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Abstract

The book collection research contents are extremely rich, including each kinds
of collection agencies and private collections since the ancient times, as well
as book itself, and such as the book collection, purchase, identification, pres-
ervation, research, loss, thoughts and theoretical methods, and those customs
are related closely to book collection activities about publishing, bookmen,
circulation and dissemination, and the background of politics, economy, social
culture that arise from the customs of book collection, they are all belong to the
category of Chinese cultural history, and deserve to study deeply. However, the
research of book-collecting history are always limited from the definition of an-
cient book collector, because of the recognition about the books in each period
of time in ancient were different, and became a primary question of research in
book-collecting history of ancient China.

Surveying the research of the book-collecting, there are no any professional
books or essays in definiens of Chinese book collectors. In fact, it’s hard to
define it clearly. This article helps to realize the ancient book collectors clear
by source books, discussing and explaining the definition of book collectors in
Ming Dynasty.

Keywords: Book collector; Definition; Ming Dynasty; Book-collecting history

SUMMARY

Since the diverse book formats and bibliopegy have been changing over time
and the bibliophiles were rarely labeled as book collectors in ancient historical
books, it is hard for researchers to define book collectors in the study of the histo-
ry of Chinese book collections and even the researchers disagree with each other.
In fact, this difficulty originated from the various explanation of the meaning of
ancient book collectors, which was made by researchers who usually depended
on the characteristics of each dynasty and their own research fields and purposes.
Literally, any one who is called a book collector should have made some special
achievements in the professional book collecting field. However, an examination
of the modern studies on the Chinese book collections revealed that most scholars
tended to acknowledge book collectors based on the following evidence: what
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they saw and heard; someone’s book collecting activity or interest identified from
the historical records; or, the book volumes that the collectors possessed. Since
the definition of book collectors has been purely based on each researcher’s own
judgment and selection, occasionally, even some antique collectors or non-book
material collectors were accepted as book collectors, which has been very contro-
versial. In recent years, though many scholars tried to make efforts to look for a
reasonable definition for the book collectors in ancient China, there is still broad
discrepancy.

In the history, some literature collectors were also called book collectors
such as those who loved collecting a certain type of antiques or special format
materials. The examples are as follows: Zang Mao Xun () (?-1621) who
lived in the late-Ming preferred collecting dramas and novels; Huang Pi Lie (71
#9) (1763-1825) who lived in the Qing Dynasty was famous for collecting rare
books from the Song Dynasty. Actually, the books from the Song Dynasty are
antiques for those living in the Qing Dynasty. In addition, novels are not the main
stream classics for the Analects of Confucius. Regarding the time when the col-
lectors were living, it is debatable that if the collection of these literatures can be
called book collection.

Further, for any ancient scholar, purchasing or copying books was a nor-
mal learning behavior for them. Although they were not meant to become book
collectors, some scholars possessed a huge amount of books. For this occasion,
should these scholars be included as book collectors? One more question arises
regarding the book sellers. For quite a few ancient booksellers who were good at
bibliography, their book collecting purpose was making profit only. Should they
be called book collectors? Concerning the above questions, today’s scholars dis-
agree with each other. It is not easy at all for anyone to provide a reasonable and
objective definition for book collectors.

There is a long history of Chinese ancient books, in which a variety of book
formats appeared such as the inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells, the inscrip-
tions on the stone or metallic surfaces of steles, tablets, walls, bronze vessels or
even jewels, bamboo and silk manuscripts, manuscripts, etc. Until the printing
became common and the printed books were largely circulated, more and more
changes happened to the book formats. With the transition of the mainstream
knowledge and information carriers, people started to have different impression
and perception on books, book collections, or book collectors. This paper argues
that, since the prerequisites of book collections held by the people in the Ming
Dynasty were very flexible, the definition of book collectors seemed to be unlim-
ited. For the Ming people, book collectors was a broad and mixed concept which
included authors and their offspring, calligraphy and painting collectors, rubbing



Kuan-Chih Chen: A Discussion on Definitions of Chinese Ancient Book Collectors in Ming Dynasty 139

and antiques collectors, and ancient or contemporary book collectors. No matter
the amount of collections, the purposes, there was the catalog of the collections or
not, as long as the collector was a bibliomania, or bibliophile, in the Ming Dynas-
ty, they can be called book collectors according to their records in the historical
literature. We must not use a modern point of view and definition to standardize
the concept of the Ming book collectors.

ROMANIZED & TRANSLATED NOTES FOR ORIGINAL TEXT
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