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GENERAL PREFACE

Diao Shuren

Pattra Scripture is the Buddhist Scripture inscribed on the pattra leaves originated in India. It was commonly thought
that Pattra Scripture was introduced to Sri Lanka together with Hinayana in round about the 7th Century and reached the
southwest border area of Yunnan Province, China by way of Burma and Thailand. According to the investigation, there
are thousands of volumes of Pattra Scripture discovered in Yunnan's Xishuangbanna, Simao, Lincang, Dehong and some
other places, of which a greater part has been collected. Besides Tai Pattra Scripture, Pattra Scripture inscribed in Lao,
Burmese, Thai, and Sinhalese have been discovered in these countries.

The Thai Pattra Scripture is a precious heritage of China. Besides Buddhist Scripture, it carries very rich contents
recor’d.ing Thai astronomy, calendar, social history, law and regulations, folk custom, medical science and medicine,
production, way of life, moral principles, morality, art and literature. So far the Buddhist codes and records are concerned,
since the introduction of Pattra Scripture into the Tai Area of China, many Tai senior monks have written a considerable
number of works in connection with the doctrines of Buddhist Scripture and with the original culture of the Tais. All of
them are gradually forming the strikingly typical Tai traditional culture.

For over a thousand years, the Tai people have manifested their best appreciation of the Tai Pattra Scripture, regarding
it as a treasure handed down from ancient times and calling it "a holy boat carrying Tai history and culture". Until now,
the codes and records in the Pattra Scripture are still being read, studied, utilized and inscribed, and the Tai Pattra
Scripture culture still proves its great value and meaning for existence. In April 2001, the prefecture government of
Xishuangbanna held the First Seminar for the Studies of the Pattra Scripture in Jinghong. Present to the Seminar were
over 200 specialists with over 130 articles.This fully proved that people appreciated this unique cultural phenomenon
very much.

Since the founding of the People's Republic of China for over 50 years, basing on the policies of the CPC on nationalities
and religion, governments of various levels have done a great deal for the protection and exploration of the Pattra Scrip-
ture culture. First of all, we have collected and sorted out the Pattra Scripture to avoid losses or damages, and then set up
special institutions and assigned special persons to classify, register, take down the titles of the books, and write abstracts
of each book. We have also translated some of the scripture on the part relate to Tai culture. We have published some
Pattra Scripture books translated into Chinese. Besides, some results have been achieved in the studies of the Thai Pattra
Scripture. Some theses and introductory articles have come out one after another. For the past few years, basing on the
contents of the Pattra Scripture, the art and literary circles have written a number of new artistic works such as the dance
drama Zhaoshutun & Nanmunuona, Langaxihe, the musical Water Sprinkle Festival, and the film Princess Peahen, etc.
Art and handcraft works and paintings have also been created from the subject matters in connection of the Pattra Scripture,
and many of them have been awarded prizes for their specific styles both at home and abroad. The influence of the Tai
Pattra Scripture is seen expanding with each passing day.

However, we are fully aware that our collection, sorting, and studies of the Pattra Scripture are merely on the start and
far from deep-going as compared with its broad and profound contents and its far-reaching influence. The main reason is
that a greater part of the Pattra Scripture has not yet been translated, and its all-round value has not fully been recognized
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by us, either. Now the trouble is that the main codes and records of the Pattra Scripture are still in the hands of the
country folks, which are very likely missing any time.

Under the circumstance, Yunnan People's Publishing House has decided to publish the 100-volume The Complete
Collection of Chinese Pattra Scripture. This is indeed a great deed with an exceptional sight, and it is a great event in Tai
cultural history and in Chinese Buddhist history as well. In order that the book can be well published, we should do the
collection, sorting, and translation of the book even more profoundly, thoroughly, and systematically, so that this cul-
tural treasure of human being will be preserved, accumulated, and spread generation after generation. This is a matter of
boundless beneficence.

The Pali language Buddhism is one of the Buddhism of the three language families of China. It has its own specific
features in theory, doctrine, and religious disciplines, which come closer to those of early Buddhism. Through Pattra
Scripture we can learn more accurate details about the early Buddhism, which more clearly reflects the developing se-
quence of ideas of Hynayana. This enriches and develops the contents of Hynayana Buddhism, and the Tai Buddhism in
particular. )

The Tai Pattra Scripture is not only Buddhist Scripture, but also a great collection of the Tai traditional culture. In this
sense it is an Encyclopedia of the Tai nationality.

