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Introduction

Tangut studies began with the excavation of artefacts and documents at
Kharakhoto (in present-day northwest China) in the early twentieth
century. Currently more than ten countries have institutes specializing
on Tangut studies and have published a large corpus of scholarly work
in the field. Following on from the pioneering work of former scholars,
many new scholars are turning to Tangut studies and have achieved
important advances in recent years. At the same time, new materials
have been discovered, providing a wealth of information for research
purposes. Various international conferences on different themes of
Tangut studies have been held worldwide.

Tangut Paper Fragment
©The British Library

Excavations
1. Kharakhoto — Kozlov, Stein and Chinese excavations

2. Other Tangut sites — Chinese excavations
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Review of international Tangut studies up to 1980

In China, significant research has been done on Buddhism and
Tangut art. Tangut Buddhism took elements from the Buddhism
practiced at the time among Chinese and Tibetans. Chinese
histories including the Liao History, Jin History, and especially
the Song History records six cases of the Tanguts seeking
Buddhist sutras from the Song dynasty (960-1279), and then
making the woodblocks. In addition, evidence of exchange
between the Tanguts and the Song dynasty can be seen from
Tibetan documents, such as the Mkhas Pavi Dgav Ston (A Feast
for Scholars), The Red Annals, Biographies of Tibetan Emperors
and Ministers, and The Sakya Hereditary History. The history of
the Tibetan Buddhist monks who were appointed as royal tutors
and other important positions in the Tangut kingdom is outlined
in detail in Sun Changsheng's paper(1) [#foot1] . A large amount
of work has been done on Tangut Buddhism. A seminal text in
this field is Shi Jinbo's Historical Sketch of Tangut Buddhism(2)
[#foot1] , which contains a detailed description of the
development of Tangut Buddhism, Tangut sutras, Tangut
temples and monks. In the chapter entitled 'Tangut Buddhist
Art', Professor Shi discusses Tangut Buddhist painting in grottoes
and temples, scroll paintings on silk or paper, wooden engraving
on printed sutras, sculptures in grottoes and statues in temples,
calligraphy of sutras, and Buddhist art from the perspective of
temple structures. Professor Shi's research on the influences
from the cultures of Tibet and the central plains of China on
Tangut culture has been widely recognized by scholars of
Tangut.

In China, significant research has been done on Buddhism and
Tangut art. Tangut Buddhism took elements from the Buddhism
practiced at the time among Chinese and Tibetans. Chinese
histories including the Liao History, Jin History, and especially
the Song History records six cases of the Tanguts seeking
Buddhist sutras from the Song dynasty (960-1279), and then
making the woodblocks. In addition, evidence of exchange
between the Tanguts and the Song dynasty can be seen from Mahasthamaprapta, 13th century
Tibetan documents, such as the Mkhas Pavi Dgav Ston (A Feast ©State Hermitage Museum
for Scholars), The Red Annals, Biographies of Tibetan Emperors
and Ministers, and The Sakya Hereditary History. The history of the Tibetan Buddhist monks who were
appointed as royal tutors and other important positions in the Tangut kingdom is outlined in detail in
Sun Changsheng's paper . A large amount of work has been done on Tangut Buddhism. A seminal text
in this field is Shi Jinbo's Historical Sketch of Tangut Buddhism, which contains a detailed description of
the development of Tangut Buddhism, Tangut sutras, Tangut temples and monks. In the chapter
entitled 'Tangut Buddhist Art', Professor Shi discusses Tangut Buddhist painting in grottoes and temples,
scroll paintings on silk or paper, wooden engraving on printed sutras, sculptures in grottoes and statues
in temples, calligraphy of sutras, and Buddhist art from the perspective of temple structures. Professor
Shi's research on the influences from the cultures of Tibet and the central plains of China on Tangut
culture has been widely recognized by scholars of Tangut.

