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Preface

The vast land of China accommodates many long-standing ethnic groups.
They have not only played their parts in exploiting China’s vast territory and
decorating its beautiful mountains and rivers. but also made a contribution to
creating time-honoured Chinese history and brilliant Chinese cultures in the long
course of historical development.

In the treasure trove of Chinese culture, a wide variety of minority scripts and
classics shine brilliantly just like numerous bright pearls.

As one of the ancient civilizations in the world. China boasted many kinds of
scripts in the history. Scores of minority scripts, such as Kharosthi script.
Karasahr-Kuchean script, Khotanese script. Turkic script, Sogdian script,
Uyghur script, Chagatai script, Tangut script. Tibetan script, Dai script, Yi
scripts Dongba scripty Ersu Shaba script. the ancient Zhuang script, Shui
scripts Bai character, Khitan scripts Jurchen script, Mongolian script, Phags-
pa scripts Manchu script made their appearance. Each ethnic minority created
their own classics in their native languages. influenced by specific geographical
and natural environment, socio-cultural development. historical background, life
styles, methods of production. as well as their modes of thought. Chinese
classics in ethnic minority scripts are the products of the great unity of Chinese
ethnic minorities as well as the essence of cross-cultural communication and the
embodiment of the diversity of Chinese civilization.

Classics of different Chinese minorities are not only varied in linguistic forms.
but also large in number. Take Tibetan classics for example. It is not surprising
that the number of book collection in a single monastery can reach even up to

millions of volumes. Also, for Manchu classics, the First Historical Archives of
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China alone preserves more than 3.20 million volumes. In addition to the
collection owned by monasteries and official institutions, huge numbers of Chinese
classics in ethnic minority scripts are still owned by individuals, making it
impossible to know the specific number of the books. Being a part of Chinese
literature, they are not only valuable historical and cultural heritage of the Chinese
nation but also a kind of extremely precious historical memory.

By integrating the collective wisdom of all ethnic minorities in ancient times,
recording their social and historical development track. as well as showing their
specific spiritual value, ways of thinking, imagination and creativity, the rich and
diverse scripts and classics of different Chinese minorities are both an important
achievement of culture accumulated during thousands of years of Chinese historical
development and a gem of human civilization that is of high cognitive and academic
research value.

( | ) Value in philosophy

In Chinese classics of different minorities. the main philosophical problems
involved are about the origin of the universe and the human being. For example,
the books in Tibeto-Burman, Hmong-Mien (Miao-Yao ) and other languages
describe the threshold of an era and give their explanations for the origin and
evolution of lands, mountains, rivers, the sun, the moon. stars, animals and
plants. The most common methodology is to observe the nature and interpret it
based on the nature dialectics. Despite of the coexistence of materialistic and
idealistic explanations, both of them reflect the philosophical thinking of the
ancestors of Chinese nation.

(Il ) Value in religious studies

One of the important features of Chinese classics of different minorities is the
huge number of religious literature. For example. most ol Naxi Dongba classics
are related to religion. Moreover, they also cover a wide range of religious areas
and maintain close relationship with the world’s major religions. For instance.
books related to Buddhism have been found written in Tibetan script, Uyghur
scripts Mongolian script, Manchu script, Dai scripts Hangui script. Tangut
script. ete.; those related to Taoism in the ancient Zhuang script, the ancient
Buvyi script, Hmong (Miao) script, Mien (Yao) script. etc.; those related to

Islam in Chagatai script, (Dongxiang) Xiaojingwen script. etc.; those related
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to Christianity in the ancient Lisu script. the ancient Lahu script, Pollard
Hmong script. etc.; and those related to primitive religion in Naxi Dongba
scripts Y7 script. etc.

(Il Value in historical studies

The historical books of different minorities have special significance for studies
of ethnic history. Historical works of different minorities are also plentiful. such
as The Origin and Development of the Yi Group in Yi script, The Blue History
in Tibetan script, The Code of Tangut in Tangut scripts A History of Rashid in
Chagatai scripts, The Secret History of Mongolian in Mongolian script. Old
Archives of Manchu in Manchu script, The Biography of Xuanzang in inghur
scripts ete. Although they are of great historical value to the study of ethnic
history. few accesses have been made to these classics and historical materials as a
result of language barriers and data utilization bias. Chinese historians prefer to
use history books in Han language such as Records of the Grand Historian and
Records of the County South of Mount Hua than the recordings in minority
scripts. That indicates the great improvement room for the development and
utilization of Chinese classics of different minorities. As for historians who are
specialized in studies of ethnic history, it has important breakthrough significance
to make use of the ethnic historical data in their own languages.

(IV) Value in linguistics and philology

Originated from recording events by carving on wood. human scripts then
followed the development path of pictograph—hieroglyph—ideograph—syllabary—
alphabetic script. Chinese classics in ethnic minority scripts, just like a picture
depicting the development history of human scripts. involve various types and
stages. For example. Ersu Shaba script belongs to the pictographic written
system; Naxi Dongba script is pictographic and hieroglyphic; Tangut script is
ideographic; Naxi Geba script belongs to the syllabic system; and Tibetan
classics are written in Tibetan script. a form of alphabet writing.

There are also many monographs concerning linguistics and philology in
Chinese classics of different minorities. which suggests that the language study of
these minorities has reached a fairly high level. The examples are the Dai people’s
Sapu Chantika . the Yi people’ s Collections of Yi Scripts. and the Tangut

people’s The Sea of Characters.
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There have already been monographs in Chinese on ancient vocabulary like
Er’ya. But we have to seek for the linguistic data of Chinese ethnic archaisms and
dialects from wvarious classics. For example, Tibetan manuscripts written in the
Tang Dynasty and those in the Ming and Qing dynasties contain the ancient
Tibetan languages in the respective eras. Language data explored and collected
from these classics are undoubtedly reliable.

