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Preface

Everything has a history, including institutions. National Central Library boasts a
history of eighty years and counting. From its inception to now, it has weathered many
storms and in the process many intriguing stories have come into being. Some of these
stories have already been forgotten, misplaced, or lost; yet others have been remembered,
passed on, and preserved. Regardless of what happened to these stories, these “onces” and
“befores” are precious assets and interludes in the life journey of National Central Library—
the lost and the treasured, the happy and the sad, the spectacular and the plain, the
startling and the ordinary.

Of the multitudinous happenings that have occurred, perhaps the most meaningful
and memorable is the rescuing of ancient books from enemy territory in 1940-41. The story
is told that during the complexities of the War of Resistance, amidst an atmosphere of
hairraising hardships and difficulties, our predecessors— Zhenduo Zheng, Gongchuo Ye,
Senyu Xu, Fucong Jiang, Yuanji Zhang, Shouyong Zhang, Bingsong He, and Fengju Zhang,
as well as the Literature Preservation Society—risked their lives to secretly purchase, rescue,
and preserve 4,500 volumes (or 4,864 by some accounts) of ancient works. All the while,
the flames of war, imminent peril, an unforgiving enemy, and cunning booksellers hedged
up their way. Later, grave circumstances and dire straits forced them to move the collection
to Shanghai, Hong Kong, and the U.S. Despite the plethora of dangers encountered, the
collection eventually landed, safe and sound, in the arms of its mother country and now is
preserved in National Central Library. The fortune of these ancient works has become the
fortune of Chinese culture. In looking back on this period of history, it is hard to not be
filled with an overwhelming sense of gratitude and admiration for those who were willing
to risk their lives in heroic works, who were willing to defy danger in providing an example
of preserving country and culture to all intellectuals, and who were willing to write a page
in the Library’s history worthy of the highest praises and the sincerest tears of gratitude.
Their spirit of “do my best; spare no effort in my duty” and their moral philosophy of
“if the country is at risk, how can I shrink from danger!” is worthy of our most ardent
adoration.

The reason these ancient books garner so much attention was because of their
immense worth, especially that of the collections of famous collectors south of the Yangtze
(such as Tianyige, Jiaye tang, Shiyuan, and Junbi lou), as well as the sourcebook of the
imperial library. This year, in celebration of the Library’s 80" anniversary, we have selected
80 of the most rare and valuable ancient books to go on display—included are such national
treasures as Hanli fenyun, Nan Tang shu, Song Taizong huangdi shilu, Yansui donglu dili tuben,
Xueyanzhai chaozashi ershiyi zhong,, Jinshi kunchong caomu zhuang, Ouyang Xing Zhouwen ji,

Zhu Dongpo xiansheng shi, Tang shi, and Meiwu shiyu. In addition, the Library will produce a
catalog of the books on display for patrons to enjoy.

In addition to their historical worth, the value of this collection of ancient books
stems from the unique features of their editions and of their artistic content. Included
in the collection are block prints, hand-written copies, and manuscripts from the Song
through the Ming. From page format to line layout, from characters to illustrations, from
seals to inscriptions, and from paper to binding, all combine together to reflect conditions
during this point in history. It is amazing the extent to which ancient Chinese sought for
perfection in editions, printing, and binding. In some of the block print books from Song,
the paper is as white as jade and the ink as black as lacquer. The block print books from
the Yuan exhibit charming characters and exquisite carving. As for Ming block prints, they
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are simple yet elegant, with historical works and anthologies numbering the most. There
are also extremely rare books due to Emperor Qianlong in the Qing dynasty prohibiting
and burning many books, as well as the destruction that came in the wake of the Hongyang
Uprising. Block prints from 1570-1650 and from 1790-1850 are highly prized for their value
of historical information on the end of the Ming and earth Qing dynasties. Some of them
discuss the rise and declines of the people, while others focus on the historical facts of a
single generation. Reading just one of these is enough for one to sigh in amazement. Even
the Masha editions, which many scholars disparage, is beautiful enough that one gentle
touch of its pages dispels from one any thoughts of like or dislike, and one is left to float
amidst the feelings of the present moment.

