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Pretface

Zhao Liming

China has a long-standing history with rich cultures. One of the most engaging
topics is the origin of the Chinese characters. Southwest China roughly consists of
Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou Provinces and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region.
Intertwined with the Three Parallel Rivers, the Ancient Tea Route, Tibetan-
Yi Corridor, southern and northern Silk Road, the region embodies the hubs of
multiform cultures and diverse civilizations that have been inherited and passed
on from generation to generation. It also serves as a bonanza of Sino-Tibetan and
South Asian language families, including proto-pictographs.

Besides Dongba scripts, there are many more types of scripts in this region,
including the scripts of the ethnic minority groups and their branches such as Ruka,
Mosuo, Pumi, Namuzi, Ersu, Muya, Taliu, and Poya Geshu (Poya Folk script),
Shuishu (script of Shui people), Niishu(script of Jiangyong women), and so on.
However, as time went by and the society kept on developing, these ancient scripts,
once closely related to the native people, become scarcely used by the following
generations. Most of the scripts are on the verge of extinction, and only few people
can read, explain and interpret them. Fortunately, things are not necessarily hopeless.
These scripts continue to exist in the high mountains and old forests of Southwest
China. For us, it is an urgent task to explore, collate, salvage, interpret, protect, pass
on and develop these intangible cultural heritages, namely these endangered writing
systems.

Tsinghua University has a magnificent academic tradition of the humanities, in
which the scholars have gathered and preserved valuable manuscripts and archives,
established the discipline of Chinese archeology, did important field work and are
currently leading information processing in the modern era: Wang Guowei, Liang
Qichao, Chao Yuen Ren, Li Fang-Kuei, Li Ji, Chen Yinke, Zhu Ziqing, Wen Yiduo,
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Liu Pansui, Liu Wendian, Lu Shuxiang, Tang Lan, Wang Li, Yang Shuda, Gao Heng,
Ji Xianlin, Jiang Liangfu, Xu Zhongshu, Xu Guozhang, Zhu Dexi, Dong Tonghe,
Zhang Kun, Zhu Fangpu, Liu Jie, Wang Huan, Dai Jiaxiang, Zhang Qingchang, Ma
Heng, Wang Jingru, Ma Zhaochun, Chen Naixiong, Li Xueqin, Huang Changning,
Xie Guozhen, Li Funing. This long list functions as an impressive footprint of
Tsinghua's achievements of the humanities in the past hundred years.

The past century has witnessed daily renewal of success in Tsinghua University,
In the process of seeking reality, truth and creation in the humanities. The Double
Evidence Approach put forward by Mr. Wang Guowei has been advanced to the
Triple Evidence Approach to the combination of the classical documents and the
archaeological studies with folk discovery. Inspired by the ecological musiems where
the pictographic writings were produced, the students from Tsinghua University
visited the southwest part of China. Hence the significant project of national social
sciences is listed under the title of the Endangered Scripts in Southwest China:
Saving, Interpreting, Collating and Researching.

Aimed at the origin of the Chinese writing systems, our team has done extensive
fieldwork research in the area of Sichuan, Yunnan and Tibet. In our research,
we found that some endangered scripts are still alive within ethnic groups of the
Tibetans, the Yis, the Mongolians, the Naxis, the Pumis, the Lisus and some of their
branches including the Mosuo people, the Ruka people, the Ersu people, the Muya
people, the Namuzi people and the Taliu people inhabited in the remote mountainous
areas. Written with pictographs and hieroglyphs, scriptures were substantial among
local priests, some of which were also in populace use. These symbolic writings
and scripts were derived from Primitive carvings and paintings, thus offering us
major examples of phylogeny and revealing how the written forms evolved from
pictographs.

The native endangered scripts have been used to record people's thoughts, behavior
and emotions. They have the following features:

1. Most of them are icons or hieroglyphs at the Primitive stage, that cannot be used
to completely record the speeches it belongs to;

2. They are mostly mixed with pictures and icons. The boundaries between the script
and picture are vague;

3. Their inheritance is broken up, only a small number of the natives can read or
decipher the remaining scripts but the rest are unintelligible;

4. The scripts are mostly used by the priests for the local people and daily life, thus
remaining useful in the local community;
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5. Diversity: the scripts consisted of drawings, grapheme (glyphs referring to a
paragraph of sentences), primitive pictographic writing, pictographic writing,
hieroglyph, phrase writing, syllabic writing, phonemic language, self-derivation
writing and loan writing.

In order to collect and save the endangered scripts, we visited the native users.
Progress has been made in the their arrangement, translation, deciphering and
digitalizing. Some sub-projects have more than once won awards from national
ministries (Yi ancient literatures, Niishu, etc.), or the Grand Prize in Challenge Cup
of Tsinghua University (Shuishu, Traditional tattoos in Xishuangbanna Prefecture,
etc.). The Catalog demonstrates the distribution and the current situation of the
endangered scripts after years of hard work. It is merely our first step, and we still
have a rather long way to go.

Langqiying, Tsinghua University, Beijing

March 22, 2011, a.m.
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[. The Naxis

The script of the Naxi Dongba is a famous one, but the numerous branches are barely
known. Due to the isolation of the geographic environment and inconvenience of
transportation, the Naxi's colorful original cultures are well preserved. This includes
the script system which is comprised of many of the relevant scripts.
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The Eya Dongba scripts

Eya is situated in the remote corner of the southwest of Sichuan Province, which
belongs to Muli Tibetan Autonomous County where the famous “Grand Village of
Eya” of the Naxi is located. The villagers are believers of a primitive religion, the
scriptures of which are written in the Dongba scripts by the priests so named. There
are documents written in the Dongba script, such as the scriptures of Dragon King,
Wind Sacrifice, Soul Releasing From the Suffering, Divination, Removing Dirty
Sediments, and Funeral, etc.
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Paintings of the Eya Dongba

During the religious activities, small colorful paintings are
demonstrated with local idols, sacred animals, and Tibetan
Buddhist gods.
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