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PRESENTING THE COLLECTIONS 
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RARE MANCHU MANUSCRIPTS FROM THE COLLECTION 
OF THE ST. PETERSBURG BRANCH OF THE INSTITUTE 

OF ORIENT AL STUDIES, 
RUSSIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES* 

To the history of the collection 

The Manchu collection of the Institute of Oriental studies, 
St. Petersburg, is the largest outside China. The printed 
catalogues of this collection number up to 600 entries of 
manuscripts and block prints [I]. The first Manchu docu­
ments were brought to St. Petersburg in the beginning of 
the 18th century, but the actual study of Manchu was 
started much earlier with the establishment of commercial, 
and later, diplomatic relations between Russia and the 
Qing dynasty China in the middle of the I 7th century. At 
that time all official Qing documents were written in Chi­
nese, Mongolian and Manchu, and Manchu was used dur­
ing diplomatic negotiations. 

The members of the Russian Ecclesiastic mission in 
Peking were the first to collect and bring to Russia the 
Manchu manuscripts and block prints. They were the pio­
neers of Manchu studies to compile the first Manchu­
Russian dictionaries, grammars and readers, as well as to 
make a linguistic and literary research (2]. Many of these 
materials remained unpublished and arc kept in the Ar­
chives of Orientalists. 

Different Manchu grammars, dictionaries, historical 
and philosophical texts both in manuscripts and block 
prints were brought to St. Pctersburg Asiatic Department 
of the Russian Ministry· of Foreign Affairs, and later to the 
Asiatic Museum of the Imperial Academy of Sciences. 
Many of them are well represented in the world libraries 
owing to the collections of sinologists and Jesuits from 
different countries. Nevertheless, the Manuscript Depart­
ment and the Archives of Oricntalists contain a unique 
Manchu material. This fact allows to put the Institute col­
lection on the first place among the other depositories both 
in number and repertoire of the Manchu manuscripts. 
Many of them were acquired from the outstanding man­
churists N. N. Krotkov and A. V. Grcbcnshchikov, who 
worked on the Institute collection at the beginning of this 
century. The Institute archives could be very· handy to re­
construct their scientific activity. 

Nikolai Nikolaevich Krotkov ( 1869-1919) graduated 
the Manchu-Chinese department of the Oriental faculty, 
St. Petersburg University. In 1894 he started his diplomatic 
career at the Russian consulate in Kuldzha as the head of 
the consulate school of translators and interpreters. Later 
he was a secretary at Russian consulates in Jilin, Qiqikar 
and Kuldzha, and then a Russian consul in Urumci, which 
he left for Russia in 1912 I J]. In spite of his diplomatic ac­
tivity, N. N. Krotkov continued his studies of the Orient. 
Thanks to him the St. Petersburg Asiatic Museum got one 
of the largest collection of Central-Asiatic documents like 
Uighur. Indian, Mongolian and Manchu manuscripts and 
block prints. He sent the first manuscripts in 1898 14], his 
Turfan and Central-Asian materials are mentioned in the 
letters of S. Th. Oldenburg and V. V. Radio\' [5]. In 1910 
N. N. Krotkov became a correspondent of the Anthropo­
logical and Ethnographic Museum and was given an hon­
orary· title of a correspondent member of the Russian 
committee for the studies of Middle and East Asia 16[. Of 
his personal interest were Manchu studies. Therefore he 
had collected a lot of precious Manchu icxts which \Vere 
later added to the Institute collection [7[. On his return to 
Pctrograd in 1918 N. N. Krotkov compiled a catalogue of 
Manchu books kept in the Asiatic Museum listing 323 en­
tries of manuscripts and block prints 18]. This list of Man­
chu books did not include the manuscripts from his private 
collection. They \\ere listed later by M. P. Volko\·a and 
K. S. lakhontov [91 The Manchu texts of N. N. KrotkO\· 
arc a unique registration of the spoken Sibe dialect of 
Manchu as he heard it at the merge of the centuries. Thcv 
mostly include epic songs and shamanic texts. To collect 
them he asked for the help of his Sibc friends in Kuldzha, 
Suiding, Hui~uanchcng and Chuguchak. Some of their 
names could be reconstructed from the letters in his per­
sonal file in the Archives of Orientalists. 

