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Anne-Marie Schwirtlich, Director-General of the National Library of Australia launching Asian
Treasures by Andrew Gosling. Photograph courtesy of Marie Sexton.
1. Thanks
First I am most grateful that the new Director-General, Anne-Marie Schwirtlich, has kindly agreed to
launch the book today. I had the pleasure of working with Anne-Marie about ten years ago when she
was on a short secondment to the National Library.
I had wanted to write a book about the Library’s Asian Collections for many years, but had to wait until
retirement for the time to do so. The result, Asian Treasures: Gems of the Written Word is of course a
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collaborative effort. The theme, selection criteria and list of items included were the result of extensive
discussions. I am most grateful to Paul Hetherington, former head of Publications for supporting the
idea of this book, his successor Susan Hall and other Public Programs staff, such as Maureen Brooks
and Sally Hopman. I should also thank the publisher’s editor Michaela Forster, the designer Noel
Wendtman and the photographer Sam Cooper.
A particular debt of gratitude is owed to Asian Collections, its director, Amelia McKenzie; Di Ouyang,
Mayumi Shinozaki, Jung-Ok Park, Tieke Atikah, Sophie Viravong, Anya Dettman and all the staff in
the Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Indonesian and Thai units. I am also grateful to other parts of the Library
represented in Asian Treasures, namely Manuscripts, Pictures, Maps and Rare Books. Many scholars
provided advice and comments, most notably Dr Ian Proudfoot and Dr John Caiger, both of whom are
here this evening. Finally I should thank the Friends of the National Library, their Chair, Joan Kennedy
and their executive officer, Sharyn O’Brien for organising this evening’s event.
2. Introduction

Front cover of Asian Treasures : Gems of the Written Word. [1]
Image courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
Asian Treasures is the Library’s first full-length book devoted to its acquisitions from the region. 42
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precious pieces have been selected on the theme of Asian writing, books and printing. Whether the
number 42 has any significance I will leave to fans of Douglas Adams and his Hitchhikers Guide to the
Galaxy, which by the way the Library holds in Japanese translation. It was not easy choosing just a few
items from the vast collections about Asia. The criteria for inclusion were age, rarity, beauty or
historical significance. I have concentrated on Asian writing traditions, thus largely excluding the
Library’s strong holdings of Western publications about Asia, which could easily be the topic of another
volume.
Australia’s library collections about Asia are comparatively young. During the 1950s the National
Library realized the importance of collecting from and about our northern neighbours. Since then the
Library has developed the strongest Asian research holdings in Australia, to meet the needs of scholars
and the public.
The book makes no claim to geographical balance within Asia. It reflects the fact that the Library’s
collecting has long concentrated on East and Southeast Asia. However I have tried to show a variety pf
interesting pieces from many countries. Hence Asian Treasures covers items from Iran to Japan. It
includes palm-leaf writings from Sri Lanka and Bali; Indian miniatures based on Hindu tales; Thai and
Manchu manuscripts. There are Burmese texts from marble rubbings; an early Thai cremation volume;
Korean scriptures printed with original 13th century woodblocks and a huge world map in Chinese on
silk. Beautiful works include Kokka, Japan’s first art journal and Kogei, on arts and crafts. Incidentally
the spine and back of Asian Treasures incorporate cover designs from Kogei.
Of course I was not starting from scratch when writing the book. As you will see in the bibliography
there were many printed and online sources upon which I was able to draw. One of the earliest by
Library staff was published in 1970. “Materials for Asian Studies in the National Library” was written
by the Assistant National Librarian, Cliff Burmester and Sidney Wang, my distinguished predecessor
and head of what was then called Orientalia. Both men played a major role in developing the
collections. Sidney is described in the article as Keeper of Oriental Collections, a splendid title. With
such a name I can imagine being in charge of elephants and pandas, not books and
periodicals. Unfortunately I was unable to discuss Asian Treasures with Sidney, who died in 2004.
I have also been preparing a longer online guide to the Library’s Asian treasures, which it is hoped will
be made available to the public later. This draft list containing 160 items was useful when choosing a
smaller number of precious pieces for the printed book.
3. Highlights from the Book
I thought I might talk briefly about 5 highlights from Asian Treasures and will begin with the front
cover [1]. Although we are told not to judge a book by its cover, it is hard not to do so. It is fitting that it
combines Chinese and Japanese images, as half the items in the book come from these two countries.
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Illustrated Odes to the Forty Scenes of the Garden of Perfect Brightness [2].
Image courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
When the Manchus ruled China from 1644 to 1911 they retained their love of the outdoors. Their
emperors built spacious palace gardens, such as the Garden of Perfect Brightness, which was the main
imperial pleasure garden and seat of government for much of the Manchu period.
In January 2009 the National Library received a copy of Illustrated Odes as a gift from the Chinese
Embassy in Canberra. It is a beautiful modern colour facsimile, which is based on a famous work from
1745. The original was produced by order of the Qianlong emperor to celebrate the Garden, which
attained its greatest glory during his long reign. It contains poems by the emperor himself accompanied
by paintings of his favourite garden scenes. Illustrated Odes later influenced European landscape garden
design. The Garden suffered a terrible fate. In 1860 British and French troops sacked and partially burnt
the palaces and gardens in retaliation for the death of European envoys at the hands of Manchu officials.
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Great Collection of Handmade Japanese Paper [3].
Image courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
The lower half of the front cover is taken from the Great Collection. This is a monumental work,
produced in 1973-1974, which aimed to include samples of every variety of Japanese hand-made paper
being produced. Its purpose was to preserve a dying art, which has struggled to compete against cheaper
industrially produced papers.
The Library’s rare set of the Great Collection contains 1000 mounted examples described and annotated
in Japanese and English. Many of the hand-made papers are block-printed or feature woodcut designs.
Some are brightly coloured, including the paper flower picture on the cover of Asian Treasures.