Rome was not built in a day and neither was the Library’s collection (which 1940-41
numbers in the millions). It is the product of extended effort, of cultivating and
irrigating, of gradual growth, until it becomes a grand tree with many branches and
luscious leaves. Notwithstanding, the part that is the most awe-inspiring and garners
the most international attention is that of these ancient texts, the 12,900 volumes that
include block prints from the Song to the Yuan. These contain the thoughts, feelings,
and teachings of sages and worthies of the past, passing on the mottled yet vivid
memories of our ancestors. Much like the roots of a tree, sunken deep in the earth and
unwilling to see the light of day, when others finally lay eyes on the elegance of these
books, a cry of admiration shines brightly from those eyes. And so it comes as no surprise
that in Zhenduo Zheng's “Diary of My Quest for Books” he writes, “In gently handling
an ancient book long lost, a famous work that I've desired to seen for quite some time, or 4
an important manuscript that never went to the printers, my heart is filled with warmth,
with excitement, with tension, and with joy. That joy fills my heart to the brim, with no
room for anything else. I feel satiated, so that food holds no sway on my attention, and |
am lost in the enchanting sentiments before me.”
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Now they are safe and sound, securely resting in elegant display cases, enfolded in
the arms of a gentle, pleasing April day—calm, collected, carefree. Yet, a mere seventy years
prior, the attempt to rescue these books was a harrowing and precarious adventure, where
life and death hung in the balance! The twists and turns of this story are on par with
the best of novels. Despite being dealt a cruel hand of fate, these books could not work
to change their stars, but could only accept the circumstances that were. If given careful
consideration, it seems as if we can feel in the deep recesses of their soul a faint hint of
sentiment that calls out to bosom friends—those lovers of books and culture. In order to
lay claim on these books of their dreams, these intellectuals became increasingly filled with

passion until arriving at the point that there were willing to “vow to stick together in life
and death.”
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Fortunately these books do have souls. Our predecessors had a mind to rescue and
protect these books, and wanted those who were later born and raised in this land to be
the beneficiaries. We of a later generation, and our posterity for generations to come, have
received these precious and rare writings. In all of this is a string of some most exquisite
tales indeed—the tales the books themselves are eager to speak, the tales of the authors in
writing the books, and the tales of the books” transmission. Thanks these ancient books,
thanks to those who have gone before, and thanks to this land, we can enjoy the luminous
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and tender wisdom in the quiet atmosphere of National Central Library. [ ask: Can we
turn the pages of these books and begin to interact with them intellectually without having
the impression that “books have souls; the ancients have heart; the land has feeling” ripple
through our hearts?

As long as you have dreams, you can travel anywhere your heart desires. If we, in our
daily lives, have dreams of acquiring knowledge, then we have become explorers of the
realm of knowledge. In the broad expanse of knowledge, just as all rivers lead to the ocean
and all peaks pay homage to Mount Tai, those who seek the knowledge of the ancient
can only do so through a reverent reading of these ancient texts. As eyes focus in and the
mind begins to take flight, the words of these ancient texts, laden with sentiment, and the

moving illustrations allow one to feel a thousand years of emotion in a single second and 1940-41
traverse ten thousand miles in a mere inch. The modern reader can interact spiritually with **%
these ancient worthies and roam their lands unfettered. £

On the surface, libraries collect written works. Yet, in going deeper, what they really
collect are actually the histories and memories of civilization. Therefore, these works are
the best interpretation and explanation of human history. Without them history would be
without a soul. In reading these ancient texts, we embark on a joyful but sad journey, one
that is sprinkled with regret. It is joyful in the fact that each work represents the crystallized
wisdom of the author, as well as his experience, thoughts, and knowledge. These ancient
works are replete with content, full of intriguing thoughts and vivid memories—like a light
shining forth in all directions, a prism of colors for the eye to behold. In terms of regret,
culture is closely tied with the fate of the country. These books unfortunately passed
through troubled times and the cultural lifeblood of the country could only concern itself
with preservation, scattering to wherever refuge could be found. The confusion of the time,
along with a lack of sufficient funding, means that there were numerous books that were,
unfortunately, not saved. Does this not fill us with regret?
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With the ability to disseminate knowledge, National Central Library plays a critical
role. It serves as a sharpened plow, making deep furrows in the earth and leaving it
loosened and ready for the seeds of wisdom to be planted, to sprout, and to grow. As the
Library continues to evolve, the path it treads as it continuously plows and sows leaves an
evergrowing body of knowledge for mankind, much like a snowball rolling down the hill,
until in the end it seeps into every inch of the earth’s surface. This Library is a treasure of
knowledge and a cultural hub. This is the role that the leader of libraries in Taiwan should
have; it is also a gift of appreciation to this land and this people.
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Director-general
April, 2013
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