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Yang Xiuging

Yang Xiuging was born in 1963 in Gaolan County of Gansu Province. In 1981, he passed the national examination to
study at Northwest Normal University, majoring in history. After graduation, he remained in the university to study the
history of the Sui and Tang Dynasties (586-907) under Professor Jin Baoxiang, a famous scholar in Tang Dynasty
history. Emerging in 1988 with Master Degree,' he was assigned to work for the editorial board of Gansu Social Sciences,
a journal published by the Gansu Provincial Academy of Social Sciences, but was transferred to work in the Dunhuang
Academy in 1995. From March 2002 to March 2004, Yang was sent by the Dunhuang Academy to Tokyo to study the
history of Japanese fine arts at the Seijo University. Yang engages mainly in the study of the Sui and Tang history, history
of northwest China, and the Dunhuang arts. He hés so far published over 30 treatises and some academic works such as
History of Xihan Jinshan State of Dunhuang and History of the Thinking Track Behind the Decisions on the Development
of Northwest China (ancient volume, co-author). In addition, Yang has published popular readings such as Dunhuang and
the Silk Road and Dunhuang Mogao Grottos (VCD, text by Yang). He is now research fellow of The Dunhuang Academy,
Deputy Director of the Editorial Board of Dunhuang Research, guest research fellow of Nanjing Normal University, and
vice-president and member of the executive council of Dunhuang Studies Society of Gansu.
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Introduction

In Gansu Province, to the west of the Yellow River and between the Qilianshan Mountains
and the north mountain ranges on the southern verge of the Mongolian Plateau, there
is a narrow plateau about 1,000 km long and up to 50 km wide. It is the famous Hexi
Corridor, through which one can pass westward towards Central Asia and on into not only
South and West Asia but also Europe. Historically, it was the most important cllanne-l,
commonly known as the "Silk Road", for trade between China and the West. It played an
important role in the development of world civilization. Dunhuang is located in the far

west of the Hexi Corridor.

In 1900, a Taoist priest named Wang Yuanlu happened to find many thousands of sutra
books and documents iiaféi_’cave of the Mogao Grottoes of Dunhuang. This ignorant Taoist
didn't realize that hié‘ﬂiscbvery was actually a treasure trove of knowledge related to
- Dunhuang, a onte -advancéd city that had declined and ultimately been overwhelmed by
desert after the 13tﬁ fcentury.
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“FAgT —@EH R L PR TR The earliest historical records and a general
W sk RRERRLTF (P - K eXp[anétion of the word “Dunhuang”

SEBE Y | Bk ZE TN TLET1264F M TG R The Chinese word “Dunhuang” was first seen in the
. S \ ‘ Historical Records: History of Dawan, when Zhang Qian
o] K2 Ja 45 O Rk & A 5 P 3s T 8] i+ 42 o

mentioned it in his report about the Western Regions to

BUHY o 2R DUN B AE T B 31X P 2 189 2 S et
Ui B, R, 4B, B, 7 BEIAZEE day Xi'an) from the Western Regions in 126 BC. Ying Shao

BHEHEFRZE (CHEFEE Y Xt Bhi g B of the Eastern Han Dynasty annotated the word as “great

YE Mt —b k¥, MEUEXTS :ﬁ%fiy;ﬁ 1) 4E prosperity”. Li Jifu of the Tang Dynasty gave further
SEMB TN, Y. S o L explanation to Ying Shao’s annotation in his work Records
71 + : ’ H L . +£X y |

IR, B T X R A i - “and prosperity comes from the wide development of the
EWRK, URTHEREHNFZRKTIEKN - Western Regions.” This explanation greatly influenced later

Emperor Han Wudi upon his return to Chang’an (present-

on Prefectures and Counties in Yuanhe that “Dun means great

iR, W X — R - . = ages and, even now, it is used in many commentaries about

Dunhuang.
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Dunhuang Mogao Grottoes—art gallery in deserts (Photo by Sun Zhijun)



. .

