijutsu Kenkyū (Studies in art history) demonstrates a conventional approach to the 
reproduction of an illuminated handscroll in its entirety in book format (fig. 3). Limited by the size and layout of 
the pages, the long scroll is cut up into short segments. The opening scene of the fourth scroll is reproduced in 
three parts in the middle right, lower right, and upper left pictures. Consecutive images were photographed with 
short overlaps on the two sides to indicate the order of, and connections between, the images. As a result, the same 
figures in a painting appear twice in different pictures; a line of calligraphy is cut into half at the beginning of the 
lower right picture. Such a method of reproducing illuminated handscrolls results in the fragmentation of sections 
of script and painting, and disrupts the continuous flow of viewing. The reader-viewer needs to move her gaze 
back and forth from right to left in each picture to follow the narrative, and to mentally reconstruct the connection 
based on the overlapping visual segments. This is the standard and expedient approach to fitting a handscroll in its 
entirety onto a book page that is vertically oriented and standardized in size, and will later be adapted for website 
presentations. 
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Figure 3. A conventional representation of handscrolls in book form of a Japanese journal for art history; the beginning of the fourth scroll of the the Guimet version 
of the Tenjin scrolls; Watada, Minoru, Tsuchiya Takahiro, Ōtsuki Chifuyu, and Satō Naoko. “Kenkyū shiryō, kokuritsu Gime tōyō bijutsukan zō Dajō Itokuten Engi Ema-
ki: Kotobagaki kōkan narabi ni eiin (chū)” [Research Materials, Illuminated Handscrolls of the Karmic Origins of the Deity Dajō Itokuten in the Collection of the Guimet 
National Museum of Asian Arts: The Publication of Script Transcriptions and Reproduction of Paintings (Part 2)]. Bijutsu Kenkyū 411 (February 2014): 353–371.

Figure 4. The search interface of the Photo Agency website of Réunion des Musées Nationaux — Grand Palais; the thumbnails of segments from the fourth scroll of the Guimet 
version of the Tenjin scrolls; RMN-Grand Palais (MNAAG, Paris), photo.rmn.fr; screenshot.
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Problems and Challenges
Like a website or a bound book, the format of the handscroll also serves as a specific interface in which pictorial 

and material contents can be re-/presented, stored, handled, and viewed. Representing handscrolls on either a 
vertically scrolling website or in a bound book with multiple pages begs the question of how to transform the features 
of a very specific interface to another medium of representation. A standard way of reproducing handscrolls in book 
format is to cut them up into small sections of equal or variable lengths, and, according to publication capacities, 
to make a selection of scenes and sections that are worth reproducing. In the case of illuminated handscrolls, it 
is the long continuous flow of textual and pictorial narratives that pose challenges. In general, a handscroll can be 
naturally divided into sections of writing and painting according to the contents. However, because of the continuous 
quality of a handscroll’s surface, the size of each section was generally not standardized until the seventeenth 
century. Instead, its length may cover a range of measurements. This grants freedom to the painters and scribes 
of a handscroll to truncate or elaborate certain sections: a lengthy script might precede only a brief illustration 
while a short passage that is important in iconographic terms might be creatively expanded into a grand visual 
depiction that unfolds over many sheets of paper. Segmentation, therefore, inevitably disrupts the continuous flow 

and viewing experience, and oftentimes cuts up individual sections of painting and script. 

A part of the collection of a French national museum, the 1538 set of Karmic Origins of the Deity Dajō Itokuten 
has been digitized by the Photo Agency of the “Réunion des Musées Nationaux – Grand Palais” (Rmn-GP), a 
public cultural institution of the French Ministry of Culture and Communication.22 The web interface of the photo 
agency serves as a good example of how the specific materiality of Japanese illuminated handscrolls can pose 
challenges for its online exhibition (fig. 4). A few thumbnails of one scroll from the Guimet set are shown in 
the search interface. The entire lengths of the scrolls are, again, cut up into segments to accommodate the 
format of a website interface that scrolls vertically and is designed to fit the rectangular computer screen. 
Despite the scroll’s orientation that is always read from right to left, the cut-up segments are arranged from left 
to right, according to the European typographical convention. This arrangement further disturbs the reader’s 
perception of the scroll’s original configuration. To access an overview of the scroll within the parameters of 
such an interface, the reader-viewer starts with the first thumbnail on the upper left, locates the beginning of 
the scroll on the right end for the image, and inspects its content to the left. To proceed, one moves on to the 
next image in order, has one’s gaze jump all the way to the very right end of the website interface to locate 
the overlapping segment, and repeats the right-to-left glance. By this point, after finishing viewing the two 
pictures on the first row of the research interface, the reader-viewer finds oneself back to where one started, 
the beginning of the first image! As confusing as this written description is, the viewing experience features 
the repetitive right-to-left viewing movements, according to East Asian reading habits, interrupted by constant 

jumps between pictures that are arranged in the opposite orientation. 

