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The introduction of Divination et société dans la Chine médiéval

Jean-Pierre Drége

Divination et société dans la Chine médiévale. Etude des manuscrits de Dunhuang de la
Bibliotheque de France et de la British Library. Marc Kalinowki (ed.). Paris, Bibliotheque
nationale de France, 2003. 672 pp. + 61 ill.

The present publication is the result of a collective work conducted between 1998 and 2002
within the project « Divination, Science, and Society in Medieval China » located at the Research
Center « Civilisation chinoise » of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (EPHE/CNRS 8385). The
aim of the project was to make a thorough study of the place occupied by divination and the
traditional sciences during the Tang (618-907) and Five Dynasties (907-960) at the regional and
local level. Its basic sources were provided by the 9th and 10th century calendars and manuscripts
on magic and divination found in the Dunhuang Buddhist caves at the beginning of the last
century. Most of the manuscripts are preserved in the Bibliothéque nationale de France (Pelliot
collection) and in the British Library (Stein collection). The project and the publication have
received financial support from the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation (Taipei).

These documents include the oldest Chinese star maps and printed almanacs, horoscopes,
dream books, treatises on hemerology, cleromancy, geomancy and physiognomony, as well as
manuals of magical medecine, exorcism and talismans. They provide invaluable information on
poorly known aspects of divination during the medieval period and make possible a better
understanding of the genesis of the modern mantic systems that for the most part took shape under
the Song dynasty (960-1279). The manuscripts were brought together and divided into groups
based on the classifications used by Chinese bibliographers at that time. Effort has been made to
clarify the connections between the contents of these manuscripts and the older traditions recorded
in pre-imperial and early Han excavated texts. A general index has been compiled to establish
necessary cross-referencing between the groups and to facilitate access to the manuscripts by
specialists in the field.

Due to their relatively precise localization in time and space, the Dunhuang manuscripts offer
a particular propitious terrain for situating the practice of the traditional sciences in the social
dynamics of the Dunhuang area between the end of the Tang and the beginning of the Song. What
was the function of the calendar-makers and diviners at the prefectural and district level ? What
were the procedures of apprenticeship and of the transmission of mantic knowledge at this level ?
How did local traditions differed from those current at the capital city of Chang’an, in the
astronomical bureaus and within the immediate entourage of the emperor? What were the
relations between divination and institutional religions like Buddhism and Taoism ? In the course
of answering these questions, the authors have tried to better situate divinatory practices within the
field of the religious activities that determined and still determine today the modes of communal
life in Chinese society.

The book is conceived in such a way that it may appeal to the specialist of the Dunhuang
manuscripts, but also to the historian of premodern China and, more generally, to anyone
interested in the history of religion and popular culture. It includes an introduction and ten
chapters followed by a thematic index of the manuscripts, a glossary of technical terms, and a
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bibliography. Each chapter corresponds to a group of manuscripts dealing with the same subject.
They are divided in two parts. Firstly, a presentation article that makes a classification of the
selected manuscripts, describes their contents, and bring forward the most relevant aspects of these
texts for the related field. Secondly, an individual note for each manuscript that includes a
discussion of the filiation of the text, and a detailed table of its contents to serve as a reading guide
of the original. This composition in two parts enables the reader who is not specialized in the
Dunhuang manuscripts to get information about a given group of texts without having to consult
the individual notes that are more specifically meant for those who wish to study the manuscripts
themselves. At the end of each chapter, the authors have included illustrations taken from the
manuscripts and other sources.
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