The cultural development of a nationality has its traditional features. Many of the contents in the Pattra Scripture do
not contradict our aim to build Socialist material and spiritual civilization. On the contrary, they are found to communi-
cate with each other in some places. Therefore we should value this national cultural heritage and make the past to serve
the present. Pattr Scripture is a transnational, transregional, and trans-ethnic culture. The publication and studies of the
Pattra Scripture will strengthen the understanding and cooperation among the countries, regions, and nationalities, and
particularly the friendly cooperation between China and Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Central Asia. The publication of
the Pattra Scripture will play an important part in the cultural exchange between China and foreign countries.

A prosperous country, a prosperous people, a prosperous nation, and a progressive society is a common wish shared by
all the nationalities of China and a goal for all the people to strive to realize. The national spirit nurtured by national
culture, which further arouses boundless impetus, will help us to unite and work even harder to march on the road to
realize this goal of ours. In this sense, the publication of The Complete Collection of Chinese Pattra Scripture is of extraor-
dinary significance.

Diao Shuren
Vice Director
Chinese Buddhist Association

Dated April 3, 2003
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AN OUTLINE ON THE VALUE
OF THE CHINESE PATTRA SCRIPTURE
(AN ARTICLE IN LIEU OF THE PREFACE)

By Hu tingwu
Some questions on the conception of the Chinese Pattra Scripture

Pattra Scripture is the Buddhist scripture written on the pattra leaves. Such a cultural phenomenon as making written
records on the pattra leaves might begin first in India, and in China it is of over a thousand years' standing from the Tang
Dynasty. Up to the present, Pattra Scripture can be found in India, Thailand, China, Burma and Laos, and in Sri Lanka,
too.

Pattra Scripture is a unique cultural phenomenon in the world. Since ancient time, human being has used many things
to write on. In ancient China, people used both the animal bones or the tortoise shells, hence the "inscriptions on bones
or tortoise shells", whereas in Babylon, the earliest written language might be inscribed on a piece of mud, which could be
kept long after baking it hardened. Later, articles like the bamboo, the wooden slip, and the goatskin were used. And still
later, there was the silk, the rayon, the paper and so on. At present new media like the tape, the disk and so on are very
popular almost in every corner of the world. As to the phenomenon of inscribing Buddhist Scripture and relative ancient
codes and records on the pattra leaves with iron pen, besides in ancient India, it seems that it could only be found and
spread in the area of the Tai Thai nationality, where people believe in Hinayana as a religion.

The Chinese Pattra Scripture here referred to is the pattra scripture that was inscribed on the pattra leaves in Tai
language in Yunnan's Tai area, and mainly in the Tai area of Xishuangbanna. The Tais made it, preserved it, and used it
to inscribe ancient codes and records. The Chinese Pattra Scripture is the sole product of China that differs from the
Pattra Scripture from other countries as it is written in Chinese Tai language mixed with lots of secular writings.

In the course of the long history of slave society and feudal society, there were not any schools in Xishuangbanna.
However, there must be culture and science for a people of any places if they wish to survive and develop. As the rulers
could not open any schools by then, it was but natural that the Buddhist temples in every village would serve the purpose
of schools. The children were sent to the temples to be little monks at the age of seven or eight. They learned not only
Buddhist Scripture but also cultural and scientific knowledge, which included geography, astronomy, history, farming,
medical science, literature, and even the conventional regulations of the country folks as complex as they might appear to
be. Therefore we can see the secular codes and records inscribed in the Pattra Scripture preserved in the temples. However,
these secular codes and records were found to have inserted quotations from Buddhist Scripture or doctrines in the
prefaces, postscripts or inside the codes and records themselves. Of these little monks, most of them would become
civilians as if they were students to graduate from the school. I figure out that this is why it has become a social custom in
Xishuangbanna that there are so many little monks there until now.

The ancient codes and records are an inseparable part of the Chinese Pattra Scripture. They enjoy a proper position in
the scripture and play the role of the "scripture” to certain extent. That is, they are spoken highly by the people for they
are capable of controlling and regulating the thought, the words, and the deeds of the people. Therefore, the secular
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written language has expanded the volume of the Pattra Scripture and enriched its connotation and extension. Meanwhile,
it is a complete cultural structure as an " Encyclopedia of Tai Culture"..