The other private collection of Manchu matcnals be­
longed to the famous Russian manchurist A. V Gre-

• The present article is an enlarged English version of the paper read m Chinese at the conference on Manchu studies m !'ekm~. 
1992 and published in Manxuc vanju, No. 2, !'eking 1994, pp. 195-200. , 
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benshchikov (1880-1941 ). The materials on his scholarlv 
and research activity arc well presented in the Archives of 
Oricntalists either (file 72). It is known that A. V. Gre­
bcnshchikov entered the Oriental Institute, Vladivostok, as 
a rnluntary student in 1902. as a regular student of the 4th 
year in 1906. Next year. in 1907. he graduated the Chi­
nese-Manchu department and remained for teaching 
there [10). In 1907-1909 A. V. Grcbcnshchikov studied 
the Tungus-Manchu linguistics and phonetics in particular. 
During this period he made his first trips to Manchuria 
collecting the material for his master thesis on Manchu 
shamanism. From 1918 he worked as a professor at differ­
ent chairs of the Vladirnstok Oriental Institute and the 
Far-Eastern Branch of the USSR Academy of Sciences. He 
published over 50 works on the Manchu and Chinese lan­
guages, culture and literature [ 11]. Almost all of them were 
written on the materials collected by the scholar during his 
ethno-linguistic expeditions to Manchuria in 1908-
1927 [ 12]. In 1935 A. V. Grebcnshchikov moved to Lenin­
grad and started his work in the Institute of Oriental 
Studies. USSR Academy of Sciences. He put his task to de­
scribe the Institute Manchu collection. make research on 
the Manchu shamanism and translate into Russian 
.. Wecere 111etere kooli hi the" ("A Book on Shamanic 
Rights"). He finished his translation in 1939, but could not 
publish it [ 13] because of the World War II. 
A. V. Grebenshchikov died in the besieged Leningrad on 
October 15, 1941 [14). 

N. N. Krotkov and A. V. Grebenshchikov worked in 
the Manuscript department of the Institute studying the 

Manchu collection. It was only in 1965 when the catalogue 
of Manchu manuscripts was published by M. P. Vol­
kova who based her research on the work of these out­
standing scholars. as well as on the notes done by 
V. L. Kotvich. 

For many years M. P. Volkova was the head of the 
Manuscript department leading her scholarly research in 
Manchu studies. She translated into Russian and published 
the Manchu manuscript from A. V. Grebenshchikov's col­
lection - "Nisan sa111ani hithe" (15). Publication of this 
unique text pushed a discussion on the existence of the 
Manchu original literature and peculiarities of Manchu 
interpretations of the Chinese classical and historical texts. 
The text from the St. Pctersburg collection has already 
been translated into nine languages and other versions of 
this text were published (16]. 

The compilation of Manchu catalogues started by 
M. P. Volkova with the "Description of Manchu Manu­
scripts from the Institute of the Peoples of Asia, USSR 
Academy of Sciences" in 1965 resumed the studies of 
Manchu. collections all over the world. Since that time 
more than 30 catalogues of the main libraries of Europe, 
America. China, Japan, India and Mongolia have been 
published. The material registered in them gives a more 
exact idea of the importance of the Institute collection. 
The Manuscript department of the Institute of Orien­
tal Studies, St. Petcrsburg, along with the standard 
repertoire contains unique original Manchu texts and cop­
ies. Some of the most important I am going to introduce 
below. 

History of culture 

The Institute Manchu collection is rich with historical 
and philosophical texts. most of them being translations 
from Chinese. Nevertheless. it includes a rare example of 
the Manchu original literature "Emu tanggu orin sakda i 
gisun sarkian" ("Stories. Told by One Hundred and 
Twenty Sages") (call number B 15. sec jig. /). It consists 
of one hundred and twenty stories on Manchu history and 
culture. It was written by Sun Yun ( 1752-1835), a Mon­
gol from Marat clan [ 17), in 1789 when he was on service 
in Urga. In 1791 the text was revised by Furengtai. a Man­
chu from Wangyan clan. In 1809 Fu-jun (1749-1834). a 
Mongol from Jot clan. translated it into Chinese. This his­
tory of the text is registered in the prefaces of these three 
men. The Institute manuscript belonged to Fu-jun and 
bears his personal red seals at the end of his preface 

