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Introduction

With a long history and splendid ethnic culture. the Dai people mainly live in
Yunnan Province. According to the Sixth National Census in 2010, there are about
1. 26 million Dai people in China.

The name Dai is a general term that refers to all the Da: people. In different
historical periods. they were called differently by other groups. During the Han
and Jin dynasties. they were referred to as “Dianyue”. *Liao™ or * Jiuliao” in
some historical records. In the Tang and Song dynasties, they were known as
*Golden Teeth”. * Black Teeth”, * Tattooed Feet”. * Tattooed Faces”.
“*Mangman” and “White Clothes”. They were still referred to as “Golden Teeth”
and “White Clothes” in the Yuan and Ming dynasties. Since the Qing Dynasty.
they became known as “Baiyi (233) " or “Baiyi (#£4) ”. When the People’s
Republic of China was founded in 1949, the government respected the Dai people’s
wishes and officially named the group “Dai” according to the pronunciation of the
term they call themselves.

The origin of the Dai can be traced back to the ancient Baiyue people.

The Dai people believe in Theravada Buddhism or primitive religions.
Theravada Buddhism is a branch of Buddhism also known as Hinayana Buddhism
(Lesser Vehicle). Theravada Buddhism was introduced to the Dai region in China
from about the 6th to the 8th century. According to the doctrines of Theravada
Buddhism. it was a common practice to send young boys to the temples as monks
in the past. People believed this experience would help them to become more
educated,

The language ol the Dai belongs to the Zhuang-Dai branch of the Zhuang-

Dong group of the Sino-Tibetan language [amily. The two main dialects of the Dai
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are Xishuangbanna Dai and Dehong Dai.

The written system of the Dai . which was introduced to the Dai region with
the spread of Buddhism. originates from the ancient India alphabet system of
Brahmi. There are four different branches in this written system. namely the
Daile s the Daina + the Daibeng and the Jinping Dai written systems,

The numerous Dai classics include Buddhist classics. which are closely
related to temples. and folk literature, which is closely related to a Dai folk song

singer called “Zanha”.

I

As far as the carrier is concerned. there are two forms of Da: classics: palm-
leal manuscripts and paper classics.

Palm-leal manuscripts are written on the leaves of pattra, a kind of palm tree.
Many palm-leal manuscripts were found in Xishuangbanna and Menglian in China.

A typical palm-leal manuscript is 5 to 6 centimeters high and 50 centimeters
wide. Both sides can be used. Every 10 to 12 pages are stringed together into a
volume with thread. A classic consists ol several or even dozens ol volumes. Palm-
leal manuscripts are wrapped up with cloth, cotton or mat for preservation.

The paper used for Dai classics varies {rom place to place. In Dehong area,
the sutra is written on the tissue paper. Made of bamboo. it is yellowish in color,
thin but tough. The Dai people in Xishuangbanna usually use the bark paper. It is
darker. thicker and tougher.

Tissue paper classics have wide pages, usually 50 centimeters high and 30
centimeters wide. Bark paper classics. on the other hand. have smaller pages. The
bigger ones can be 37 to 40 centimeters high and 23 to 25 centimeters wide, while
the smaller ones are no bigger than a tofu and can be carried inside a pocket.

[lluminated manuscripts are written on ornate cardboards, which are
varnished with a purple or light blue pigment and upon which the letters are
written in silver or gold. Then people brush a thin layer of paint on the cardboards
to prevent them from moisture or bookworms., Most illuminated manuscripts are
Buddhist sutras in the Chinese pothi binding and the most costly among all Dai

classices.



Dai classics cover the following subjects: history. politics, law. military.
culture and education. language and script. literature, art, religion. astronomy

and calendar. medicine, farming and irrigation,

It

Duai classics collected in this collection are of high value.

On one hand. they are representative. The Abstract of Khuddaka Nikaya
and Qiusa are important palm-leal manuscripts. The Book of Calendar and The
Laws of King Mangrai are bark paper classics. On Karma is an illuminated
manuscript.

On the other hand. these classics are of high academic value. The Dai have
their own calendar. which is quite different from the lunar calendar that people of
the Central China use. The Book of Calendar is the most typical calendar of the
Dai people. The Dai also have their own laws. which played an important role in
maintaining the regime ol the feudal lords. The Laws of King Mangrai is the
most famous of all. Tattoo is another special art of the Dai culture. which reflects
the aesthetics of the Dai people as well as their spiritual life. The collection has
included 4 tattoo patterns to represent the broad and profound contents of the Dai
culture. Buddhist sutras are very important classics. The Abstract of Khuddaka
Nikaya « Qiusa» On Karma and Golden Fruits are some of the most important
Buddhist sutras.

During the collecting and editing process. we got many scholars’ support and
help. T would like to extend my sincere gratitude to Pu Xuewang. Ye Kangjie. Li

Peng and Xu Haitao.
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