% PRINCETON UNIVERSITY

East Asian lemry

and the Gest Collection

This title is provided ONLY for personal scholarly use. Any
publication, reprint, or reproduction of this material is strictly
forbidden, and the researcher assumes all responsibility for conforming
with the laws of libel and copyright. Titles should be referred to with
the following credit line:

© The East Asian Library and the Gest Collection, Princeton
University

To request permission to use some material for scholarly publication,
and to apply for higher-quality images, please contact
gestcirc@princeton.edu, or

The East Asian Library and the Gest Collection
33 Frist Campus Center, Room 317
Princeton University
Princeton, NJ 08544
United States

A fee may be involved (usually according to the general rules listed on
http://www.princeton.edu/~rbsc/research/rights.html).

Judith Ogden Bullitt, "Princeton's Manuscript Fragments from Tun-huang", The Gest Library Journal
3, no. 1-2 (1989): 7-29, accessed January 14, 2017,
https://library.princeton.edu/eastasian/EALJ/bullitt_judith_ogden.EALJ.v03.n01.p007.pdf



Princeton’s Manuscript Fragments
from Tun-Huang

JupitH OGDEN BULLITT

Among the recent acquisitions at the Gest Library are eighty-three manu-
scripts, mostly fragments, from the legendary oasis settlement of Tun-
huang, Kansu, in the far northwest of China. Most are scraps found in the
early years of World War II at the great Buddhist center, “piously put to-
gether and saved as religious offerings.”! Many are written or printed on
both sides, reminding us not only of the deep reverence with which the
written word was regarded, but also of the scarcity of paper in this distant
outpost of the Chinese empire. The Princeton manuscripts, together with
materials at Harvard brought back by Langdon Warner from his 1923-25
expedition, form the only major examples in the United States of this ex-
traordinary treasure. For, as in most of the imperialist competitions of the
nineteenth century, the United States came in late. Whether for continents
or for antiquities, the British, French, Germans, and Russians were already
there, and the great collections of Tun-huang manuscripts, paintings,
sculptures, and banners are now to be found in the British Museum, the
Bibliothéque Nationale, Musée Guimét, the Russian Academy of Sciences
in Leningrad, as well as in Kyoto and in Beijing. Collections now lost were
once in the Berlin Ethnological Museum; and the Otani finds once were
housed in the library of the Japanese-Manchurian government at Ryojun.
The story of the sealed library at Tun-huang is well known and much
recounted.? But even before the Taoist Wang Yuan-lu uncovered the cache
of documents in Cave 17 in 1899, now dispersed around the world, other
manuscripts from the desert oases were turning up on the Western market,
whetting the appetites of major museum directors and collectors. Sir Aurel
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Stein first learned of this potential source of antiquities in 1902 when talking
with Professor Lajos de Loczy, president of the Geological Society of Hun-
gary, who had visited the Caves of the Thousand Buddhas (Ch’ien-fo-tung)
in 1897 with Count Szechenyi’s expedition. “The thought,” he said, “of the
great store of old manuscripts awaiting exploration drew me . . . with the
strength of a hidden magnet.”® In many ways Stein was the product both of
the Victorian romance with antiquity and of the imperative of empire. He
belongs with other nineteenth-century explorers who predated the modern
archacologists — Schliemann and Evans in Asia Minor, Read and Dalton
in Africa, Bolta and Layard in Mesopotamia. The spirit of European eco-
nomic and political expansion was paralleled by the exhilaration of such
European historians as Macaulay and Mommsen, as well by the innumer-
able missionaries and shippers. But it was only in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century that most ethnological museums were established to
show the general public the exotic new cultures that were being unearthed.*
Suddenly the last quarter of the century saw a series of Expositions Uni-
verselles — held in Paris in 1878, Amsterdam in 1883, London and St. Pe-
tersburg in 1886; and expeditions went out to find exotic early civilizations
in Africa, Oceania, Central Asia, China, and Mesoamerica. The underlying
desire was to be syncretic, and, as Victor Segalen remarked, with an “aes-
thetic of the different.” :

Stein’s, Albert von Le Coq’s, and Paul Pelliot’s enthusiasm for finding
manuscripts in Chinese Turkestan is palpable. Le Coq records with a pre-
cision verging on the undignified the number of cases and their weight that
he removed in his four expeditions on behalf of the Berlin Ethnological
Museum,® and laments that Stein got to Tun-huang first, and therefore
“even though I cannot help regretting that I personally lost these treasures,
I console myself with the thought that they have fallen into good hands.”
He fails, however, to understand the ungentlemanly conduct of the Russian
scholars W. Radloff and Salemann, who had made an agreement with his
colleague Professor Albert Grunwedel in 1907 by which the Russian expe-
dition would work the Kucha settlements, while he and Grunwedel worked
the Turfan. On arrival they found that the Russians had been there before
them and made off with many of the antiquities. Nor could Le Coq console
himself with the frescos that remained, frescos which he was unable to cut
out of the walls.

