Cultural Journey – chapter 1 

China Elgin Marbles: The Taoist Priest Pagoda
Sample Translation by Queenie Lai
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Beyond the gate of the Mogao Caves was a river. Across the river was a stretch of open ground dotted with jagged pagodas, high and low, built for monks that had passed away. The circular pagodas, shaped almost like a gourd, were painted white. A few collapsed ones showed that the pagodas had been erected with a wooden pillar at the centre with yellowish mud plastered around the side and the pedestal base built of blue-grey bricks. Historically, the monks of the Mogao Caves were never well off and this was clearly evident here. When the sun set and the chill northern wind howled, the dilapidated pagoda columns appeared even more desolate.
There was one pagoda built in more recent years, relatively better preserved. The pagoda was inscribed. I edged closer to read the inscriptions and was taken aback – the owner of this pagoda was none other than Wang Yuanlu!

     He was the culprit who has gone down in history as failing to protect the Dunhuang Caves. 
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I had seen his picture: eyes dull and timid-looking, dressed in homespun cotton-padded clothes, he looked like any ordinary Chinese civilian at that time in history. Originally a farmer from Macheng of Hubei Province, he fled from famine to Gansu Province and became a Taoist Priest. Eventually he became the keeper of the Mogao Caves, and held the key to China’s most astounding ancient cultural treasure. He took negligible sums of money from the hands of foreign explorers and in return, allowed them to ship away countless boxes of valuable relics from Dunhuang. Today, Chinese scholars studying Dunhuang relics can only suppress their shame and humiliation, time and again travelling to foreign museums to purchase microfilms of Dunhuang relics, sighing heavily as they walk up to the enlarger.
I would be quite capable of engulfing Wang in a raging torrent but he was too lowly, too insignificant, too ignorant. Even the biggest downpour would be like ‘playing the lute to a cow’ and in return, Wang would only give you a look of indifference. To allow this ignorant person to bear the enormous responsibility of our cultural heritage: even we would find it meaningless. 
This is the tragedy of a nation. Priest Wang was just a clown who somehow got caught up in this series of misfortunes. A young poet once wrote these words: ’That evening, as adventurer Stein set off with his convoy of carts loaded with boxes and cartons of treasures, he turned and looked at the heartbreakingly beautiful sunset in the West. It was there that an ancient nation’s wounds started to bleed.’
I could not understand why a Taoist Priest would be put in charge of a sacred Buddhist domain. Where had all the Chinese government officials gone? Their rambling official papers to the Emperor never seemed to have mentioned a word about the happenings in Dunhuang. 
All this was in the early years of the 20th century. European and American artists were in the midst of a surge of creativity. Rodin was busy with his sculpture in his studio; Renoir, Degas and Cezanne were in their later years; and Manet had long completed his “Dejeuner sur l’herbe”. Some had already cast their envious glance at Asian art: and Dunhuang art was in the hands of priest Wang.
Priest Wang woke up early each day to take a walk round the caves, much like an old farmer looking after his dwellings. He was a bit dissatisfied with the cave paintings, dark and gloomy, making him feel blurry-eyed. How wonderful it would be if it were a bit brighter! He found two helpers and a bucket of lime. He stuck a long pole at the end of a brush made of straw, dipped it into the bucket of lime and started to whitewash the walls. The first layer was too thin and the vibrant colours of the wall paintings were still vaguely visible. As a farmer who took his business seriously, he meticulously painted another layer of lime onto the wall. The air was dry so it didn’t take long before the wall dried. There was nothing left - the smiles of the Tang Dynasty; the crests and attires of the Soong Dynasty - the caves became  plain white. Wang wiped his sweat with an honest smile and then casually asked around for the price of lime in the market. He did some calculations and decided that there was no need to whitewash any more caves. Just whitewash these for the time being. With that, he happily put down his brush. 

