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A. 

Or.8210/S.2295 
B.  

Or.8210/S.5765 
C. 

Or.8210/S.1 

Figure 7: Coloring out mistaken content. 

not immediately apparent even today without examining the original manu-
script. Such an example is Or.8210/S.5765 (Figure 7B), a fragment of the 
Buddhapitakasūtra, where a long string of characters has been painted 
over and replaced with new content.  
 An interesting case of an “unfinished” correction is seen in Or.8210/S.1 
(Figure 7C), a copy of the Mahāprajñāpāramitā-sūtra, where the wrong 
character had already been eliminated but the new one was never writ- 
ten over it. On this example, only a subtle trace of the first character is 
visible, which would have become practically untraceable if the correct 
one was supplied. This also implies that the number of corrections in the 
manuscripts might be higher than we can see today, as many changes are 
simply not visible, especially when looking at reproductions. In this par-
ticular case, the missing character is 便 (“then, immediately after that”) 
from the phrase “he then told the venerable Shariputra, saying …” 便告 
具壽舍利子言, and the canonical version of the text (T05.220) makes it 
obvious that a character is indeed missing here. At the same time, traces 
of the deleted character show that initially it was not 便 but something 
else,  perhaps a character  with the 言 signific.  This example helps us to 
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A. 

Or.8120/S.520 
B. 

Pelliot chinois 3835 

Figure 8: Corrections written on paper slips. 

document the process of correction, showing that, at least sometimes, the 
characters were not corrected one by one but done in batch stages per-
formed on the entire manuscript or a group of manuscripts.10  

2.5. Adding Corrections on Paper Slips 

As a means of covering unwanted content, in some cases a strip of paper 
was pasted over the wrong string of characters, and the new characters 
were written on this strip. In Or.8210/S.520 (Figure 8A), a bulletin from 
the 10th century issued by local monasteries, a name was pasted over using 
a strip of paper with the new name of Tu Daohui 圖道惠 on it. Because 
the seal of the Hexi dusengtong yin 河西都僧統印 (Seal of the Chief 
Monk of the Hexi Region) was stamped over the original name, the paper 
strip used for the correction now also covers part of the seal impression. 
The correction was written on the paper strip after it was glued on the docu-
ment, as it is evidenced by the fact that the first strokes of the new name 

 
 10 Thus the wrong characters may have been identified in one stage throughout the 

entire manuscript, then painted over in another stage, then corrected in yet another. 
Perhaps these stages were even done by different people. 
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extend outside the paper.11 In manuscript Pelliot chinois 3835 (Figure 8B) 
bound in a notebook format, a long paper slip with two lines of text was 
glued to the bottom of the page and folded inside, thus effectively creating 
a three-dimensional insertion.12 

 
 

3. Flipped Characters 

One of the relatively common mistakes we encounter in medieval manu-
scripts is the reversal of two sequential characters. For example, manu-
script Or.8210/S.249(A)R.2 (Figure 9A) has the characters 相 and 法 
flipped in the phrase 如所相法, erroneously writing 如所法相. To rectify 
the problem, there is a small check mark between 相 and 法, indicating 
that they should be reversed. In this particular case, the mistake was obvi-
ously caused by the overall frequency of the phrase faxiang 法相 (“char-
acteristics of the dharma”) in Buddhist literature. The check mark used 
here is the most common notation used for correcting flipped characters. 
In manuscript Or.8210/S.236, to cite another example, the characters in the 
phrase “Three Treasures” 三寶 were accidentally reversed and then cor-
rected the same way. Less commonly we see the same mark upside down, 
as in Or.8210/S.2067 (Figure 9B), or appear in the form of the character 
乙, as in Or.8210/S.1547 (Figure 9C).13 Sometimes these three variant ver-
sions of the reversal mark were used within the same manuscript, as it is 
the case in Or.8210/S.2067. 
 The position of the reversal mark is also important: it is invariably 
placed on the right side of the line, between the flipped characters. It should 
be distinguished from the check mark that is often identical in appearance 
but appears in the middle of the line, and is part of the notation used for 
segmenting text. Although used consistently, when the latter appears in 
manuscripts, it is placed over the first character of a new segment, and thus 

 
 11 This way of correction was commonly used in later times for proofreading books 

before their final printing. The manuscript copy of the Peiwen yunfu 佩文韻府 
kept at Princeton University Library is believed to be a pre-publication copy used 
for proofreading, and there are lots of paper strips glued to the pages, both for cor-
recting existing content and inserting missing text. 

 12 The image here only shows the place where the paper slip was glued to the bottom 
of the manuscript. The fold line is along the bottom edge of the original scroll. 

 13 This is the mentioned in the description of Chen Kui quoted above: “When two 
characters are reversed, write the character 乙 between them.” 
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A. 

Or.8210/S.249(A)R.2 
B. 

Or.9210/S.236 
C. 

Or.8210/S.2067 
D. 

Or.8210/S.1547 

Figure 9: Correcting flipped characters using a check mark. 

generally corresponds to our modern notion of a new paragraph. In other 
words, this is a check mark that marks a new paragraph. Examples of this 
can be seen in manuscript Or.8210/S.797V (Figure 10). 