To inspect an individual segment of the scroll, the reader clicks on the thumbnail and opens it in a viewing 

interface in which the picture is shown on the left, with a “note” that contains the image information displayed in 
the right panel23 (fig. 5). Despite the spacious vertical viewing area, the particular oblong shape of the segment 
limits the size of the image once it has been fitted in. By selecting the “view image only” (plan cadre) option below, 
an enlarged view opens, but the resolution is still not high enough for a close inspection of the image, let alone 
to allow the script to be read. At the bottom of the “note” section, an option “related images: view all” (voir toutes 
les images associées) sends the viewer back to a search interface where all the segments of one single scroll 
are presented. In other words, except in the title, Histoire du sanctuaire Kitano Tenjin (série de six makimono), 
one reads that the artefact is a set of six handscrolls, and in the “note on the picture” section (note de l’image: 
Détail 1), one fathoms that what is presented is only a segment; there is no information that demonstrates the 
singularity of the artwork nor an overview of the set of six long handscrolls with forty-two sections of painting 
and script plus two colophons by which one could clearly position the presented segment in the entire work. If 
the viewer does not have previous experience with and knowledge of the material configuration of a Japanese 
illuminated narrative handscroll, not to mention the specificity of the Guimet version of Tenjin scrolls, it will take a 
lot of confused efforts to figure out the relationship between the thumbnails. In addition, the user experience can 
be as alien as the way the word emaki sounds to an uninitiated ear. 



16 2021 | ISSUE 8

The analysis above is not to intended to accuse the website of the Photo Agency, RMN-Grand Palais of having 
a flawed design for art digitization projects. Instead, it simply serves to demonstrate how an interface may 
not cater to the particular materiality and viewing practices of an illuminated handscroll or more generally to 
a non-European materiality. If one looks at any work by a European painter, say Pablo Picasso’s 1954 painting, 
Jacqueline aux mains croisées, one finds not only a single thumbnail of the painting sitting undisturbed in the 
search interface, but also enlarged views with a resolution high enough to allow a close inspection.24 Claude 
Monet’s painting Les Nymphéas: Le Matin aux Saules also features a large format of 2 meters in height by 
12.74 meters in width, and yet finds itself well accommodated on the website. It is not only reproduced in 
one long overview in its entirety, several square detailed views granting better inspection options, with a few 
close-ups to highlight remarkable strokes, but also three more photographs in distanced view are provided to 
demonstrate how the artwork is installed in the exhibition space of the Musée de l’Orangerie.25 

The case of Japanese handscrolls in library collections is different, as the artefacts consist of both painting 
and script sections, and are treated as illustrated manuscripts. Such categorization is manifest in the way the 
objects are handled. Usually, the examination of an illuminated handscroll in a museum collection takes place in 
a viewing room or in the storage space in the company of a curator and with many protective measures and rules 
in place, since the issue of preservation is a pertinent concern. Although they vary from institution to institution, 
the regulations regarding the viewing of an emaki in European libraries are relatively loose. For instance, in the 
Richelieu site of the Bibliothèque nationale de France (BnF), which houses a large collection of Japanese bound 
books and emaki, the reader will be permitted to personally handle a set of handscrolls in the reading room after 
submitting an online request, providing the scrolls are in good condition. Such an attitude towards handscrolls 
has also been adopted by the digital website of the BnF’s collection, Gallica, designed to represent manuscripts, 
primarily bound books. Because of the many surfaces in bookbinding, cover, spine, foredge, etc., emaki, too, enjoy 

Figure 5. The viewing interface of the Photo Agency website of Réunion des Musées Nationaux — Grand Palais; the first segment from the fourth scroll of 
the Guimet version of the Tenjin scrolls; RMN-Grand Palais (MNAAG, Paris), photo.rmn.fr; screenshot.
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especial attention regarding the material condition of the object. A handscroll is presented with many facets of its 
materiality: front views of the cover in rolled-up state, side views of the roller, backing paper, head border, etc. 
However, other functions designed for bound books, such as an index with pagination or an optional double-spread 
view of two images at time, prove to be of no use to the viewing of a handscroll—especially when for premodern 
East Asian bound books recto (Jp. omote) refers not to the right-hand page, but to the left, while verso (Jp. ura) 
refers to the right. 