>
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Sutra of the Perfection of Transcendent Wisdom [4].
Image courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
The oldest printed book in the Library is Chinese and contains a date equivalent to the year 1162. It is an
extremely rare if not unique volume from a major set of the Buddhist scriptures woodblock printed in
the Song dynasty (960-1279), a golden age for publishing in China.
Its original Indian text was translated into Chinese by the famous 7th century Tang dynasty monk
Xuanzang. He journeyed through Central Asia to India, bringing back hundreds of Buddhist works,
including this one. He devoted the rest of his life to translating them. His travels were transformed into
the 16th century Chinese novel, Monkey, or Journey to the West, in which he became the monk
Tripitaka, accompanied to India by his faithful companions Monkey, Pigsy and Sandy. Many will be
familiar with the TV series of Monkey, filmed in China and dubbed in idiosyncratic English, which
became a cult classic in Australia.
The Library had long known this volume was very old and rare. Experts have confirmed that it really
does date back to the Song period. This means that it is centuries older than any other Asian or Western
printed work in the collection. The volume survived for eight hundred years, and was eventually found
by the distinguished scholar and librarian Fang Zhaoying, whose Chinese seal appears in red ink at the
beginning and end of the text.

Batak Bark Books [5].
Image courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
In May 2009 the distinguished Australian writer, Ray Aitchison donated two bark manuscripts to the
Library. He had collected them in Sumatra in 1969-1970.
The Batak people of Indonesia created manuscripts with strips of flattened bark from the alim tree
folded like a concertina and bound between wooden covers. Created by magicians and healers, they
contained rituals, oracles and medical recipes. This form of writing declined with the spread of Islam
and Christianity during the 19th and 20th centuries.

10

The Batak people also wrote on bamboo and bone. Unlike the bark books these texts were not only by
magicians. They covered different topics and even threatening letters, saying for example “if you do not
pay back what you owe me I will burn down your barn.”
The donor, Ray Aitchison tells me that when he was in America he took these manuscripts to a famous
scholarly institution to find out more about them. The gentleman to whom he showed the bark books
examined them carefully then pronounced “Well sir, they sure ain’t making them any more.”

Qur’an [6].
Image courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
The Library houses a beautiful Persian manuscript in Arabic. It contains Islam’s holy book, the Qur’an
(or Koran). The manuscript was probably created during the Qajar dynasty, which ruled Persia or Iran
from 1794 to 1925. Bound in floral-patterned lacquer covers, it has opening pages illuminated in blue
and gold.
Its most striking feature is a colour picture of Ali and his two sons, who are revered by Shia Muslims as
the first three Imams or leaders in the line of succession from the Prophet Muhammad. Ali was the
Prophet’s son-in-law. Succession through the Prophet’s family lies at the heart of the Shia tradition.
Paintings of this kind became popular during the Qajar period, but it is extremely unusual if not unique
for a Qur’an to contain an image of Ali and his sons.
This manuscript was acquired by the Library in 1975 from Dr Carl Georg von Brandenstein (19092005). A German scholar interned in Australia during the Second World War, he later became an expert
on Aboriginal languages in Western Australia.
4. Conclusion
I hope that Asian Treasures will be more successful than my first experience with publishing. Many
years ago as an undergraduate at the Australian National University, I was involved in preparing an
Asian studies magazine called East Wind. We managed to bring out two issues, which I am pleased to
say are held at the Library. In the process we fell into debt. The university bailed us out but on the strict
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condition that we never produce another issue.
Andrew Gosling
Revised 22 July 2011
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