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Introduction

The Oirat Mongols are an important group of the Mongols. mainly living in
Xinjiang, Qinghai, Inner Mongolia. Gansu and some other areas in the northern
and western borderland of China. They also live in western Mongolia and the
Republic of Kalmykia in Russia. Because the Oirat Mongols live dispersedly. it is
difficult to find out the exact population of them. According to the Mongolian
population census data of each province and city. it is supposed that the current
Oirat population is about 300,000 in China.

The Oirat Mongols were called “Oyirat” or “Oirad™ during the Yuan Dynasty.
Later in the Ming Dynasty they were called “Wala”. and “Elute” in the Qing
Dynasty. It is generally believed that the Oirat Mongols first lived in the upper
reaches of the Yenisei River. and that in the early 13th century. they were subject
to the Genghis Khan. They later settled down in the northwest of China. and
extended their sphere of influence from today’s Hanggai Mountain of Mongolia in

the east to the Balkhash Lake in the west. from the middle reaches of the Irtysh

River in the north to the entire Tianshan Mountain in the south. establishing an

important nomadic empire in Central Asia. Their power peaked during the Dzungar
Khanate. Tsewang Rabtan and Galdan Tseren’ s periods. In 1755, the Qing
Dynasty marched into the Dzungar Khanate and deleated Dawachi Khan near the
Gedeng Mountain. putting an end to the Dzungar Khanate.

The traditional religion of the Oirat Mongols is the polytheistic worship of
Shamanism. In 1616, the Four Oirats. led by their leader. Baikhu Gushi Khan of
the Torghut Clan. converted to Buddhism. The spread of Buddhism has brought
huge impact to the history and culture of the Oirat Mongols. A lot of classics in

Clear Script that we have found so far are Buddhist classics. Before the spread of
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Buddhism. the Oirat Mongols used Uyghur-style Mongol script. Because of the
need to translate Buddhist classics. and as proposed by Wagqirt Taiji. the eldest
son. and Abalai Taiji. the youngest son. of Baikhu Gushi Khan. the Oirat monk
Zaya Pandita created a new written system in 1648 on the basis of Uyghur-style
Mongol script— Clear Script. Therefore. the Torghuts living in Dzungar and the
Volga River basin started using Clear Script instead of Uyghur-style Mongol
script.

The Mongolian language belongs to the Mongolian branch of the Altaic
language [amily. The Mongolian language used in China is divided into three
dialects. the Inner Mongolia dialect. the Barga-Buryat dialect and the Oirat dialect.
The Oirat dialect is an important component ol the three. The Oirat Mongols have
used both Uyghur-style Mongol script and Clear Script. But at the beginning of the
20th century. the Kalmyks living in the Volga River basin gave up Clear Script. In
the 1910s. the Oirat Mongols living in West Mongolia replaced Clear Script with
Cyrillic seript. In the 1970s. the Oirat Mongols in China’s Xinjiang region began to
use Uyghur-style Mongol script and Clear Script at the same time. but in the
1990s. all Clear Seript were replaced by Uyghur-style Mongol script. Clear Seript

has become an endangered script.

Il

Of all the scripts used by the Mongols, Clear Script is second only to the
Uyghur-style Mongol script in terms ol the existence of time and the number of
classics left. Especially in the 17th and 18th centuries. Clear Seript made a great
contribution to the cultural exchange in Central Asia.

Classics in Clear Script are written on many carriers such as gold. stone. silk.
bone. birch bark. paper. ete. Among them. paper books account for the vast
majority, The paper that the Oirat Mongols used was mainly brought from China
and Russia. Woodblock books in Clear Seript [irst appeared in 1741 during the rule
of Galdan Tseren. Letterpress copies appeared in the Qing Dynasty. and the
lithographic printing appeared in the period of the Republic of China. However.
most of them are manuscripts. The bindings of classics in Clear Script include the
sutra binding. the Chinese pothi binding. the whirlwind binding and the thread
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binding. The most common one is the Chinese pothi binding. Clear Scripts are
written from top to bottom. and the lines are moved from left to right. Classics in
Clear Script are rich and colorful in content. which involves many fields such as
linguistics. literature. history, religion. custom. medicine. politics. ete.

In the past, classics in Clear Script were mostly collected by temples.
Nowadays. most of them are collected by individuals. Although the classics are
huge in number and rich in content. their collection work started quite late. So far,
Private Collections of Clear Script Docwuments in the Ili River Basin (Inner
Mongolia Culture Press. in 2016. 6 volumes published) and The Collection of
Clear Script Document of the Olets in the 1li River Basin (China Social Sciences
Press, in 2016, 3 volumes published ). two series of books that include

photocopies of important classics in Clear Script. have been published.

I

Of all classics in Clear Script, we selected two for this collection; both of
them are collected by the people living in the Ili River basin. The author came upon
these classics while doing field work in the region [rom 2000 to 2016.
Internationally speaking. this region has the largest number of private collections
of classics in Clear Script. So it is the important base of the research of classics in
Clear Script.

The lirst classic is Instructional Tantra . the third volume ol the Tibetan
medical masterpiece Four Tantras. 1t was translated by the eminent Oirat monk.
Zaya Pandita. and others in the 17th century. It includes 92 chapters and is about
the diagnoses and treatments of dilferent diseases. This is the most important
medical book in Clear Seript found so far of high academic value in studying the
medical communications between the Tibetans and the Mongols.

The second classic is the woodblock The Diamond Sutra . also translated by
Zaya Pandita and published by the Torghut Khan regime in the late Qing Dynasty.
It was advocated by Buyang Monk and Fujin Serjibilged of the Torghut Tribe.
Woodblock books in Clear Script are scarce. seeing that so far we have only found
less than 30 copies. and some of them are lost forever. The woodblock The

Diamond Sutra is ol irreplaceable value in the research of the origin and

6



development of Clear Script books and culture.

In the process ol collecting data. 1 received help from Ms, Suyee who is
Deputy Chiel of Hujiertai Township. Nilka Town. 1li Kazakh Autonomous
Prefecture of Xinjiang., Ms. Tuya who is a reporter of the Bortala Mongol
Autonomous Prefecture Radio and TV Station. and Mr. Norob. who retired [rom
Zhaosu County. Ili Kazakh Autonomous Prefecture. 1 also need to express my
special thanks to the ancient book collectors Rengin Nipah and Dr. Botga [or their
selfless support and my Master Degree candidates Yingtao and Gegqgi who helped
me taking photos of classics during their summer vacation in the Ili River basin

in 2015.
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