( f I Oa) as well as at the end of each of the eight notebooks. 
It seams, this is the only existing Manchu-Chinese copy of 
the text. All the other known texts kept in the libraries of 
America, Japan, Mongolia and China are written in Man­
clm and do not have Fu-jun's preface. The most complete 
Manchu text from Chicago library was published in 1982 
by the Centre for Chinese documents in Taipei, and was 
translated into German in 1983 [ 18]. The Institute manu­
script differs from the other known copies by the additional 
preface of Fu-jun. Chinese translation, the ways of ar­
rangement of the chapters as well as lexical peculiarities. 
Therefore. linguistic and textological study of the existing 
variants in comparison with the Institute's bi-lingual text 
could be of great interest. 

Shamanism 

Almost all the manuscripts on Manchu shamanism 
were collected by A. V. Grebenshchikov and N. N. Krot­
kov and date back to the end of the l 9th-beginning of the 
20th century. It was the period of great interest to ethno­
graphy and folklore of minor peoples. At that time Rus­
sians could easily work in Manchuria contributing a lot of 
ethnographic material to the Russian collections. The sha­
manic literature usually existed in oral tradition: the texts 
were transmitted from the shaman-teacher to his appren­
tice. The Russian scholars were the first to discover the 
scientific value of shamanic prayers. They asked their in­
formants to write down the Manchu texts. or themselves 

transcribed these texts in Russian transliteration [19]. We 
have already mentioned the famous text of A. V. Gre­
benshchikov "Nisan saman-i bithe". Its publication by 
M. P. Volkova in 196 I initiated scientific studies of this 
manuscript, its versions and variants. At present the 
Daghur, Evenk and other variants of this text are found. 
This proves the popularity of this subject among the other 
Tungus-Manchu peoples [20]. 

All of the Grebenshchikov manuscripts were written 
down in Manchu villages during his trips to the north­
eastem China in 1908-1927. Some of them are followed 
by drawings of the shaman costumes, drums, musical no-
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tes. Of the most interest is his notebook (file 75. opis' I. 
No. 47). which includes "Wecere juktere sain ehehe tu­
warannge hithe" ("A Book on Good and Evil during the 
Sacrifices"), ··rargacun to/on ehe sain juwan ilmun han" 
("A List of the Ten Evil and Good Masters of the 
Heir') (21 ]. "Siyoo wen di juktehe-i kumun maksi he tok­
tohuha wasimhuha selgeri hese" ("Highly Approved 
Regulations on Singing and Dancing during Sacrifices in 
the Xiao-wen-di Temple" (jig. 2). The notebook No. 48 
contains everyday stories collected by A. V. Greben­
shchikov in Aigun and Hulguri during his stay there from 
August 22 till September I. 1917. Alongside with these 
stories we find there "Weceku gisun" ("Words Pronounced 
during Sacrifices"). 

The Manchu collection of the Manuscript department 
has a curious album "Su/a i hithe" ("Trifles") (call 
number A 156), which contains coloured drawings by 
A. V. Grebenshchikov of the Manchu's life (jig. 3). The 
expedition notes of Grebenshchikov bear an ethnographic 
interest depicting the Manchu everyday life in the north­
castern China at the beginning of the 20th century. 

Another important text for the studies of Manchu 
shamanism. which follows "Nisan saman-i hithe''. is the 
manuscript from N. N. Krotkov's collection "Saman 
ktlwaran i hithe" ("Shaman Court") (call number B 55). 
Prof. Gimm referred to it as one of the most interesting and 
difficult for understanding [22]. The first manuscript tells 
about the shamaness' journey to the underworld in search 
of the dead young man's soul and gives a description of the 
shamanic right of resurrection of the soul. The second text 
is a collection of different shaman prayers and invocations. 