After the walls were painted white, the sculptures in the centre appeared too striking. For a tidy ‘farmhouse’ like this, their graceful bodies appeared too sumptuous; their tender smiles too awkward. Wang called to mind his role as a Taoist priest– why not add a few heavenly idols and immortals to the caves? He instructed the helpers to borrow some iron hammers to work on the original sculptures. It was not difficult - all that was needed was a few blows and the sumptuous bodies turned into debris; their gentle smiles to earth. Wang had heard that there were a few craftsmen in the village; he invited them over and with a bit of clay, they started to build his immortals and temples of heaven. The craftsman said he had never worked on anything like this before. Wang reassured him that it didn’t matter, it was fine so long it bore some sort of resemblance. So, like a naughty kid moulding a snowman - here went the nose, there the hands and feet. At least they were sitting upright properly. Yes, add a bit of plaster and whitewash them. Added a pair of eyes, followed by the moustache, they started to have the looks.  Wang let out a sigh of relief, thanked the craftsmen and started to plan his next steps.
Today as I walked into these caves and faced the pathetically pale walls and the absurd white figures, my mind also turned miserably blank. I stood rooted to the spot, lost for words – the brushes and hammers seemed to swing right in front of my eyes. “Stop!” I cried out in pain. I could see Wang turn, looking puzzled. After all, he was only tidying up his backyard, why all that fuss from strangers? I even wanted to kneel down and plead with him in a low voice, “Please wait, please wait….” But what were we waiting for? My mind was still miserably blank.   
In the early morning of 26th May 1900, Wang woke up as usual and  diligently swept the sand off from one of the caves. Unexpectedly, the walls crumbled and a crack appeared. It seemed that there was another cave hidden behind the walls. Wang thought this a bit peculiar and broke into the cave. Wow! A cave fully-loaded with historical artefacts! 

Unknowingly, that morning Priest Wang had opened a door that would astound the world: a permanent discipline of study would be built from within this cave. Countless talented scholars would devote a lifetime for this cave. The glory and shame of China would be devoured by this cave.
With a tobacco pipe in his mouth, he rummaged randomly with his bare hands. Of course he didn’t understand any of these. He only felt that things were a bit out of the ordinary. Why did the walls crack just as I was standing outside the cave? he asked himself. Perhaps this was God’s reward for me. Next time when I head to the county, I should bring along a few of these scriptures to show to the county magistrate and share with him this fascinating incident.
 The magistrate was a learned official and had some understanding of the magnitude and importance of this discovery. Not long after, Yezhichang, the Literary Chancellor of Gansu Province also became aware of this. He was a scholar of antiques and appreciated the value of the cave. He suggested to the Provincial Treasurer that all these artefacts should be transported to the Provincial capital for safekeeping. But the volume was huge and transportation cost was not inexpensive, so the officials hesitated. Only Wang readily took relics after relics from the caves and gave them to officials to circulate amongst themselves as gifts.
China was poor. But if you simply took a look at the extravagant lifestyles of the bureaucrats, you would realize that there was no way they could not raise the transportation costs. Chinese officials were not unlearned either – within their neat studies, they had already browsed through their collection of scripts and scrolls to determine the historical origins of the scriptures. But they did not have the desire, nor the determination, to properly conserve the heritage of our nation. Elegantly touching their beards, they instructed their men, “Ask the Taoist Priest to send over a few more pieces next time!” The few pieces they already possessed would be repackaged and sent as birthday gifts to officials in Beijing. 
At the same time, scholars from America and Europe, experts on Chinese studies, archaeologists and adventurers travelled thousands of miles, camped in the wild and rushed to Dunhuang. They were willing to sell their life savings in return for smuggling one or two pieces back home. They were willing to endure every hardship and risk their lives crossing the desert. As they rushed to the newly discovered caves, they were even prepared to be beaten or killed on arrival. Puffs of smoke rose from their camps in the desert; meanwhile, the aroma of Chinese tea filled the sitting rooms of the Chinese officials. 

Without encountering any barriers nor formalities, the foreigners went straight to the entrance of the caves. Outside the caves were some bricks, fixed with a padded-lock. The keys to the lock dangled from the belt of Priest Wang. It must have been somewhat disappointing to the foreigners, to arrive at the last station after journeying thousands of miles and not be faced with an official residence guarding the cultural relics; or meet an aloof museum curator. They did not encounter any security or a single guard. Everything came down to a grubby Taoist Priest. They could only shrug their shoulders with amusement. 