The Princeton “cache” is but a tiny sample of these desert treasures, bur-
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ied for hundreds of years in one of nature’s own museums, the Buddhist
caves of Tun-huang. Cut into rock cliffs, the cave shrines are not as impos-
ing as those at Yun-kang or Lung-men. Stein’s groundplan, published in
Serindia, pl. 43, shows the main cell to be only fifty-four by forty-six feet,
while Cave 17, the “sealed” library, when first entered was only wide
enough for two people to stand in, and when empty measured ten feet high
above a nine-foot square. Because of the low precipitation in northwest
China, the humidity at Tun-huang is less than five percent; and as a result
of its remoteness and the devotion of the local priests, these sanctuaries
remained unmolested until the twentieth century, when they became one
of the last sources for western intellectual omnivors. But perhaps, as Stein
observed, the end was already near, and the dispersal of the treasures inev-
itable. As he removed twenty-four cases of manuscripts and five of paint-
ings and other artifacts, he remarked that “it was my duty towards research
to try my utmost to rescue the whole of this precious collection from the
risk of slow dispersion and loss with which it was threatened in such
keeping.””

Nor was time to disprove him totally. By 1948 when Irene Vonger Vin-
cent visited the caves, graffiti in Chinese, Uighur, Japanese, and Russian
covered the walls, a destruction caused in large part by some two hundred
White Russian refugees who lived in the caves during the Russian Revolu-
tion, and no doubt aggravated by the proximity of the motor highway built
nearby during the Sino-Japanese war to bring materials from Russia (see
[lustrations 1a and 1b). Most of the outer walls had fallen away, and many
of the statues were in a state of disrepair; there was fire damage, and the
gold leaf in the paintings had been gouged out (see Illustration 2). Repairs
and repainting seem to have been constant since the Yuan, the work of
devoted monks who maintained the shrines.

The lively faith of the Taoist Wang is fully attested by Stein, who ac-
knowledges that Wang dutifully spent all the proceeds of his sale of the
manuscripts to repair and restore his beloved sanctuary. Finally on January
1, 1943, the Chinese government at Chungking under the Ministry of Ed-
ucation established the Tun-huang Institute and appointed Chang Dai-
ch’ien as its first director. Chang had already spent the summers of 1942
and 1943 in Tun-huang with two students, two relatives, and five Lama
monks from Tsinghai making line drawings and reproductions of all the
paintings and photos of all the caves (see Illustration 3).® Since then more
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a

1a. Russian graffiti imposed on the Donor’s
Procession, ca. 900 A.D. Cave T196 (Lo Pho-
tographic Archive 196GNT).

1b. Hsi-hsia graffiti, Cave T023
(Lo Photographic Archive). This
is of particular interest, because
hand-inscribed script tells more
than printed script about how the
complicated Hsi-hsia characters
were written.
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2. Smoke damage in the caves; the stove was built by White Russian refugees in the early 1920s; Cave
T156 (Lo Archive 156SE).
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3. Chang Dai-ch’ien and his assistants making reproductions of wall paintings, Yu-lin Cave, An-hsi,
Kansu, in 1943 (James C. M. Lo photograph).
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than twenty caves have been uncovered, and the resulting investigations
into the materials at Tun-huang, Beijing, London, Paris, Leningrad, and
now Princeton have generated new scholarship in Central Asian and Chi-
nese medieval studies.

The potential use of the Tun-huang artifacts for numerous research areas
has been enumerated by several scholars.® The materials provide one of the
few independent checks on and supplemental sources to the dynastic his-
tories of China. They also supply one of the major sources for Uighur his-
tory, one of the most complete records of the cultural inter-communication
between India, Tibet, Iran, the Steppe, and China; and they supply impor-
tant evidence for early Tibetan art, as well as a remarkably full record of
the content and style of Esoteric Buddhist art — called Vajrayana.!® From
the Stein Collection Arthur Waley and others have recovered literary ma-
terial that substantially broadens our picture of medieval Chinese literary
life, including popular poetry and vernacular renderings of Buddhist sto-
ries.!! Further material on administrative law, institutional and legal his-
tory, and military life has provided new insights into regional affairs, which
although not comprehensive for the Empire, constitutes “the only evidence
of (its) kind before Ming times.”'?> Much of the Chinese medieval world can
now be reevaluated, and work in economic and legal history enormously
expanded.