As it was mentioned above. N. N. Krotkov had col­
lected many precious materials in Xinjiang, the most im­
portant being "Saman k1lwaran i hithe" copied on his re­
quest. Among the documents in N. N. Krotkov's file there 
is a manuscript on the Manchu wedding ceremony (file 32. 
opis' I. No. 8. folio 16) written in the same handwriting 
with a sharp horizontal ending of the last letters. It corre-

sponds to the letter of a Manchu bannerman Enden to 
Krotkov written on a small peace of paper (file 32. opis' 2. 
No. 5). We mav assume that both of these texts were writ­
ten down bv Enden. He could not be the author or a com­
piler of "Sa;nan kuwaran i hi the". since the text itself twice 
gives the date as "the first day of the tenth month of the 
third year of Badarangga dorc,"'. i. e. November 5. 1877. It 
is 20 vears after N. N. Krotkov's arrival to China. In the 
"Desc~iption" of M. P. Volkova the date of the text is by 
mistake given as 1882 (No. 59). Nine prayers of several 
shamans are registered in the manuscript. The first one 
was read by a shaman apprentice. who was born in the year 
of monkey and belonged to the Gejure clan. His teachers 
were from the Giyoro and Gurgiya clans. The second 
prayer belonged to Gesguri. a shaman apprentice from the 
Hashuri clan. who was born in the same year. The third 
shaman was Karanju from the famous Gejer clan. 

The manuscript is a compilation of different prayers 
and invocations. The first two were recited by the shaman 
apprentice during his initiation and includes invocations to 
the spirits for helping him in ceremonies. The following 
three texts arc the prayers to the spirits Afaja and Mama 
(male and female ancestors). Three other prayers were read 
during healing practice. They illustrate shaman's journey 
through different underworld villages guarded by different 
spirits. different obstacles. and preparation of ritual objects 
used during expel of the illness from a sick body. The last 
prayer of the shaman Karan ju tells about his journey to the 
highest deity Jsanju-mama. who is imagined to be sitting 
on the top of the golden ladder and who patronizes all 
shamans and their help-spirits [23]. 

"Saman kuwaran i hithe" is important for being the 
variant of the other Sibe-Manchu manuscript "Saman 
jarin" which was published in Urumci in 1990. It has been 
already translated into Chinese and German (24]. Both 
manuscripts arc an important and valuable source for the 
studies of Sibe-Manchu shamanism and the Sibe-Manchu 
language of the last century· (25]. 

Folklore 

The third largest part of the Manchu collection con­
sists of the Sibe-Manchu poetry· and folklore. The most of 
them is dedicated to the Sibc transfer from Manchuria to 
Xinjiang in the second half of the l 8th century·. Recently 
several poems on this event were published in China (26]. 
To these texts we may add two variants from our collec­
tion: "Ba na i ucun" (call number A 51) - "Song about 
homeland" (jig. .J) and "Afukden ci tucike de ha i 11cun" 
(call number A 29) ("Song on the Transfer from Muk­
den"). If compared. the second poem turns to be an 
abridged variant of the first text. It lacks the first part 
which glorifies the Qing dynasty. the conquer of the Jungar 
and establishment of the western borders of the Qing pe­
riod China. It also speaks on the cleverness of the imperial 
laws and the imperial order on the transfer of the Mukdcn 
Sibe to the basin of the Iii river. Both texts coincide from 
the folio 2b of "Ba na i ucun", still having tcxtological and 
poetical differences. Both variants arc very· important for 
the history of Manchu literature. and along with already 
published variants allow to trace the development of this 
text from a simple folk song to a big poetical composition 
during hundred years of its existence. Both of our manu-

scripts were translated into German and published in 1988 
by Prof. G. Stary· in "Epic Songs of the Sibe-Manchu" [27]. 

The same could be addressed to another text "The 
Song on Kashgar". dedicated to the Manchu fighting 
against the Kashgar uprising in 1820-1828. The Chinese 
and Sibc scholars have published several versions of this 
texts [28]. As it is in the previous case. the earliest versions 
arc kept in the manuscript collection of the St. Pctersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies. The first short 
manuscript was registered by V. V. Radlov and published 
later by A. 0. lvanovsky in 1895 (29]. The second manu­
script was copied on the request of N. N. Krotkov in 1903 
and is kept under a call number A 16. titled "Daicing gu­
runi kasigar ucuni hithe" (jig. 5). This is the most 
complete version of this text. and the comparative 
study of the existing versions will give a history· of the 
development of it. 