One could tell the status of Priest Wang simply by exchanging a few words with him. The explorers’ various pre-conceived tactics and strategies were now redundant. All that the priest wanted was a simple business exchange. Just like two pins for a chicken, a button for a basket of cabbage. I find it hard to note down the exact details of these exchanges but I will do so in brief: in October 1905, Oldenburg, a Russian received a large bundle of scriptures in exchange for some Russian products which he brought along; in May 1907, Stein, a Hungarian gave a stack of silver coins in exchange for 24 large boxes of scriptures, 5 boxes of woven silk and paintings; in July 1908, Pelliot, a Frenchman gave a minimal amount of silver coins in exchange for 10 large carts of artefacts, over 6000 scriptures and printing scrolls; in October 1911, Japanese Ichiro and Kozui gave an inconceivably insignificant sum in exchange for 300 scriptures and two sculptures from the Tang Dynasty. Stein came back in 1914 for a second time and received 5 carts of relics and 600 scriptures for a negligible sum… 
For a while Wang had some hesitations, fearing that he might somehow offend his gods. To eliminate Wang’s worries was simple: Stein told him that he was a great admirer of Tripitaka and that he was reversing Tripitaka’s footsteps by coming all the way from India to China for the holy scriptures. Great, if he were indeed the western Tripitaka, so be it. Let him take what he needed. Priest Wang swiftly agreed and opened the door. There was no need for diplomatic exchange or dialogue here: all that was needed was the spontaneous creation of a fairytale. 

Boxes after boxes; carts after carts; the artefacts were now all packed and bundled. Vroom…. the fleet started to leave. 

They did not head towards Beijing. The officials had told them very early on that there would not be any money available for transportation. Alright, let’s send them off to London, to Paris, to Petersburg, to Tokyo. 

Priest Wang repeatedly nodded his head, took a deep bow and even escorted them on their way out. He respectfully called Stein ‘Sir Stein’ and Pelliot ‘Sir Pelliot’. There were heavy stacks of silver coins in his pocket which he would not have received from religious begging. He was sad to see them leave, and thanked Sir Stein and Sir Pelliot for their “kind donations”. As he stood outside the exit, the trucks trundled far into the distance, leaving behind two deep trails on the desert. 
Stein and his team returned home to be met with an enthusiastic reception. Their academic and exploration reports were greeted with applause. In their speeches, they often mentioned a weird priest in order to let the foreign audience understand how imperative it was for them to save the ancient heritage from such a fool. They repeatedly emphasized that their long arduous journey had led Dunhuang relics from darkness to light. 

They were no doubt spirited enterprising scholars. From a scholar’s point of view, I could admire them. But their discourse failed to establish some very basic premises. My rebuttal is now too late, but a poem written by a young contemporary Chinese addressed to Lord Elgin who burnt down the Old Summer Palace in Beijing floats into my mind:　

I despise

I despise myself for not being born a century earlier

So that I could stand in front of you and look you in the eyes 
In the dark overcast castle

In the twilight of wilderness

Either I pick up the white gloves that you drop
Or you catch the sword that I hurl at you

Or we each ride a chariot 

And leave far far away from the flags of war 
Away from the distressed war zone  
And battle victory or defeat once and for all under the city walls 

　To these scholars, this poem is perhaps too strongly worded. But I do want to use the poet’s way to stop the scholars’ convoy - stand amidst the desert and look them straight in their eyes. They might retort: you don’t have the ability to research on this. Well fine, let’s first find a place, sit down and have a battle of wits. Anything is acceptable, so long as you do not silently take away what our ancestors bequeathed to us.
I couldn’t help sighing again. Even if I could have halted the convoy, what next? I could perhaps escort them to the city of Beijing. Let’s not even think of the transportation costs for the time being. But weren’t part of the relics in fact transported from the caves to Beijing at that time? The reality was, the relics were not packed in wooden boxes; everything was just loosely bundled up with straw mattresses. Officials on the way could dip into the bundle and take whatever they could lay their hands on. A few bundles would be left behind wherever they stopped to rest. By the time the relics reached Beijing, only pitiful bits and pieces were left . 

The grand nation of China couldn’t even contain a few rolls of scriptures! But compared to the fate of mass mishandling and destruction by Chinese officials, at times I would rather say heartlessly that it’s much better to store these relics at the British Museum! However, at the end of the day, I could not utter these words easily. The convoy that I managed to halt, where should they be heading then? Neither here nor there. I could only stop them in the middle of the desert and weep. 

I so despise!

I am not the only one filled with loathing. The Chinese scholars of Dunhuang Research Center loathe even more than I do. They are unwilling to express their feelings, and have spent decades proceeding with their research with solemn faces. They purchase the microfilms of Dunhuang relics from overseas: the more humiliating it is, the more imperative it is for them to add intensity to their research.
 The international conference on Dunhuang studies I last attended was held at the Mogao Caves. After a few days a Japanese scholar made this solemn statement: “I would like to correct some comments made in the past. The results from these past few years have proven that Dunhuang is in China. Dunhuang studies also take place in China!”

The Chinese scholars did not appear particularly emotional. As they left the hall in silence, they walked passed the pagoda of Priest Wang.          