Where do the Princeton manuscripts fit into this panoply? They are, after
all, few and fragmentary; but nonetheless they have their own story to tell,
and now await further scholarship. The acquisitions fall into five categories:
Chinese Buddhist sutras; Chinese classical texts; Chinese administrative
documents; Uighur, Hsi-hsia, and Sogdian texts; and fragments from
paintings on paper and silk, including one important album leaf.

The copying and distribution of the Buddhist canon was considered an
act of religious merit, hence the large number of sutra fragments found not
only in our Gest Library collection, but at Tun-huang in general. In the
Giles catalogue of the Stein collection at the British Museum there are 1,046
copies of the Lotus Sutra in Kumarajiva’s translation of 406 A.D.,** which
is hardly astonishing since it was at Tun-huang that Dharmaraksa (Fa-hu)
made his first translation in 286 A.D., some seventy-five years before the
first cave sanctuaries were built. For the faithful this would be the most
sacred text of this holy place, and we should not be surprised that in the
Gest collection sixteen sheets are concerned with Chinese texts and com-
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mentaries on sutras (see Illustration 4). Some of these extol the Maitreya
Buddha and enumerate his qualities (see Tllustration 5). Others no doubt
ascribe particularly Chinese attributes to Buddha that would have com-
mended him to the population; thus future comparativists are aided in dis-
tinguishing between Indian beliefs and Chinese practices, and their various
transmissions and transformations.

Other faces of Buddha found in the Princeton manuscripts are Amitabha,
patron of the Western Paradise, and AvalokiteSvara (Kuan-yin) in all her
serenity. As mentioned, Tun-huang was a major center in the development
of Vajrayana (Diamond Path) Buddhism, a form of Esoteric Buddhism that
developed in the Trans-Himalayas. Many of the Stein and Pelliot manu-
scripts inform us about the monasteries in the region, which was the center
of this mystic tradition. The monks there both commissioned works and
generated their own commentaries, which thus encouraged the develop-
ment of a distinctive artistic and literary movement.

One of the most complete sutras in our collection is from the T"ang era
(618-907 A.D.) and contains fifty-five lines of exquisitely rendered schol-
ar’s script, by which future scholars will be able to compare calligraphic
samples of the period. (See Illustration 6.) Another fragment of a sutra in
Uighur will also be useful in developing a fuller understanding of Vajrayana
rites and beliefs and their particular regional variations. (See Illustration 7.)
Similar fragments in the Stein collection, and which are translated by
Edouard Chavannes, await comparison (for example, Stein no. 720, which
recites the attributes of Amitabha and Stein no. 5642, a passage from the
Diamond Sutra of the eighth century).

If several of the Gest manuscripts were copied by devoted monks as spir-
itual acts, others in the collection were possibly the work of pupils or sim-
ple pilgrims. No less devout, they rendered texts more awkwardly, how-
ever, and add to our knowledge of the ordinary people who either lived in,
or came to, this sacred spot (see Illustrations 8a and 8b). From their “pain-
fully scrawled” characters, Denis Twitchett suggests that we can learn
much about local education and the character of the teachers and pupils
who inhabited a locale far from the mandarinate. In the selection of manu-
scripts that deal with classical sayings, we have several that are the work of
pupils, with erroneous passages erased. Several contain the comment “cor-
rect,” possibly from the local monastic teacher. Many of these were prob-
ably from copybooks, and after use found their way into linings for burial
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4a. Fragment of chiian 5 of the Namasitra (Sutra of the Buddha’s Names); T’ang dynasty (collection of
the Art Gallery of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, gift of Mr. Wang Shing-tsang).

=

4b. Fragment of a copy of the Namasiitra now in the Gest Collection of Tun-huang manuscripts.



-1oded wo juy ("> QT A[Ted) sanseukg
1 Apres 10 (2 ag) Sue,J, 23] 'smo] € uo pasoduit edms € Surpjoy pue 1quiTu 201y} Aq popunoums ‘Sumis eyppng eAomEN YT, °S

AT




JUDITH BULLITT

6. Section of the Mahdsamghata sutra. Ink on paper.

vestments, !> again, a sign of devotion to the printed word rather than a
mere convenience for supplying everyday material, as has been suggested.
In fact the use of paper clothes for Buddhist and Taoist monks is com-
mented on in several literary sources, including the redoubtable Marco
Polo.¢ Such paper vestments have been found not only at Tun-huang, but
at Turfan and Lop Nor, and in both cases have turned out to be letters from
militia at these desert garrisons. From them we learn not only administra-
tive details, but of “les souffrances et les regrets des exils qui se lamen-
tent.”!’