(V) Value in classical philology

Chinese classics in ethnic minority scripts enjoy a unique position and play an
essential role in studies of classical philology. Most of them are written on local
papers, such as the Tibetan paper. the Dongba paper, the Zhuang paper. the
Miao paper, and the Hotan paper. Some of them have distinctive advantages as
book carriers. For example. the Tibetan paper is made from the roots of a
poisonous plant, which can prevent paper from bookworms; and its thick and
tough texture further contributes to the preservation of Tibetan books for
hundreds of years. In addition. some Tibetan classics are written on birch bark.
The Dai people have palm-leal manuscripts. Those special carriers have greatly
enriched the contents of studies of classical philology.

The movable-type printing is a great Chinese invention. However, it is
difficult to find such specimens in the North Song Dynasty, so some scholars
question the Chinese people’ s invention of the movable-type printing.
Fortunately. the archaeological excavations in Ningxia found movable-type printed
books in Tangut scripts which were also the oldest movable-type printed
specimens in the world, and proved that the invention of Chinese movable-type
printing technology can be traced back to the Song Dynasty to the most
conservative extent. It provides a reliable basis for the research on the history of
Chinese civilization as well as the history of literature.

(V) Value in literature

Most of the influential works of minorities have been handed down in written
form and become an important part of ethnic classics. Some world-renowned
literary masterpieces are Gesar in Tibetan script, Jangar in Mongolian script,
Manas in Kyrgyz scripts Ashima in Yi scripts Zhaoshutun in Dai script, etc.
And the world’s oldest drama play script Maitrisimit is in Uyghur script.

Besides mountains of popular literary works, the ethnic minorities have made
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an in-depth research on literary theories and recorded their thoughts and research
results. As a result, the Dai people’s On the Dai Poetry . the Yi people’s On the
Yi Poetry and Essay and other monographs on literature and art appeared.

(M) Value in archaeology

Many Chinese cultural relics carry ethnic minority scripts. For example, the
palace names in the Forbidden City are written in Manchu script; the inscriptions
on murals of Mogaoku Grotto in Dunhuang are written in Uyghur script. The
ethnic minority scripts can not only enrich the contents of cultural relics. but also
provide important evidences for determining the time of their existence and what
nationalities they belong to during the archaeological excavations. They are keys to
the truth of historical relics.

Tablet inscriptions, as important components of Chinese classics in ethnic
minority scripts. have particular significance for archaeology. For example, The
Meeting Tablet of Tang and Tibet combining Tibetan and Han scripts, The
Tablet Marking the Rebuilding of the Liangzhou Gantong Pagoda, Huguo
Temple combining Tangut and Han scripts, and carved stones in Juyongguan
Pass carrying six kinds of scripts including Sanskrit, Tibetan, Han, Uyghur,
Tangut and Phags-pa are all cultural relics of high historical value.

(M) Value in medicine

Since ancient times, the Chinese ethnic minorities developed their respective
medical theories and therapies during their struggles against nature and diseases.,
and created a variety of ethnic medical books. For instance. the Tibetan people
recorded the traditional Tibetan medicine in the 8th century. With the support of
numerous Tibetan classics, the Tibetan medicine has become an independent
theoretical and practical medical discipline. Among Chinese classics in ethnic
minority scripts. medical classics are a section that has reached high scientific and
technological level. However, many precious medical classics that can benefit
mankind are still underexplored and rarely used in practice.

(IX) Value in astronomy and calendar

Since ancient times. the ancestors of different Chinese ethnic minorities
started their investigations on the astronomy and calendar and developed
systematic theories. For example, at the beginning of the 9th century, the

60-year cyclic calendar was in wide use by the Tibetan. According to this calendar,
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one circle is calculated by multiplying the Five Elements of Nature and the Twelve
Zodiac Signs together. A year is divided into four seasons with 3 months for each.
where a month may either be long (30 days) or short (29 days). The Yi people’s
On the Universe and Humanity records that it takes the earth 365. 40 days to orbit
around the sun once, by which people can define boundaries of the year and the
month. identify long and short months, as well as calculate the leap year and the
leap month. The Yi calendar reaches a high level of accuracy. The Dai calendar
was developed in the very early time. It combines the Han calendar and calendar
of Indo-China Peninsula of Southeast Asian and thus forms a unique Dai
astronomical calendar. Chinese people are proud of the outstanding achievements
made in ancient astronomy and calendar. The classics of different minorities about
astronomy and calendar demonstrate the Chinese people’s understanding of the

universe, which is one of the essential symbols of Chinese civilization.

I

The Chinese culture is inclusive and comprehensive and has combined
elements from all sources. where the classics in ethnic minority scripts constitute
an important and inseparable part, The Collection of Rare and Precious Chinese
Classics in Ethnic Minority Scripts consists of 28 volumes and covers 14 ethnic
minority scriptss 1. e. Naxi Dongba script. Yi scripts Shui script, Tangut
scripts Khitan script, Jurchen script, the ancient Zhuang scripts the ancient
Buyi script, Tibetan script, Phags-pa script. Dai script, Chagatai script,
Mongolian script and Manchu script. Those classics basically present a general
picture of minority literatures and reflect the diversity of Chinese culture as well as
its rich and wonderful cultural heritage.

After the establishment of the project of The Collection o f Rare and Precious

Chinese Classics in Ethnic Minority Scripts. we fully discussed the criteria for

selecting a classic and [inally defined three major principles—preciousness and
rareness, folk sources and representativeness.

( | ) Preciousness and Rareness

It is required that the selected classics must be precious and rare.

Preciousness means that a selected classic may be valuable in either its subject and
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