There are three components in the Chinese Pattra Scripture: a. The original Buddhist Scripture, namely, the Hinayana
Scripture; b. The secular scripture written by the local writers, namely, the writings expounding and developing the
Buddhist Scripture by the Tai senior monks of each dynasty or period, in which there were Buddhist tales or tales about
the Buddhist Patriarch, etc.; c. The secular codes and records, namely the cultural and scientific writings mixed with
Buddhist spirit.

Thé reason why we call the Pattra Scripture preserved in Xishuangbanna and some other places "Chinese Pattra Scrip-
ture" and the book sorted out and published as such The Complete Collection of Chinese Pattra Scripture is that firstly,
the Pattra Scripture differs from the Pattra Scripture in various parts of the world as it has inserted secular codes and
records written by local writers; secondly, though the Pattra Scripture is mainly preserved in Xishuangbanna of Yunnan
Province, China, yet we can also find it in Dehong Tai and Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture and in Menglian County of
Simao Prefecture and elsewhere in Yunnan; thirdly, the book thus sorted out and published includes the secular codes
and records written by local writers besides Buddhist Scripture, which virtually makes it a "complete collection". If only
the part of Buddhist Scripture is published, it will hardly be of any new value for we can find Hinayana Scripture everywhere.

One point has to be clarified: The Pattra Scripture introduced into China composes Hinayana Scripture, Tibetan Bud-
dhist Scripture, and Mahayana Scripture. However, the latter two scriptures are rarely found. They are merely for preser-
vation and consecration. While in Xishuangbanna, it is inscribed and regarded as scripture. However, they are obviously
valuable to be included in The Complete Collection of Chinese Pattra Scripture as part of it but with titles.

The significance in the publication of The Complete Collection of Chinese Pattra Scripture lies in:

1).It contributes to the entire construction of Chinese culture. The culture containing in the Chinese Pattra Scripture is
an important component of the Chinese traditional culture, and the publication of The Complete Collection of Chinese
Pattra Scripture is a further exploration and sorting of the broad and profound Chinese culture. Since the culture is a
territorial culture mainly preserved and spread by the Tais, the publication of the book is significant for the consolidation
and national unity of the country.

2).It contributes to building Yunnan ethnic culture. The Chinese Pattra Scripture is also an important component of
Yunnan culture. According to the classification made historically and territorially, Yunnan culture can be divided into the
Ancient Yunnan Culture, Nanzhao Culture, Dongba Culture, Cuan Culture, and Pattra Culture. If classified from the
ethnic point that produced and inherited a certain culture, there is the Bimo Culture, Dongba Culture, Pattra Culture,
Tibetan Culture of Shangri-La, etc. Obviously whatever the classification that may be, we may say that the exploration
and sorting of Yunnan culture already started long ago and achieved greater success. However, from the point of publication,



it is still beyond mentioning. During the first half of the 20th century, little result could be said of for the sorting and
publication of Yunnan culture, and of Yunnan's ethnic culture in particular. The second half of the last century saw the
publication of a large number of ethnic cultural books, and mainly of the ethnic folk literature and investigation reports
on the life of the ethnic nationalities. There were some writings on the studies of the ethnic life, too. Personally, I would
say that the sorting was scrappy and random. It was, therefore, not systematic and not on a large scale. It is only until
recently when Yunnan People's Publishing House published The Complete Collection of the Translation and Annotation
of Naxi Dongba Ancient Books and Yunnan People's Publishing House and Yunnan Art Publishing House jointly pub-
lished The Art of Sculpture and Painting of Nanzho-Dali Kingdom can we say that Yunnan's cultural and publishing
circles have stepped into an all-round sorting of Yunnan's culture. Now we are building Yunnan culture, and it is vital that
whether or not we can do this work through to the end. We are building Yunnan Ethnic culture, but it would be incredible
without several cultural classics like The Complete Collection of the Translation and Annotation of Naxi Dongba Ancient
Book. As the Dongba Scripture has come out already, we are waiting to see the publication of The Complete Collection of
Chinese Pattra Scripture, whose publication is a matter of key importance. .

3).It contributes to the study of history. As what is said above, in the Pattra Scripture of Xishuangbanna, there are a lot
of ancient codes and records mixed in it besides Buddhist Scripture, of which there is the Buddhist Patriarch's Travels
and Naguan. They are unique or even hardly replaceable materials for the study of the history of Xishuangbanna, the
history of China's southern border area, the history of China's relations with foreign countries, and in particular, with
Southeast Asia and South Asia. The former tells about the origin of the names of places and the habit and custom of the
people when Sakyamuni, the founder of Buddhism traveled in Xishuangbanna. Now if you visit Xishuangbanna, people
will tell you many interesting tales of the old days still retold among the folks. In the Pattra Scripture, there are also
records about farming, which are also useful for the study of the agriculture of our country, and in particular, the agricul-
ture of the southwest border area of China.

