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Preface to The Corpus of
Dunhuang-Turfan Manuscripts

At the turn of the century, poor and weak China, where big powers predominated, saw
two of the four major discoveries in her cultural history. One is the discovery of over
100,000 Yin ruins oracle bone inscriptions in 1899 at Xiaotun village in Anyang of Henan
Province, which has proved that China’s recorded history existed several hundred years
earlier than it used to be believed to, and provided reliable material for the stu(iy of the
history of the Shang Dynasty. The other is the discovery of Dunhuang documents in 1900.
Tens of thousands of manuscripts, printed texts, paintings and sculptures were discovered
at the walled-up library of Cave No.17 in the Mingshashan Mogao Caves in Dunhuang
County of Gansu Province. Although their value in academic research has not yet been
fully recognized or utilized, these originals, including the colourful paintings, sculptures,
and a large number of the manuscripts and printed texts dating from the period between
the middle of the 4th century and the early years of the 11th century written in Chinese,
Sanskrit, Tibetan, Sogdian, Uygur and Khotanese, cover a wide range of political,
economic and cultural life of various nationalities in ancient Central Asia and West China
and constitute a powerful source for the study of politics, economics, law, religion,
language, literature, technology, art and customs in ancient China and Central Asia. Thus,
the age-old gaps in a number of areas of learning have been finally filled. What is equally

encouraging is the fact that many ancient manuscripts were also excavated in such places



as Kucha, Khotan, Niya, and Loulan in Xinjiang’s Turfan ard Tarim Basin areas around
the time of the discovery of the Dunhuang Library Cave. They are similar to Dunhuang
texts in dates, content and forms and their excavation areas are close to Dunhuang. These
documents, called Turfan documents or the Western Regions documents by experts, are
interrelated with the Dunhuang texts, each providing reference and adding lustre to the
other. Hence an international discipline ——Dunhuang-Turfan Studies—— came into being
and has become an important field of study. Now, compilation and printing of the Yin ruins
oracle bone inscriptions has almost been completed, thus facilitating further studies;
however, the work of compiling and publishing Dunhuang-Turfan documents is far from
being finished, which naturally causes great difficulty to the advancement of Dunhuang
Studies.

The discovery of the Dunhuang texts has long gone down in the history of human
civilization, which fact is undoubtedly a remarkable event in academia. Immediately after
their discovery, the Dunhuang texts should have been cleaned of the dust of history
gathered over nearly 900 years and given back their dazzling splendour in areas of
learning. Yet throughout cultural history, all new discoveries have to undergo the process
of winning recognition. Moreover, soon after these invaluable documents became available,
they were taken away and scattered all over the world. “Inspection delegations’” headed by
Marc Aurel Stein of Britain, Paul Pelliot of France, S. F. Oldenburg of Russia and Otani
Kozui of Japan came one after another and carried off large numbers of documents. What
documents were left after the plunder were also scattered later on so that no one knows
how many documents public or private collectors at home and abroad possess aside from
those in the hands of the four main collectors: the British Library, the Bibliotheque
Nationale in France, St. Petersburg Institute of Oriental Studies of the Academy of
Sciences of Russia and the Beijing Library. In addition, there have been obstacles placed
deliberately or inadvertently. All this has had an adverse effect on research in the rare
documents and stabbed those upright and ardent Dunhuang scholars to the heart.

Now Dunhuang Studies has become a field of study of worldwide importance, but its
birth and growth have undergone a slow and tortuous process. Earlier scholars like Luo
Zhenyu, Wang Guowei, Jiang Bofu, Liu Shipei and Miao Quansun, making use of a limited

number of photographs and originals provided by P. Pelliot and others, embarked on the