This project aims to show that problems occur when re-/presenting Japanese illuminated handscrolls, especially 
when the media, formats, or basic layout principles that originate from historical European practices are imagined 
to be universally applicable and are employed without being adapted for East Asian materials. The Photo Agency’s 
website is designed mainly to accommodate artworks of European genres and formats, and is optimized to present 
oil paintings. Understandably, the set of Tenjin emaki is merely treated as six individual flat images. However, 
as the case of Monet’s long painting hopefully demonstrates, with an especial effort and informed handling, the 
problems can be solved, sometimes as easily as by changing a few lines of code. A late thirteenth-century set of 
Tenjin handscrolls is in the collection of, and digitized by, the Metropolitan Museum of Art (MET), New York. When the 
present project began at the end of 2019, the interface of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City served as 
one of the examples in which the East Asian reading order of a handscroll is not taken into consideration. The website 
interface featured a large viewing window accompanied by a row of thumbnails in standardized size to facilitate an 
overview of the detail in relation to the entire work, but the arrangement of the segments was also initially set in a 
left-to-right order. Now, after a recent update, the order has been reset, and a very instructive and informative note 
has been added to assist the viewer without prior knowledge to appreciate the artwork more coherently (fig. 6). 
“This artwork is meant to be viewed from right to left. Scroll left to view more.”26 What is also remarkable about the 
MET website is that it also indicates the location of the artefact in the museum,  leading the viewer with a click to an 

Figure 6. The website of the Metropolitan Museum of Arts, New York, for a thirteenth-century version of the Tenjin scrolls; Illustrated Legends of the Kitano 
Tenjin Shrine (Jp. Kitano Tenjin engi emaki); late thirteenth century; a set of five handscrolls, ink, color, and cut gold on paper; Metropolitan Museum of 
Arts; photo (CC) Public Domain; The Metropolitan Museum of Arts, metmuseum.org; screenshot.
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interactive interface that maps the gallery space and highlights of the residence of the Tenjin scrolls. Supplemented 
with detailed information concerning provenance and exhibition history under “Object Details,” it underscores the 
mobility and the locality of the artefact; despite digital images easily accessible on the internet, the set of emaki 
has physically travelled from Japan to the American museum, has since made many more trips to diverse exhibition 
spaces, and currently resides in its own niche in the gallery. 

Conclusion: What Does an Emaki Want?
Informed by discourses on materiality imbued with an agency that examines the role of artefacts or simply 

“things” in the shaping of human experience and social practice,27 the present project aims to formulate a reflective 
and normative approach to the extant cases of illuminated handscroll re-/presentations. The project focuses on 
the idea that the particular materiality of illuminated handscrolls from Japan determines and demands specific 
handling practices. Once the artefacts are removed from their original locality, they not only acquire a new 
significance within their different material, social, and cultural contexts, but are also subject to distinct practices. 
By posing the question “what does an emaki want?” the project does not intend to merely re-establish the practices 
of the artefact’s original context. Instead, the project concentrates on the potential and possible ways of re-/
presenting emaki that cater to their materiality and serve specific purposes. This leads to further investigations 
into the materiality, practice, and locality of digitalization projects themselves, namely not only the means and 
media of reproduction and the presentation websites and interfaces, but also the corresponding usage and user 
experience, the data storage and the means of access to those data etc. Such incentive requires us to look beyond 
natural light photography and website presentation to include all possible media and means such as historical 
chromoxylography, the X-Ray fluorescent photography that uncovers the layered “grounds” of a painting,28 or 
other forms of publication that benefit from digital tools to create new possibilities of re-/presenting illuminated 
handscrolls. In this regard “we need to engage with the focus, purpose, and success of our efforts to ‘send a copy’ 
of cultural and heritage objects to the user community via digital technologies,”29 or in other words, to ask what an 
emaki wants from its digitization is ultimately to ask what a viewer or an art historian wants.

NOTES

https://kunishitei.bunka.go.jp/bsys/index
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https://mok.kulturelles-erbe-koeln.de/documents/obj/05719539
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/jilh/hd_jilh.htm
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/jilh/hd_jilh.htm
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