The third worth mentioning text from the lnstitute's 
collection is "Muduri mukdehe uculen" (call number A 53) 
("Song on the Rise of the Dragon") [30]. It glorifies the 
Qing dynasty. sage Manchu emperors and courage of 
the bannermen. The Manchu text on the top of the page is 
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translated into Chinese, but this Chinese text at the bottom 
of the page is written in Manchu alphabet {fig. 6). This 
kind of transliteration of the Chinese texts is often regis­
tered in the early Manchu documents. It enables the Man­
clms to be aware of the Chinese pronunciation in case thev 
did not know the hieroglyphs. · 

The Manchu collection includes special occasion or 
festivity songs like sarin ucun. They were sung during 
wedding parties by the newly-weds, match-makers and 
guests. Some of them were already published in Chi­
nese 131), but the Institute's "Sarin de ucu/ere ucun" (call 
number A 6) ("Song Which is Sung during the Party") is 
the most complete and poetical. It consists of 57 stances. 
4 lines each. The other popular song from the 
St. Petersburg collection is "Fadu .i:eolere ucuni mudan" 

(call number A 3) which was sung by a young lady when 
she was embroidering a purse for her beloved before his 
departure. The text was written down for N. N. Krotkov on 
September 26, 1899 (Badarangga doro orin sunja aniya 
jaktin hiya orin juwe de). In the "Description" of 
M. P. Volkova this date is by mistake translated as 
August 8, I 904 (No. 179). The Manchu text is followed by 
the Chinese translation in Manchu alphabetical translit­
eration. 

All these manuscripts were collected at the end of the 
I 9th-beginning of the 20th century and are the earliest 
registrations of the Sibe-Manchu folklore texts. The mod­
ern versions of some of them were recently published in 
Chinese [32]. 

Ceremonies 

There are some interesting texts referring to the tradi­
tions of the Manchus. The most complete is "Manju gtisai 
hoo hanjire niyaman jafara dorolon i hithe" (call num­
ber A 116) ("Book of Wedding Ceremonies of the Manchu 
Banner Families"). which was also brought by N. N. Krot­
kov. It describes the Manchu engagement. wedding cere­
monies of the Sibe-Manchu in Xinjiang. It contains the 
mlcs of filial piety, remembrance of the passed parents, as 
well as the list of terms of family relations. This text was 
translated into English with transliteration and facsi-

mile [33]. Another similar text is found in the personal file 
of N. N. Krotkov with other version of this ceremony 
which was recently published in facsimile with German 
translation [34]. 

The descriptions of the Manchu ceremonies give an 
interesting material on the Chinese influence on everyday 
life, as well as on preservation of the original Manchu 
tradition. These manuscripts may interest ethnologists and 
researchers in the Manchu traditional culture. 

Translations of the Chinese literature 

Alongside with the original Manchu texts discussed 
above, the Manuscript collection includes the Manchu 
translations of the Chinese literature. Most of them are 
historical and classical texts. The first Manchu translations 
were done in Mukden in 1632-1633 on war strategy. law 
and history to enable the reader to get acquainted with the 
Chinese traditional science and literature [35]. Together 
with the well known translations of "San guo zhi", ".\'i 
xiang )f'. "Jing Ping Mei'', that are available in almost 
every Manchu collection both in block-print and manu­
script form. the Institute collection has some Manchu 
manuscripts of the Chinese novels which do not exist in 
block-print and their original Chinese version. Many of 
them were burnt down during the literary inquisitions of 
Qianlong time (1736-1796) on the pretext of bearing 
danger to the state and moral order of the Qing empire. 
Thus. the existing unique Manchu manuscripts give us the 
idea of the destroved Chinese texts. Prof Gimm has num­
bered 76 titles of such Manchu translations, 22 of these 
novels and stories are kept in the lnstitute's collection [36]. 
11 of them are not presented in other libraries of the world. 
Thus, according to the number of the Chinese literary texts 
in Manchu translation our collection could be considered 
to be the largest. The earliest manuscript is the novel "Zui 
pu ti-i hithe" (call number B 53) dating back to 1684-