arduous work, distinguishing, editing, cataloguing, and prefacing. Their efforts yielded
notable results. However, Dunhuang Studies was so named as late as 1930, thirty years after
the Dunhuang documents were discovered. Later, Chinese scholars such as Dong Kang, Liu
Fu, Hu shi, Wang Chongmin, Xiang Da and Jiang Liangfu went off one after another to
London and Paris to take photographs of collections, copy ancient manscripts, catalogue
and preface, making valuable contributions to the advancement of Dunhuang Studies. And
the great achievements made in this field by Chen Yuan, Chen Yinque and others added
glory to Dunhuang Studies. Mention should also be made of M. A. Stein, E. E. Chavannes,
P. Pelliot, A. Grinwedel. S. F. Oldenburg, Naito Koman, and Naba Tosisada, who made
their contributions to the sifting and research of the manuscripts and did a lot for the birth
and growth of Dunhuang Studies. Together with Chinese Dunhuang scholars, they pushed
Dunhuang Studies forward. Hitherto, Dunhuang Studies has made remarkable progress and
international seminars have been held for several times. It has been a few years since the
Dunhuang-Turfan Academic Society of China was established and Dunhuang-Turfan
scholars of high prestige such as Ji Xianlin, Tang Changru, and Rao Zongyi, as well as a
large number of young and middle-aged scholars, have been doing steady and thoroughgoing
research with notable results so that Dunhuang Studies has presented a picture of initial
prosperity.

This encouraging picture is creditable to the joint painstaking efforts of generations of
Dunhuang-Turfan scholars at home and abroad. The work of editing and printing Dunhuang
documents and the sifting and research of Dunhuang Studies are closely interrelated and
help each other forward. Earlier Dunhuang scholars often combined the two into one.
Illustrative of the point are works like A Catalogue of Manuscripts in Dunhuang Caves and
Their Discovery, Originals of Manuscripts in Dunhuang Caves, Ancient Manuscripts in
Dunhuang Caves, Manuscripts in Mingsha Caves Lost and Found, and Serializing Fragments
of classical Writings Found in Mingsha Caves written by Luo Zhenyu, Jiang Bofu, Wang
Renjun and others. Such works are both fruit of sorting out Dunhuang documents and
achievements in the study of the documents. After careful studies of such materials,
academic works by Wang Guowei and Chen Yinque appeared, thereby laying the foundation
for Dunhuang Studies. Its advancement indicates that publication of the documents has

promoted progress in document study and progress, which has in turn given impetus to



publication of Dunhuang documents. Moreover, publication ¢f the Dunhuang documents
and advancement of Dunhuang Studies sometimes synchronized. The manuscripts discovered
in Dunhuang are the only copies extant, no matter whether they are additions to texts
handed down from ancient times or lost texts that have reappeared. In fact, these documents
were carried off to all parts of the world soon after they were discovered. In some cases,
sections of the same document came into the possession of different people. Besides,
collectors differ widely in their concepts of management and system, which causes great
inconvenience in reading and in making use of the materials and, to a great extent, hinders
researches. Owing to these obstacles, either general research in the whole or specific study
of details has yet to be improved although Dunhuang Studies has been built up from
nothing and has taken on initial prosperity over a long period of nearly one century. It goes
without saying that the prerequisite to the improvement of Dunhuang Studies is to provide
research materials, and the ideal way would be to make the originals accessible to all
ardent scholars. For various reasons, however, this goal may be difficult to achieve at
present. After consultations with collectors, an agreement was reached, which was to
photolithograph the entire corpus of the documents in one edition with the help of
sophisticated equipment. In this way the only copies extant will be made available to all
Dunhuang scholars, who could thus save the trouble of hunting for originals aﬁd devote
their limited amount of valuable time to reading, analyzing, making inferences from and
forming judgements of the photographic reproductions so that they might draw their own
scientific conclusions. The work will give infinite impetus to the evolution of Dunhuang
Studies. And this is our very aim in publishing The Corpus of Dunhuang-Turfan
Manuscripts.

Our objectives in publishing The Corpus of Dunhuang-Turfan Manuscripts are as
follows: (1) Relative completeness. We have tried to search, edit, and organize various
manuscripts and paintings in Dunhuang-Turfan areas in an effort to publish a
comprehensive corpus. (2) True to originals. Dunhuang-Turfan manuscripts have the dual
values of documents and historical relics, which requires that the prints should be the very
images of the originals, including their sizes, lengths, forms, colours, and traces of damaged
calligraphy. We even took the quality of paper, scrolls, and covers into accoun;c. Naturally,

it is difficult to present three dimensional objects in the form of two dimensions, but we