4).It contributes to the study of religion and the execution of the religious policy of the country. Though as Buddhist
Scripture, the Pattra Scripture of Xishuangbanna has mixed with the writings by the local writers and with some secular
codes and records, for which it certainly differs not only from the Mahayana Scripture and Tibetan Buddhist Scripture,
but also from the Hinayana Scripture of elsewhere in China and in some other countries. This might be an exceptional
case in the Buddhist Scripture in the world, which undoubtedly deserves much study. In China, we enjoy freedom of
religion, which also includes freedom of the belief in a certain sect of a certain religion, and the publication of The Com-
plete Collection of China's Pattra Scripture is the embodiment of the government policy towards religion, not to say that
the book is China's unique Buddhist ancient book, and its publication will surely produces great influence in South Asia
and in Southeast Asia, and in the religious circles of the world.

5).It contributes to the study of the experience in the ecological protection. According to the geographers, many centu-
ries ago, close to the Tropic of Cancer, dense forest could be found everywhere. Now, except for Xishuanbanna, whose



forest is still twinkling like a green jewel, all the forest is gone. Why? Because it has its specific environmental climate
formed by its own virtuous cycle, which in turn enables it to remain a perfect green kingdom after all the forest and
vegetation around are destroyed. However, in my opinion, all these can only answer for the formation of the forest. The
survival of the forest is not entirely a matter of natural forces. On the contrary, the factor of man is decisive. The reason
why China is able to protect the luxuriant rain forest in Xishuangbanna is the fact that we owe it much to the people there
who are the earliest environmentalists. There is an ancient dictum among the masses of people in Xishuangbanna that
says "The fire in the fire-pan must not die out, and the water in the well must not dry up. We must protect the plants,
grass, And flowers around our houses and live with them as if we were friends." This dictum, if not from the Tai Pattra
Scripture, conforms to some of its quotations in spirit. In fact, in the Pattra Scripture there are lots of teachings for the
protection of the water and the plants. They are the important resources for the masses of the people there to protect the
environment. They deserve our study and we should take it as a good example.

6).It contributes to the summary of the experience for the community education. The Tais in Xishuangbanna all be-
lieve in Buddhism. There is a Buddhist temple in every village. People leave their homes for the temple, and then come
back from it. Here in Xishuangbanna, the Buddhist doctrines often mix with the conventional regulations of the village,
and the teachings in them also enter into the Buddhist doctrine. They mix into one body. In Xishuangbanna, we can often
see groups of children monks. They are not professional monks. As the local custom goes, boys have to go to the temple to
study for a certain period of time. They will go back home as secular civilians when growing up a little bit older. This
custom shows that there is not clear difference between a monk and a civilian in Xishuangbanna. There is a book entitled
How to Teach Your Son to Behave Properly, in which there is the following quotation: "My child, be kindly to others.
Don't be angry when you are unhappy! Don't take advantage of somebody else's power to bully the weak. It is not good not
to observe the conventional rules and regulations or not to respect the Buddha or the elders. It is very bad to look down
upon the women and the children, to drink much, and to go to bed early but get up late. When going out, don't go
unaccompanied. Don't tell a lie. Don't listen to slanders...." I do not know whether or not this book has included in the
Pattra Scripture. However, as far as I know, teachings like the said quotation can be found in many places. Xishuangbanna
is almost a paradise in such a cultural environment. Any one who has been to Xishuangbanna, and in particular to its
villages, would be very favourably impressed of the people there, who are so kindly and unsophisticated, so indifferent to
fame and gain, so even-tempered and good-humoured, and so united and friendly. I am no advocator of religion. I am
merely drawing the attention of the sociologists to the experience of the community education in Xishuangbanna.

7).1t contributes to the good tradition to inherit the moral education. Personally, I would say that Xishuangbanna
offers a good example in moral education. Though the teachings mainly come from the Pattra Scripture, they are not
Buddhist Seripture themselves but the secular books, in which we can find many reasonable and even wise sayings. Now
our government is advocating the policy of "administering the country in a moral way", and so the valuable properties in
the ethnic culture should not be left unused at random. Instead, we should sum them up for practice.
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