Other documents in the Gest Library collection are dated from the eighth
century. One is a dutiful report to the Kao-ch’ang County Commander
from a sentry in T’ien-shan County concerning the futile search for bandits
while hiding in a “willow grove” (see Illustration 9). Suddenly, in this scrap
of paper, we have for a moment the flesh and blood of an historical event: a
guard dared not leave unreported even an unaccomplished mission. There
are not many such scraps in any early society’s history, especially China’s.
Princeton is fortunate in possessing fourteen such scraps, several dated to
the eighth century (see Illustration 10); one to a date in K’ai~ytian 23 (cor-
responding to January 31, 736); and another from 749, third lunar month,
twenty-fourth day, is an official document from a superintendent of a grain
storage in Lop Nor (P’u-ch’ang County). There are four fragments from
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7. Uighur text of the Diamond Sutra; 8th-9th c. Ink and colors on paper.

the thirteenth century that are so small they must have formed part of a
handful of scraps of paper (similar to those that Stein and Pelliot observed),
which had been gathered by the faithful, crumpled into tight balls, and se-
creted in the niches behind altar statues as votive offerings and requests for
benefits to be confirmed.

Other fragments, only centimeters long, contain scnpts in Tibetan Po-
thi, or Zan-Zu#,!® and some in Uighur and Hsi-hsia. The Zan-Zun frag-
ment may be a remnant from the pre-Uighur period, but it may also be
contemporary with Uighur script usage, and evidence of the phase when
both scripts would have been in use, thus bearing witness to cultural adap-
tation (see Illustration 11). If not a medical text, it could possibly be a Bud-
dhist sutra, since it is similar to others reproduced by Stein." In either case
there is evidence of the extensive connection between the monasteries of
Tibet and those in Tun-huang. Edouard Chavannes’s translations show that
Tun-huang “had long periods of Tibetan preponderance” from the eighth
to the tenth centuries; and one of the manuscripts states that in 850 A.D.
the local governor broke away from Tibetan influence and brought Tun-
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8a. Fragment of a shoe lining. The

text is from the Confucian classics,

with corrections by a teacher: “Note:
ke

hardly anything wrong ...” and
“correct. . . .” Ink on paper.

8b. Shoe lining; the text is from Book
I of the Analects of Confucius: “The
Master said, ‘Is it not pleasant to learn
with a constant perseverance and ap-
plication?” ” (see the sixth column
from the right). Ink on paper.
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9. Report to Kao-ch’ang County Commander from guards in T’ien-shan County, dated 5th day,
around noon, concerning an earlier search for bandits. The guards had, on the 3rd, between 7-9 a.m.
“hidden in a willow grove so they could get closer and find the bandits . . . where they waited until
evening . . . but it was very dark, and without fires; we could not see where the bandits were.” Ink
on paper.
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10a. Fragment of an official document, dated 23rd year of the
K’ai-yiian reign period, 12th lunar month, 14th day (January 31,
726).

(10b. Detail of official document from the Superintendent of
Grain in Lop Nor; dated April 15, 749. Ink on paper.

huang under Chinese sway again.?® Another manuscript shows that this
cultural see-saw was still in effect as late as 894 A.D.?

The importance of the Uighur documents is that they offer independent
evidence of the period in Tun-huang when Tibetan, Uighur, and Chinese
influence converged. When we have a specific date, it frequently corrobo-
rates the dynastic histories, but on occasion it proves to be an even more
exact source. For example, L.I. Cuguevskii shows how military events in-
volving the Uighurs and Chinese in 705 A.D. in the Tun-huang area can
now be placed with more certainty in 702 A.D.*2

On four obverses of five Hsi-hsia printed documents there are Buddhist
sayings in Uighur, and according to discussions with Morris Rossabi, who
has kindly looked at photos of these manuscripts, one diagram with con-
centric circles intersected with quadrants forms some sort of religious
charm (see Illustration 12).% The fifth is from a guard in the military gar-
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11. Manuscript considered to be Tibetan Péthi by Stein, and Zan-Zuh by F. W. Thomas. In the
examples deciphered by Thomas, the photographs show the lettering to be below the line. Professor
John Marks of Princeton suggests that it should be read with the lettering above the line, although
some Sanskrit languages are read below the line.

rison of Sha-chou (Tun-huang), and refers to the number of guards as-
signed to the post.