 
 

4. Redundant Characters 

Interpolations and extra characters are another common type of mistakes. 
For example, Or.8210/S.249(A)R.2 (Figure 11A) has the phrase 何用別 
餘依 in which the character 餘 is superfluous. The redundant character 
was subsequently marked with four dots, which indicates that it should be 
understood as not not being there. The same technique could be used when 
marking longer strings of text to be deleted, as in Or.8210/S.797V (Fig-
ure 11B). Usually three or four dots are placed next to each character but 
there are cases when only a single dot is used, as it is the case in Or.8210/ 
S.321 (Figure 11C) where characters 城惡 are eliminated. 
 In rare instances the deletion mark appears in red, as in manuscript 
Or.8210/S.2067 (Figure 12A), which is certainly the sign of a subsequent 
proof reader, who checked the manuscript for errors independent of the 
copyist. Beside the dots, another common mark used for deletion was a 
cross-like mark, only the horizontal stroke does not extend to the left side 
of the vertical stroke; in modern Chinese scholarship it is usually referred 
to as the mark in the form of the character 卜 (bu).14 A use of this mark can 

 
 14 On the use of this mark, see, for example, Zhang Xiaoyan 2003. Interestingly, in 

Tangut manuscripts from Khara-khoto from the 11th–12th centuries, which use 
much of the notation from Chinese manuscript culture, this deletion mark typically 
appears in the form of a full cross, with the horizontal stroke extending to both 
sides of the vertical one. 
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A. 

Or.8210/S.797V 
B. 

Or.8210/S.797V 

Figure 10: Check marks indicating a “new paragraph.” 

 

   
A. 

Or.8210/S.249(A)R.2 
B. 

Or.8210/S.797V 
C. 

Or.8210/S.321 

Figure 11: Deletion of redundant characters (1). 
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A. 

Or.8210/S.2067 
B.  

Or.8210/S.1920
C. 

Or.8210/S.230
D.  

Or.8210/S.797V
E. 

Dx17449 

Figure 12: Deletion of redundant characters (2). 

be seen in manuscript Or.8210/S.1920 (Figure 12B). In addition, the check 
mark could also be used to indicate deletion, as in the case of Or.8210/S.230 
(Figure 12C) where the character 修 is deleted from the top of the line. 
As a final example, in Or.8210/S.797V (Figure 12D) we can see a case 
where a correction is annulled. After eight characters were marked using 
three-dot deletion marks, the corrector realized that he made a mistake in 
deleting these characters and crossed out his own corrections. 
 Another interesting phenomenon is shown manuscript Dx17449 (Fig-
ure 12E), a pre-Sui copy of the Huang shi gong sanlüe 黃石公三略, where 
we see the character 卜 used for deletion being incorporated into the main 
text. The copyist who was responsible for this manuscript obviously did 
not understand the meaning of the 卜 deletion mark which was placed next 
to the redundant character 之. As a result, he copied both 之 and 卜 as part 
of the main text, thus adding two unnecessary characters and creating the 
phrase 之卜尊以爵 which is not part of the text.15  

 
 15 This phenomenon is pointed out in Fujii 2011: 124. 
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A B C D E F 

Figure 13: Correction marks used in combination in manuscript Or.8210/S.797V. 

 
 

5. Combination of Marks 

The above examples demonstrate the main categories of correction marks 
used for basic types of mistakes. Since we can compare the manuscript 
with canonical versions of the same Buddhist texts, it is relatively easy to 
determine the function of individual marks, even if one sees them the first 
time. Yet there are cases where some of these marks are used in combina-
tion, creating complex configurations that are at times hard to interpret. 
For example, in manuscript Or.8210/S.797V, we can find numerous cases 
of such composite scenarios. In example A, we see how the original string 
人法五 is converted into the correct 人有五法 (“there are five ways of … 
for a person”) by inserting a the character 有 after 人 and reversing 法五. 
The rest of the examples in Figure 13 all show similar combinations of dif-
ferent types of corrections from the same manuscript. It is evident that in 
such cases it was important to be clear about the functionality of the nota-
tion, otherwise it would not have been possible to read the text correctly. 

 
 

Conclusions 

Medieval manuscript culture in China used a highly developed notational 
system for correcting mistakes. This system has been remarkably consis-
tent through the centuries and part of it continued to be used well beyond 
the time frame of the Dunhuang manuscripts. In fact, some of them are 
still in use today, even if handwritten texts are rapidly losing their domi-
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nance in society. This diachronic consistency has two major implications. 
First, in general there are only several types of scribal mistakes and thus  
a relatively small set of marks was sufficient to address these. Therefore, 
while we may instinctively regard mistakes as random or arbitrary devia-
tions from a pattern, i.e. the contemporary norm or standard of writing,  
in reality these errors themselves exhibit a pattern and thus can be clas-
sified into a limited number of well-defined categories. Second, the con-
sistency of notation over the course of several centuries demonstrates the 
continuity of scribal tradition. To some extent the use of writing already 
implies such a continuity, since literacy is passed down from one genera-
tion to another without interruption, yet scribal notations provide a much 
more direct evidence for this. The marks used for corrections were not 
learnt from books but were acquired through gaining an apprenticeship 
from older scribes. Finally, we should note that mistakes in medieval 
manuscripts are far from being rare. Practically every longer scroll has 
corrections, even court-commissioned sūtras where the quality of paper, 
calligraphic skills, and the overall aesthetic appeal of the manuscript were 
manifestly important. This reveals that in contemporary society the mis-
takes were acctepted as an integral part of texts, as long as they were cor-
rected.  
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