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INntroduction

The block printing flourished in the Song dynasty, when government, individuals and printing
houses all produced books at the same time. The huge scale and enormous number of works produced
were unprecedented. The beautifully-made books demonstrate careful collation, deliberate block-
cutting and printing techniques and unique regional styles, which are colorful and eye-dazzling. For
many centuries afterwards, the block-printing production tried to follow the Song model and emulate
its excellence, but as the admired age of splendor passing away, rarely were later works comparable to

those produced in the Song dynasty.

The rise of woodblock printing helped the Song dynasty achieve a high degree of civilization in
science and technology, and at the same time directly resulted in the termination of manuscripts as
the major carrier of book circulation. With the rise and fall of dynasties, manuscripts written before
the Tang and Five Dynasties were mostly lost. So the Song block-printed editions have become the
primary documents for studying Chinese history and culture, and are very precious. If before the early
Ming dynasty, people still regarded the Song edition as something rather ordinary, by the middle-
to-late Ming dynasty, Song editions gradually became scarce, and their antiquarian value became
prominent. People were eager to collect, copy and reprint these early works, and even fake products
appeared on the market. As a result, the study of edition emerged to meet the requirement. It is since then
that the status of public and private collections have often depended on the number of Song editions in
the collections. This trend has continued to this day, and the tradition of the edition study will certainly
last.

Shanghai Library has a large collection of Song editions, of which, over 200 are first-grade
national antiquities. The rich variety and excellent quality of this collection can make people feel
overwhelmed. At present, when the country is vigorously conducting a major project of ancient book
protection and preservation and the Shanghai World Expo is achieving a great success, we have selected
60 titles of rare books largely reflecting the features of the Song block printing for an exhibition that
is the first to focus on this subject. Our purpose is to demonstrate the traditional culture and offer an
enjoyment to readers at home and abroad, as well as to admire and remember ancient scholars for their
spirit in maintaining the tradition. Without the transmission of generations of book collectors, the lofty
ideals of generous people who turned the private collections over to the public, the careful guarding of
older generations of experts and the strong support of the government, it is hardly possible for a city
library with a history of less than sixty years to accumulate such a rich and beautiful collection.
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This catalog is published to complement an exhibition on the same subject, and is mainly
compiled by young employees in Shanghai Library. It is one of the measures taken by the library to
train qualified librarians. They have inherited the tradition of the older generations to be devoted to
collection organization, hard work, sincere study and striving for progress, carefully selecting editions
and diligently writing notes on these editions. They have gone through a large amount of books and
made cautious comparisons, in order to identify the authenticity of editions and the time and place of
printing, differentiate the order of block-cutting and printing, examine edition origins and distinguish
similarities and differences, strengths and weaknesses. They are not afraid of troubles and are undaunted
by the difficulties of going through the mountains of ancient books in Shanghai Library. If there is
the lack of a certain edition in the library collection, they take long journeys to acquire the book, and
if certain information is necessary, they are determined to obtain the information. Their primary hope
is to provide facts instead of empty words. If the result of their study is inconsistent with previous
research, they abide by the rules, but at the same time dare to investigate facts, raise questions and offer
objective opinions, so that the written notes and the illustrations can illuminate each other. Of course,
the study of edition is not an easy task, and due to limitation of learning and experience, omissions are
unavoidable. Suggestions and criticisms are sincerely expected.

The compilation and publication of this book have received assistance from our colleagues at
the National Library of China, Peking University Library and other institutes, as well as the Shanghai
Chinese Classics Publishing House. We feel deeply grateful for their support.

Shanghai Library
August 2010
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