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Ancient Dongba culture expected to endure in digital era

By Wu Jin

o Comment(s) =Print ® E-mail China.org.cn, March 16, 2018

The centuries-old Dongba culture of the Naxi ethnic group in southwest China's
Yunnan province may have perished, had it not been for the initiative of the Beijing
Association of Dongba Culture and Arts (ADCA), a hon-governmental organization led
by Zhang Xu.

A symposium was held Sunday in Beijing on March 11 to evaluate achievements in the protection of
Dongba culture. [Photo: Courtesy of ADCA]

A symposium was held last Sunday in Beijing to evaluate the progress of Dongba
cultural protection. The National Social Science Fund of China (NSSFC), responsible
for planning, organizing, launching, evaluating and financing social science programs,
has recognized the success of the joint endeavor of the ADCA, Beijing Information
Science and Technology University, Lijiang Dongba Culture Institute and Diging Naxi

Society Academy to preserve Dongba culture.
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Ratified five years ago by the NSSFC, the team, coordinated by Zhang, established a
digital platform to record the unique culture through pictures, ranging from extant

manuscripts and religious rituals to ancient handcrafts, such as the making of Naxi

paper pulp.

Xi Shanghong, the late priest of Dongba religious rituals, is pictured here deciphering
the ancient manuscript copied from the British Library. [Photo by Zhang Xu / ADCA]
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To protect the culture from pending extinction, Zhang and her colleagues made several
trips abroad to a variety of libraries, including the British Library, the University Library
of Languages and Civilizations in Paris and the Library of Congress in the United
States. They were searching for the manuscripts first brought to Europe by French
explorer Jacques Bacot and his contemporary, Joseph Rock, an Austrian-American

adventurer and botanist who spent several years in Lijiang after arriving in 1922.

After photographing the manuscripts, Zhang and her team brought the copies to He
Zhiben, the late priest of Dongba rituals, who died last May, and to Xi Shanghong, the
last known priest in Shangri-la, Yunnan, who can decipher the language. Both of the
priests were invited to recreate the ancient ritual ceremonies based on the 3,378

copies of manuscripts discovered in recent years in 21 libraries both at home and

abroad.

Prof. Michael Oppitz speaks at the 2017 International Symposium on Dongba Ancient Manuscripts and

Cultural Heritage Protection. Pictured with two research fellows, Zhang Xu (R) and Duncan Poupard (L).
[Photo: Courtesy of ADCA]
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Additionally, the team filmed a number of documentaries to make a record of local lives
and customs in the hope that the cultural heritage can be passed down to future
generations. Two of those documentaries — "The Return of the Dongba Manuscripts"
and "Traditional Naxi Papermaking and the Culture It Transmits"—received
international acclaim in 2015 when they won the Best Humanities Documentary Award

at the 10th Chinese Film Festival in Paris.

"The research of Dongba culture conducted by Western scholars in early age highlights
the historical significance of the culture among modern international academic society,"
said Zhang. "But sadly that research, which covered international, historical and
modern dimensions, did not survive—a loss as profound as the dying culture of the

Naxi ethnic group itself."

Xu Xiaoli, chief expert of the Dongba preservation program and a professor from the Beijing Information
Science and Technology University, signs the Agreement for Academic Research with Prof. Soline
Lau-Suchet, head of the Asian Department of Paris” University Library of Languages and Civilizations late
last year. [Photo: Courtesy of ADCA]
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Xu Xiaoli, a professor from the Beijing Information Science and Technology University
and chief expert of the program, echoed Zhang: "For various historical reasons, the
manuscripts of Dongba culture, the only surviving pictographic writings, have been
scattered around the world, their value lost like an unnoticed treasure trove. Worst of all,
those who can interpret the ancient manuscripts are becoming fewer and fewer."

"Therefore,” Xu added, "the establishment of a digital platform disseminating the
Dongba classics around international communities to protect and pass down the
precious cultural heritage for mankind presents a creative solution suited not only to the
Dongba culture, but also other cultural heritages in China and elsewhere that appear
on [UNESCO's] Memory of the World register.”

