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Building an Open International Digital Platform of Dongba Manuseripts for

Inclusion in UNESCO's “Memory of the World Heritage”
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Working with old masters

By Duncan Poupard

In August 2016 the Association research group travelled to Baishuitai in Sanba. Our goal was
to decipher and translate a number of classic Naxi texts that are stored in various libraries
around the world.
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Normally, translators work in the comfort of their own homes, and with only the glare of their
computer screens to accompany them. In the case of the Naxi texts, however, translation is
fieldwork: to read these old books we must enlist the help of a learned dongba.

And we were fortunate enough to have dongba Xi Shanghong, disciple of master dongba Xi
Aniu, one of the few remaining dongba who can read the ancient texts.

As the summer sun streamed through the rafters of the old Naxi-style wooden house, bathing
the room in an ethereal glow, dongba Xi Shanghong pored over these books and read them
through with us.

This was the perfect setting for us to carry out our translation work. In the mountains, far
away from the crowds and pollution of the city. With his guidance and instruction, we
managed to translate a number of books that had previously been stored away in far off
libraries, unread for centuries and their contents lost to future generations.

But the dongba are getting older, and their descendants have not taken up the mantle of the
dongba life. One evening as the research group walked along the main village road in the
afterglow of the setting sun, Zhang Xu told me of the pain of seeing these dongba grow older
each year, knowing that their knowledge might not be passed down.

The master dongba He Zhiben, already over ninety years old, has lived long enough to see his
grandson begin university in Kunming this year; but his grandson has not inherited his
knowledge. The research group visited He Zhiben many times during our stay, to wish him
well, and offer him Chinese medicinal treatment. Now we must do all we can in the time we
have left to make sure that this knowledge is not lost with the current generation of old
dongba masters.

Now our time in Baishuitai has come to an end, some more of the old books have been
translated. We have added to the repository of dongba knowledge, and contributed to world
culture. But there is still much work to be done.

Duncan Poupard
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2gko—*nggii. Between; in the middle.

e
il

nese hsiang-ch’un 5 H§. NNCRC, p. 519. There is no

F 2gko-'ni. The tree of heaven (Ailanthus chinensis); the Chi-
5 symbol for ni; the symbol 'gko = needle is used phonetically

Clematis (Clematis montana) whose bark is stripped with a
knife like the integument of the small bamboo; this is called
3mien-2nyi; it is employed in the same way as the bam-
boo, hence *mien—2nyi; the symbol !p’ér = white near the top is not
read but identifies the symbol as the white-flowered clematis. The
vine entwines a pine tree.

;’if’ 3Gko—nyi—>muen—*nyi—‘erh. The name of a white-flowered

. 3gko 36.
%z'o A *Dto-'mba or priest performing 'gko % to the gods;

) his hand (enlarged) is throwing out = %, the lower
symbol, grain.

3gko—26-3gko—*hdr. A species of tree with green bark which
is believed not to produce seeds and is therefore considered
Imbbiie = sterile, g.v.

3Gko—'p’ér 2gko—3nun—2dtv. The name of the male
crane. It is so called in 'Na-*khi funeral ceremony
mss., as in 2Zhi mid, gv. It is the name given to a
male deceased person. The meaning is: the white
crane with the straight bill.

*

SRR

3Gko-'p’ér *mi-*la—‘mbu. The white crane go-be-
tween. The daughter of *Dzu-'la-'d-*p’u, ¢.v. chang-
ed herself into a white crane and took her lover up
to heaven to her father whom he asked for her hand.
See ms. 2607 3Kwuo 3shou of the 3Ssu *dsu or marriage ceremony, p. 13,
rubr. 8. The middle man who acts as go-between at a betrothel is
also called *Mi-2la~'mbu. The actual meaning of the term is: *mi =

1A
<
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