r 49" — R R %R R
F5C b, R — A FHAE R iR EUE AR
AR, AR ZAT R E i, JFH M
RELHB DX bty D s B DR R
FARBHRREY, “FE” —
i) g FL oA /DB RO R R, 98 38 A2
NOBERERN SR, HEiFEARRE M L —2
MEE. AMEHREILAAN, “BR —2FH
DARH L, MskB\BRA EEM KRR, HAE

Adal
)

A H BT ok 3 A P S 25 T A 1Y i
w5 B IR AR 5K 2 BT AR A5 B B[R] @ A

{55t A G LA T £ £ L 0T R Y

Linguistic source of “Dunhuang” from an ethnic

MINority

In fact, the word Dunhuang appeared earlier than the time
when Emperor Han Wudi set up Dunhuang Prefecture, and
it was closely related to the ancient history of the Dunhuang
Region.

Academic research indicates that the word “Dunhuang”
is a linguistic transliteration of an ethnic minority, which,
however, has not yet been defined and about which there
iIs no general agreement in academic circles. Some scholars
believe that the name “Dunhuang” appeared in the Han
Dynasty and was directly related to Zhang Qian because of it
being the first known reference in his report to Emperor Han

Wudi. Even if we accept that Zhang Qian submitted his report
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in 121 BC before his second visit to the Western Regions as

an envoy, “Dunhuang” recorded in Historical Records and
History of the Han has nothing to do with Dunhuang County
and Dunhuang Prefecture because it relates to facts occurring

within the period from the late Warring States to the Qin and

Han Dynasties. Thus, the name “Dunhuang” appeared before

the Han Dynasty set up Dunhuang County and Dunhuang
“Dunhuang” was often used with
“Qilian”

to an ethnic minority. The name “Dunhuang”, which is used

Prefecture. In addition,

“Qilian” in Zhang Qian’s report. is a word related
with “Qilian”, should, therefore, be a transliteration of the
local name for a certain people. This transliteration may be
invented by Zhang Qian. As to the original meaning of the

word “Dunhuang”, there is some confusion. According to

ZEEI (FAEE &)

Han ruins in Ming'an (Photo by Sun Zhijun)
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Han History: Geography, Dunhuang Prefecture was a small,
far-from-prosperous prefecture with the smallest population
among the prefectures of Hexi. In this case, what is annotated
by Ying Shao as “great prosperity” was straining the
interpretation of the transliteration of the original local name.
Furthermore, although the local name “Dunhuang” was used
for a prefecture and a county during the Han Dynasty, it
would seem to refer to a region whose area might have been
larger than the later Dunhuang Prefecture.

Some scholars point out that “Dunhuang” is a simple
translation of Tuhuoluo, an ancient ethnic group of China.
“Dunhuang” is the name of the ethnic group and may be
related to the word “Dunhong” recorded in Shanhaijing:
Beishanjing. According to the habits of the people of the Central
Plains, in translating personal, geographical and ethnic names
of border regions during the period from the Warring States
to the Qin and Han Dynasties, they simply took two words
for translation and omitted other syllables. In such a way,
Tuhuoluo was translated into “Dunhong” in Shanhaijing and
into “Dunhuang” in History of Dawan.

There are also scholars who believe that Dunhuang is
a transliteration of the Qiang language. Zhuanglang of the
Hexi Corridor, meaning wild ox gully in Tibetan, is known
as Zhangye, or home of wild oxen. Today’s Tibetan language.
comes from the Qiang language. It is simply translated into
Han language as “Zhuang” or “Zhang”. Dunhuang is the
transliteration of the Qiang language, similar to Zhuanglang
and Zhangye.

The above opinions, however, cannot be confirmed. Yet,

they all agree that the word “Dunhuang” comes from the

) ldnguage of an ethnic minority. In this regard, to investigate

the source of the name Dunhuang, it is necessary to take an
overview of the ancient history of the area.

According to archaeological finds, the earliest inhabitants

of the Dunhuang Region would seem to have belonged to
the Huoshaogou Culture discovered in today’s Huoshaogou
of Yumen City in 1976 by archaeologists of Gansu Province

in the Shule River Valley. These comprised rich and colorful