1685. The other manuscript "Htiwa tu yuwan-i hithe" was 
written in 1690. Both novels were translated by a person 
whose pen-name was Tian-hua-zang zhu ren ('The owner 
of the heavenly flowers chamber"), who presumably was 
Xu Zhen being known for his nine translations of the Chi­
nese novels done by him in the second half of the 
I 7th century [ 3 7]. Since these Manchu translations have 
not yet been studied we limit ourselves to the list of the 
other nine Chinese novels in their Manchu translation, 
which are kept in the Manuscript department: 

I. Can jen giyoo .~i-i hi the (call number B 9); 
2. Jang ze mei-ni hithe (call number C 5); 
3. Gin ytin kiyoo-i hithe (call number B 31); 
4. Feng huwang c'i bithe (call number A 97); 
5. Seng htiwa meng ni hithe (call number B 7); 
6. San guo yin (call number A 9), the Russian title on 

the cover is Predanie o dobrodetel'nom Syma Mou CA 
Legend about a Good Sima Mou"); 

7. Jeo gurun-i bithe (call number A 62); 
8. Dergi Han gurun-i bithe (call number A 77); 
9. Ing Liyei juwan-i hi the (call number B 53). 
The study of different translations of Chinese novels 

and short stories which do not exist in their original ver­
sion enriches our knowledge of the Chinese literature and 
literary contacts between the Far-Eastern countries [38]. 

Newspapers 

In addition to these rare manuscripts the Institute pos­
sesses a collection of a Manchu newspaper "Ice donjin" 
(call number C I) published in Hailar in 1925. It contains 
information about home and international affairs of that 

time. as well as historical sketches. While checking this 
file. we found 20 issues of this paper, the "Description" of 
M. P. Volkova registers only 17. It turns out that the Insti­
tute collection is the biggest, since we know nothing about 
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Manchu newspapers in the Chinese libraries. In the Li­
brary of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences there are sev­
eral issues of the newspaper ''Hulun buir ice donjin a/aha" 
of 1930 (39]. 

In 1913 A. V. Grebenshchikov published one issue of 
"Sahaliyan ula erindari boolara hoofon" of 1912 in his 
"Man'chzhurskaia khrestomatiia" (40]. 

These newspapers could be valuable for the study of 
the history of Manchu speaking people of that time. 

The Manchu manuscripts presented above, from our 
point of view, are the most interesting in the Manchu col­
lection of the St. Petersburg Institute of Oriental Studies. 

The versions of some of them could be found in the other 
collections of the world. Their comparative study may en­
rich our knowledge of history and culture of the Manchus, 
as well as contribute to the sinological studies of the Qing 
China. 

We limited ourselves to those which are registered in 
the "Description of Manchu manuscripts from the Institute 
of the Peoples of Asia" by M. P. Volkova. The present 
work with the collection showed a considerable number of 
manuscripts and block-prints which were not included into 
her both catalogues. Many of them deserve special future 
presentation. 

Notes 

I. The article deals with the material of the already printed Manchu catalogues of this collection, see M. P. Volkova, Opisanie 
man 'chzhurskikh rukopisel Instituta narodov Azii AN SSSR (Description of Manchu Manuscripts from the Institute of the Peoples of 
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(Protocols of the Russian Committee for the Studies of the Middle and Eastern Asia), May I 0, 1908, No. 2, paragraph 28; September 22, 
paragraph 49 and others. 
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9. M. P. Volkova, Opisanie man'chzhurskikh rukopisei; K. S. Iakhontov, "Svodnyl ocherk". Some texts not mentioned in the first 

catalogue and mentioned as lost ones in the second are discovered during recently done inventory. The description of these and other not 
registered Manchu manuscripts and block prints is under preparation. 

I 0. The Oriental Institute in Vladivostok was established in 1899 as an educational centre for preparing students for administrative 
and commercial companies in Eastern Russia and the neighbouring countries. In 1920 the Oriental Institute was reorganized into the 
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this text could be judged from the following publications: G. Stary, 711ree Unedited Manuscripts of the Epic Tale "Nisan Saman-i bithc''. 
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