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PREFACE 1

In 1900, more than 40,000 manuscripts and a small number of printed texts were discovered in the Library Cave
[ Cave 17 in the Mogao Caves at Dunhuang. These included works not just in Chinese, but also in the Tibetan,
Sanskrit, Uighur, Khotanese, and Sogdian scripts. Like the art works from the Dunhuang caves, these documents are
an extraordinary treasure in the cultural heritage of China’ s ethnic nationalities, a valuable source for the study of
history, government, economy, law, religion, languages, literature, technology, social life, and foreign relations
from the fifth to eleventh centuries AD. It is without question one of the most important discoveries in the recent
cultural history of China.

Not long after the texts at Dunhuang were discovered, explorers from Great Britain, France, Russia, and Japan
came one after another, and obtained considerable numbers of documents. Aside from the ten thousand or so texts held
in the Beijing Library , most of the rest are now part of the collections of the British Library, including the India Office
Library in Great Britain, the Bibliothéque Nationale in France, the Leningrad Institute of Oriental Studies of the USSR
Academy of Sciences, and varjous cultural institutions in Japan. The largest number of non-Buddhist texts of greatest
value to academic research are held in Great Britain and France.

Since the Dunhuang texts have become available, their great value has achieved worldwide recognition, and large
numbers of scholars have undertaken research into them with notable results. A new discipline — Dunhuang
Studies — has come into being, and become an ongoing field of study. And yet these precious documents are scattered
in collections all over the world, often locked away and access to them restricted, which causes great inconvenience to
the researchers. Scholars from ail over the world have long shared the fervent hope that a systematic effort be made to
organize, reproduce, catalogue, and publish this corpus of texts. Those scholars who have been in the forefront of
developing Dunhuang Studies in China have worked hard to edit and publish catalogues of texts, and to produce
photographic reproductions and critical editions of a portion of the corpus. They have laid an important foundation for
the work of organizing and studying the material. From the 1950s to the 1970s, France, Great Britain, and China
have made microfilms of most of the texts in their respective collections and made them available worldwide. In the
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working conditions for researchers today have greatly improved to be sure. However, the selections, photographic
reproductions, and critical editions of the texts so far published in China and abroad are incomplete, and the microfilms
and complete printed reproduction of the non-Buddhist texts are riddled with places that are blurred and difficult to
decipher as a result of the process of photographing and reprinting. This cannot but influence research into the contents
of the texts. Scientific examination requires direct access to the documents themselves. Since most researchers rarely
have an opportunity to see the originals, the publication of the entire corpus of non-Buddhist texts in an edition with
clear, readable plates of high quality, based on new photographs taken with advanced equipment, is a worthy
undertaking eagerly awaited by all researchers in the field.

The ideal way to go about the task would be to make photographs of the collections in each country, arrange the
texts by subject, and publish them together. For various reasons, however, this goal is difficult to achieve at present,
and it is only possible to work toward a step-by-step publication of the material as conditions in the various countries
permit. Fortunately, however, the British Library and the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London were very interested in our suggestion for new photographs of the Chinese non-Buddhist Dunhuang texts in
Great Britain, and a cooperative publication of them. After consultation between the two sides, an agreement was
reached. Our colleagues in Great Britain, Dr. Sarah Allan, Dr. Frances Wood, and Mrs. Beth McKillop, have
expended great effort and given this project enthusiastic support. They have made a valuable contribution toward the
successful fruition of this cultural cooperation between the two countries, a project of historic significance.

The Dunhuang texts collected in the British Library number over fifteen thousand, the largest such collection in
the world. Of these only those up to Stein 8149 have been photographed on microfilm, leaving over five thousand
which have never been published. The Dunhuang paintings on silk and paper held in the British Museum also have
donors’ inscriptions and explanatory cartouches in Chinese which have never been separately photographed or reprinted
in their entirety. All of these texts, inscriptions, and cartouches in Chinese script, excluding Buddhist scriptures, are
being systematically presented for the first time in this publication.

The non-Buddhist Chinese Dunhuang texts in Great Britain are rich and varied in content, and have always
attracted much scholarly interest. For example, in the area of literature one finds works of many different genres such
as poetry, buamwen, prompt-book stories (huaben), fiction, song texts, popular fu, ct poetry, and Buddhist karmic
morality tales. Not only do these texts allow us to sece the original form of works that have long been lost, but they also
have for the first time clarified certain literary phenomena which have hitherto been difficult to explain. Only through
the discovery of the Dunhuang manuscripts has it been revealed that the bianwen were the origin of later oral storytelling
literature, that the Dunhuang vernacular prompt-book stories were the source of Song and Yuan period prompt-book
stories, and that the Tang dynasty song texts represent a middle stage in the evolution from yue fu to Song-period ci
poetry. In the British collection there are numerous manuscript editions of the long-lost “Song of the Lady of Qin” of
Wei Zhuang, and the collected poetry of Wang Fanzhi, also largely lost.

