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This paper will use scenes of poetic recitation and other feats of memory in the
Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon (c.1000CE) as a starting point for exploring the role of
textual memory in Heian literary culture. Pillow Book anecdotes about
spontaneous poem-chanting in social contexts reflect complex links between
memory and oral performance, as well as highlighting the place of Chinese-style
kanshi poetry in a shared memorization canon. These issues come into even
sharper focus when the Pillow Book is considered alongside systematic large-scale
encyclopedias and anthologies meant to supplement or promote memorization, like
the Wakan Roeishi (Japanese and Chinese-style Chanting Collection, early 11th
century), and Kuchizusami (Recitations, 970; an encyclopedic children’s primer
meant for chanting aloud). Through a discussion of these texts, I will consider what
the social values associated with memory suggest about the transmission of
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