Clear links exist between Tangut art and Buddhism. Tangut art is mostly concentrated in Buddhist
temples or paintings; in Buddhist documents; in sculpture and architecture in Buddhist grottoes.
Scholars such as Duan Wenjie, Zhang Baoxi, Liu Yuguan, Sun Changsheng and Han Xiaomang have
continued to work on Tangut art, focusing on the representation and artistic merits of cave wall
painting (see Appendix 1). The Tangut Kingdom, the Chinese Song dynasty and Tibetan Empire
coexisted in roughly the same historical period, see the Chronology of Chinese History in Appendix 2.
An important characteristic of Tangut art is the deep influence from Tibetan Tantric Buddhism. Professor
Shi Jinbo has mentioned this in his work. Professor Xie Jisheng from the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences has also contributed important work on this topic. His paper(3) [#foot3] and book(4) [#foot3] have
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introduced the history and research of tangkas found in Kharakhoto, the contents and style of the
images, the origin of the tangka, the form of tangas found in Kharakhoto, Tangut tangas and their
origin in Tibetan Tantric Buddhism. Professor Xie has also analysed the influence from Tibetan Tantric
Buddhism.

With the development of Tangut studies, the demands for collation, publication, and digitization of
Tangut materials are significantly greater than before. In order to meet the needs of scholars, the
holding institutions of the Tangut documents from Kharakhoto have published these materials. In 1993,
the Shanghai Classic Publishing Company and the St Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental
Studies, the Russian Academy of Sciences collaborated to edit and publish all the Kharakhoto
documents held in Russia. Chinese scholars and editors went to Russia twice, and together with Russian
scholars they worked to collate, catalogue and photograph these materials. Around 8,000 Russian
Tangut documents have been published in eleven volumes since 1996. In 2002, the Northwest Second
National Minority College (Now the Northern National Minority University) started a project entitled
'Collation of Kharakhoto Documents Held in Britain'. They have cooperated with the Shanghai Classic
Publishing Company since 2005 and published the four-volume Documents from Khara-Khoto in the
British Library.(5) [#foot5]

Compared to the publication of Tangut documents held worldwide, the collation and publication of
Tangut documents in China has been slow. The Tangut documents are held in Beijing, Ningxia, Gansu,
Inner Mongolia, Shaanxi, Xinjiang and other places. Some scholars have collated these documents and
made catalogues, although this work has not been published in its entirety. Ningxia University set up a
project for the collation of Tangut manuscripts in China in 2001, and began to work with the Gansu
Research Centre for Collating Chinese Classics in 2004. Later on, another ten institutions took part in
this project too. Now the Gansu Renmin Publishing Company and the Dunhuang Wenyi Publishing
Company have published Tangut Manuscripts Collected in China — Beijing in twelve volumes. The
digitization of the Tangut documents took place just before the publication. The National Library of
China, as a major holding institution of Tangut documents, digitized 121 Tangut documents in 2002, as
well as organizing an exhibition on Tangut culture and cataloguing all the papers on Tangut studies.
These resources can be freely searched and used at the website of the National Library of China
[http://res2.nlc.gov.cn:9080/wenxian/] . The detailed references concerning Tangut documents held at the
National Library of China are listed in Appendix 3.

Although the Tangut documents are now being rapidly collated and digitized in China, web resources
are being developed individually and in isolation. Institutions, whether in Beijing or Ningxia, have
digitized the documents according to their own standards without sharing information or resources.
Thus to date there is no complete resource including the original images of the documents, catalogues
or full texts of the research papers and books on Tangut studies, historical records of the Tanguts and
the achievements of scholars of Tangut and holding institutions. Scanning PDF articles can no longer
satisfy user requirements. The creation of some kind of knowledge database is needed to allow more in-
depth analysis into the results of research already undertaken. The National Library of China digitization
of the catalogues of Tangut documents and research is an example of pioneering work in this area. The
database has not been maintained or updated however, resulting in no new data since 2002.

Funded by the Ford Foundation, the symposium on 25-27 April, 2007 on Tangut civilization will also
propose the construction of a web resource of Tangut studies. Similar to the knowledge database
mentioned above, we suggest that the database should be based upon the existing Internet resources
and full-text images, with useful links added. Information on the related institutions and scholars should
also be included, and all the historical records related to the Tangut kingdom should be included in the
database, so as to set up a functional knowledge base. At this stage, we are just creating a simple
homepage displaying references on Tangut Buddhism and art. We believe that all scholars present at
the symposium are the experts who are able to comment on what should be included in the database
on Tangut Studies, thus promoting further research. Your valuable opinions and suggestions are
therefore welcomed.

(1) [#note1] Sun Changsheng 2006
(2) [#note1] Shi Jinbo 1988
(3) [#note1] Xie Jisheng 1997
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(4) [#note1] Xie Jisheng 2001
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(5) [#notel] Yingguo guojia tushuguan cang Heishui Cheng wenxian 2005
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Review of Tangut studies in China

Timeline
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