There are several hundred ancient Chinese books in the British collection, a total of over a hundred titles. They
include all categories ¢+ Confucian canons, Taoist and Manichean scriptures, historical records, geographical treatises,
biographies, literary collections, encyclopedias, lexical works, rhyming dictionaries, ritual manuals, children’ s
textbooks, medical texts, pharmacopoeia, mathematical books, and calendrical works, as well as works on
fortune-telling, divination and esoteric techniques. There are received versions of some of these texts, but the earliest
manuscripts from Six Dynasties and Tang times have been of enormous use in collating, restoring, and investigating

the origins of woodblock editions from the Song dynasty and later. Many of the manuscripts, however, are



rediscoveries of works which were in circulation during the Jin, Tang, and Song dynasties, but subsequently lost;
these are even more precious. Gaps in a number of areas of learning have now been filled on the basis of these texts.
They have afforded a glimpse of certain areas which were not clear in later times, such as politics, culture, social
customs, and the perceptions of ordinary people.

The British collection includes over a thousand official, private, and Buddhist temple documents, all very
valuable for research into social history. Official documents in the collection include edicts, items from the criminal
code, statutes, regulations, officials’ credentials, identification documents, memorials, communicaticns, official
letters, depositions, judgements, household registers, land registers, tax and corvée registers, conscription registers,
financial accounts, irrigation and postal system records, and depositions and statements submitted by the common
people. Among these are documents sent back and forth between central government offices and the local
administrations throughout the country and in Dunhuang, documents from the local government at Dunhuang and its
subsidiary departments, and documents on relations between officials and the people in Dunhuang and between the
aristocracies of Turfan, the Uighurs and Khotan.

Buddhist temple documents number over two thousand. Because of the great influence of Buddhism in Tang
society, especially in the Dunhuang area, documents of this kind have great significance for the understanding of the
hierarchy of the Buddhist clergy, the organization of temples, and the religious, economic, and cultural activities
which took place within them during the Tang, Five Dynasties, and Song periods. The numerous financial accounts of
income and expenditure from the temples not only reveal the economic situation of the temples, but also afford solid
evidence for studying how the advanced four-column accounting method used in ancient China was developed during
the Tang period.

Private documents include letters, contracts, wills, division of property documents, inventories of sundry items,
accounts, manumission certificates, marriage separation agreements, documents of condolence, religious paeans,
inscriptions, and local association documents. The nearly one hundred contracts afford a broad reflection of social and
trade relations in the Dunhuang area. There are contracts for the purchase and sale of land, houses, and animals;
contracts for the mortgaging of land and human beings; contracts for the hire of labour or animals; and contracts for
the loan of grain or silk and cotton cloth. The hundred or so local association documents are quite complete : there are
association rules stipulating the basic purpose of the organization, the content of its activities, and its regulations on
punishments; documents for joining and resigning from the association; records of the administration of the association
by its leaders; notifications to association members of its activities; records of items donated to the association by its
members at death; and ceremonial documents and records of lamp offerings at religious observances and festivals.

The British collection of Dunhuang texts includes works of important value which do not exist elsewhere.
Examples include Tang dynasty vernacular prompt-book stories, the Story of Han Qinlar (Stein 2144}, the Account of the
Monk Huiyuan of Mount Tu (Stein 2073), and the Story of Ye Jingneng (Stein 6836) ; the “Sword Song” (Stein 6837)
used in conjunction with sword dances; the Xiang Er commentary to the Lao z (Stein 6825), which reflects early
Taoist thought; the lexical works Correct Use of Words (Stein 388) , Correci Current Usage of Characters (Stein 610), and
Character Samples for Current Use (Stein 5731); calligraphy masterpieces such as an excellent Tang copy edition of
Wang Xizhi’ s Zhan jin tie and Long bao tie (Stein 3753); medical texts such as the earliest work in China devoted
entirely to dietary cures, the Dietary Materia Medica (Stein 76) , the Acupuncture Treatise with Anatomical Nlustrations (Stein
6262), and the Treatise on Febrile Discases : Reading Pulses (Stein 202); the only family history among the Dunhuang
texts, the Biographies of the Fan Famuily of Dunluang (Stein 1889); and geographical treatises such as the History of