The woodblock-printed Hsi-hsia texts are among the most intriguing
items in the collection. Other examples were found by Stein at Tun-huang
and by P.K. Kozlov, in the Russian 1907-09 expedition at Khara Khoto.
Most were tentatively dated to the thirteenth and early fourteenth centu-
ries, when the Tangut population was still dominant in the area. One of the
most esoteric of Inner Asia scripts, the Hsi-hsia writing system was in-
vented “in a single operation” in or about 1038 A.D.? for use in the Hsi-
hsia dynasty of the Tangut nation that had begun to be important in the
late T’ang period (ninth century) and was a major regional power in north-
west China and beyond, until it was destroyed by Chinggis Khan in 1227.
For a brief while, Tun-huang was within its sphere of influence, so it was
not surprising that documents in the Hsi-hsia script should be discovered
there. One of the Princeton fragments from Tun-huang appears, however,
to have been printed as part of a Tangut Buddhist Tripitaka printing project
based at Hangchow in eastern China, under the Mongol Yiian dynasty,
about 1340-1350.2 (See Illustration 13.) That copies of the important Hsi-
hsia printing of the Tripitaka should then find their way back to Tun-huang
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12a. A fragment of a Hsi-hsia of-
ficial document. This may be two
documents; see the obverse (Illus-
tration 12b).

12b. This obverse of 12a contains
two Uighur fragments. Ink on pa-
per; the left side reveals some sort
of religious charm.

and the former Hsi-hsia domains in the northwest is not at all surprising.
These quite tentative views may well be revised when further advances are
made in Tangut studies.

Another printed document in Uighur, also from a book, is more prob-
lematical. These handsomely printed eight lines must date from the fif-
teenth or sixteenth centuries. Not only do they have punctuation, but ini-
tials, which were late linguistic developments.? (See Illustration 14.) The
eight pages of printed Hsi-hsia and this Uighur manuscript present a phi-
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14. Uighur document; late 15th to early 16th c.
Printing on paper.

13. Fragment of the Buddhist canon (Tripitaka)
in printed Hsi-hsi (Tangut) script; part of the
Hangchow printing project of 1340-50.

lologist with the problem that confounded Stein and Pelliot when they
worked on the original cache from Tun-huang. Given the presence of
Uighur and Hsi-hsia documents in the sealed library, Denison Ross and
others claimed a later date and reason for the sealing than Stein’s original
postulate of 1030 A.D. These manuscripts may very well have come from
the northernmost detached group of grottos, which Pelliot discovered in
1908. The monk Wang Yuan-lu knew them, and probably took the best
preserved specimens and deposited them in the library.” Princeton’s must
have come from a similar location — votive offerings displaced, blown by
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15a. Fragment of a Bodhisattva. Ink and colors on
paper (enlarged).

15b. Bodhisattva; late 8th to early 9th c.; Cave T046
(Lo Archive 046NL).

the wind to a sheltered place, there to be sanded up through time, and pre-
served in a moisture-free environment.

Finally, there are several important pages of paintings, ink on silk and
paper, which will help students of T’ang Buddhist painting date other work
through comparison with details, such as the small fragment of the bodhi-
sattva head, which can be compared to material in the British Museum
(Stein no. 5, Ch. 1v.0023, which is dated to the ninth century from such
details as the lines above the little pursed mouth), as well as to photographs
in the Lo Archive of a wall painting from Tun-huang (see Illustrations 15a
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and b). Furthermore, a most important album leaf from the late tenth to
early eleventh century of a weeping figure still awaits identification (see
[lustration 16).

This cursory review of Gest Library’s important Tun-huang documents
indicates how much more work there is for the scholar and conservationist.
There are problems remaining of attribution, provenance, and of new re-
search into cultural and archaeological history. These require understand-
ing of the texts’ factual details and comparative work with the materials in
London and Paris. The Princeton materials will stimulate the Chinese rare
book and art connoisseur, and along with the So Tan manuscript and the
Gest Buddhist sutra,? provide future historians with a small but very im-
portant cache.
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GLOSSARY

Chang Dai-ch’ien BoAT
Ch’ien Fo tung 1% )
Fa-hu A
Kao-ch’ang & B
Kuan-yin I
Lung-men G 1)
P’u-ch’ang &8
Sha-chou g
T’ien-shan ,L o
Tun-huang Ioue
Wang Yuan-lu P Ak
Yun-kang B
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