Bai Feng and Zhang Xu, members of the National Project team, use high-definition audiovisual technology
to record the Dongba shamans while they decipher digital Dongba manuscripts copied from the library of the
French School of the Far East. [Photo: Courtesy of ADCA]

According to Zhang, the team's undertaking of the protection of the Dongba culture has
garnered immense support from overseas partners, such as the John Rylands Library
of the University of Manchester, the French School of the Far East, the
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Harvard-Yenching Library and the Swedish National Museums of World Culture, which
offered documents to Zhang and her team to copy free of charge.

Last year, Zhang, on behalf of the ADCA, signed a memorandum with the British
Library launching a three-year exchange program to share the collection of the Dongba
manuscripts and promote collaborative academic research using digital applications.

"You are dealing with the manuscripts of the Naxi in a really new manner,” said Michael
Oppitz, the German anthropologist, commenting on the project at an international
symposium held last year in Beijing.

Oppitz commented that the process of digitalization has facilitated the group's efforts,
aided by big data analysis, which, he said, is "a very important thing for future work on

the Naxi and for the preservation project.”

Y L N

Zhang Xu, President of Beijing Association of Dongba Culture and Arts (ADCA), discusses with Laurent
Héricher, the director of oriental department of French National Library concerning the digitalizing
collection of Dongba manuscripts in 2015. [Photo by Emmanuelle Laurent / ADCA]

From China.org.cn (T HH [E B4R IE)D
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7R Soline LAU-SUCHET £+ @ ZEM3Z#EkM DocAsie & L
i “FREHRFRNXL”

On June 22 2018, Soline LAU-SUCHET gave a presentation on the Dongba endangered
manuscript culture at the 12th Annual Seminar of DocAsie, the French network of
documentation on Asia. This three-day seminar attended by librarians and researchers was
dedicated to presentations, reflexions and debates around the preservation, digitization and
promotion of sound archives and precious collections about Asia. Soline LAU-SUCHET took
this opportunity to present BULAC’s (Paris University Library for Languages and Civilizations
Studies) collection of manuscripts from the Naxi nationality, focusing on the fruitful
cooperation the library has developed with ADCA (Beijing Association of Dongba Culture and
Art) through the past five years. After an introduction on Naxi ethnic group and Dongba
culture traditions, she explained the recent decline of this tradition and the current efforts made
by ADCA, regional academic institutions and the Chinese government in order to preserve and
promote this culture. In the third part of her presentation, Soline LAU-SUCHET described the
BULAC’s collection of Geba and Dongba script manuscripts: after recounting how these
manuscripts came to France at the turn of the twentieth century, she described the specificities
of naxi papermaking and of the materiality of Dongba manuscripts and went on describing five
of the 14 manuscripts studied in Yunnan with the help of ADCA. She took time to detail
BULAC MS.CHI.NAXI.12 (The War between the White Tribe and the Black Tribe) and, with
the consent of Mrs Zhang Xu, showed an audiovisual abstract of the recording of this
manuscript being deciphered by Dongba shamans Xi Shanghong and He Zhiben. Soline
LAU-SUCHET concluded her presentation on the recent growth of the collection : indeed, not
only was BULAC offered in 2015 3 contemporary manuscript leaves from Dongba shamans Xi
Shanghong and He Zhiben, but it received 3 more manuscripts - yet non-identified - through
the legation of Denise Bernot, the founder of Burmese Studies in France.

The lecture was met with appreciation. Various questions were asked and Soline
LAU-SUCHET was invited to give another speech on the subject next fall at the Center for
Himalayan Studies (CEH).

(Information from BULAC)
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Between the Oral and the Literary:
The Case of the Naxi Dongba Texts

EOEXWERSIFZE:
INPIRE X AN AR
BB

DUNCAN POUPARD

Fig. 3. Naxi creation myth from the sacrifice to the wind ceremony (MEB 481-4 p. 29).

° Issue: Volume 32, Number 1
° Author(s): Duncan Poupard
° Article: View PDF | Download PDF
o Citation: http://journal.oraltradition.org/issues/32i/poupard

Abstract

This essay considers the orality of ritual texts written in the Naxi dongba script from
southwest China. Historically, the inherent orality of these texts has been largely ignored in
favor of seeing them as a kind of visual “hieroglyphics.” Here, a case will be made that the
Naxi texts represent an intermediary stage between the “oral” and the “written,”
questioning the existence of a stark divide between orality and literacy.

Between the Oral and the Literary: The Case of the Naxi
Dongba Texts
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