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an Open International Digital Platform of Dongba Manuscripts 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 travelleBaishuitai in Sanba. Our goal was
to decipher and translate a number of classic Naxi texts that are dtorevarious 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 olthooks 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 raftefghe old Naxistyle 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 oowds 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 areegting 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. Tie 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 Poupad
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