
Special Chinese Rare Book exhibition at Fisher 

Leaves of Enchantment, Bones of Inspiration: The Dawn of Chinese Studies in Canada is 
the first comprehensive exhibition of Chinese rare books to be held in the University of 
Toronto Libraries. This is a joint project by the Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library, the 
Royal Ontario Museum and the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library. The installation of the 
exhibition aims to celebrate the 75th anniversary of Chinese studies at the University of 
Toronto and in Canada.  
 
Most of the Chinese rare books in the Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library and the Royal 
Ontario Museum belong to the so-called “Mu Collection” - a private collection of 
scholarly books from Mr. Mu Xuexun (1880-1929).  Mu was born in Penglai County, 
Shandong Province.  He graduated from Peiyang  University (Beiyang University, in the 
pinyin romanisation) in Tianjin in 1911 and worked as the Chinese Secretary at the 
German Legation in Beijing for seventeen years (1912-1929). He spent over twenty-five 
years building up his personal library, which consisted of roughly forty thousand volumes 
of books.  
 

 
 
Undated Portrait of Bishop William C. White (Courtesy Bishop White Archive, the Thomas Fisher Rare 
Book Library) 
 



At the time when Mu Xuexun passed away in 1929, his son had been assigned to a 
position outside of Beijing and so the family decided to sell the rare book collection.  
Canadian missionary Bishop William Charles White (1873-1960) offered $10,500 to 
purchase it in its entirety and his offer was accepted by the Mu family.  White sought 
additional donations from Royal Ontario Museum donors Dr. Sigmund Samuel and Sir 
Robert Mond, and from Professor John C. Ferguson to help with the purchase. White 
(whose personal papers and other archival materials are now in the Thomas Fisher Rare 
Book Library) was the first Anglican Bishop in Henan Province (1901-1930). He was 
stationed at the city of Kaifeng and was the first Canadian bishop to be consecrated for 
service in the mission field.  He also served as an agent for the Royal Ontario Museum, 
amassing fine Chinese artefacts and other materials for the Far Eastern collections.   
 
Ten Chinese workers were hired to prepare a descriptive catalogue for the library 
collection.  Eighteen volumes were completed in early 1935 (with another twenty-two 
volumes prepared later in Toronto) after which the collection was ready to sail to Canada. 
The book shipment arrived at Toronto in June, 1935. At the time, it was the third largest 
university collection of Chinese books in North America, after the Gest Library at McGill 
University (later transferred to Princeton University) and the Harvard-Yenching Library 
at Harvard University. The Mu Collection was first housed in ROM’s Sigmund Samuel 
Gallery.  On 5 November 1937, the Library opened officially in a new addition specially 
built for the Mu Collection with the name “Professor H.H. Mu Library of Chinese 
Books1”.  Bishop White was appointed the first keeper of the Library.   
 
 

                                                 
1 The H.H. in the name of the library refers to Mr. Mu’s given name as romanised in the Wade-
Giles romanisation of Chinese: Hsüeh-hsün. 



 
 
H.H. Mu Library of Chinese Books in 1937 (Courtesy the Royal Ontario Museum) 
 
In 1968, the majority of the Mu Collection became part of the University of Toronto 
Libraries’ holdings. At that time, an East Asiatic Studies Library was created with 
holdings of sixty thousand volumes—apart from the original Mu Collection—that had 
been added to the library in the years since 1937.  Most of the Mu Collection was 
transferred to the East Asiatic Studies Library; the only materials excluded from the 
transfer were those relating to art and archaeology, as well as approximately five 
thousand pieces of Chinese ink rubbings. They have been integrated into the H. H. Mu 
Far Eastern Library at the Royal Ontario Museum. In 1974, the East Asiatic Studies 
Library moved to the newly constructed John P. Robarts Research Library, the main 
humanities and social sciences library of the University of Toronto Libraries where it was 
absorbed into the Central Library and renamed as the ‘East Asian Library’. The Mu 
Collection was relocated to its own rare book reading room, with part of it kept in 
compact shelving in a restricted area.  
 
In the Mu Collection, there are two volumes of Song Dynasty (960 - 1279) editions, 
ninety-eight volumes of Yuan Dynasty (1271 – 1368) editions, 230 titles of Ming 
Dynasty (1368 – 1644) editions, around 400 titles of Qing Dynasty (1644 – 1911) 
editions from before the 60th year of Emperor Qianlong’s reign (1795) and 50 titles of 
Ming and Qing manuscripts. Some of these are unique and exceedingly rare materials. 
Subject coverage of the titles in this exhibition and its catalogue is broadly divided into 
philosophy, religious studies, history, historiography, geography, political science, 
language, literature, fine arts, science and technology. 
 



Solid archaeological evidence can trace the origin and early development of the Chinese 
writing system back to the Shang Dynasty (1600-1100 BCE) with as many as 200,000 
pieces of oracle bones unearthed from Anyang, Henan Province dated to that time. In the 
following centuries, bronze, stone, silk, bamboo and other media convey to us today the 
evolution of the remarkable Chinese writing and documentation system. With the 
invention of paper and printing technology (using single piece woodblocks as well as 
moveable type), printed books became the dominant means of record keeping in China. 
Starting from the Song Dynasty, book printing enjoyed a rapid proliferation in many 
regions of China, with regional variations in book design and style of characters. The 
Song Imperial Academy (a government department) produced books in great numbers 
and of high quality. Besides the Imperial Academy, other government departments and 
bureaus also began to print books for their official use. Outside the capital, book printing 
became a prosperous business in Zhejiang, Sichuan, Fujian and Jiangxi, all in southern 
China. The private printing houses, especially those owned by literati, also produced high 
quality books.  
 

 
 
Hu Guang (1369-1418), et al. Zhou Yi zhuan yi da quan (The Complete Annotated Book of Changes).  
Date of composition: Ming Dynasty; Date of publication: 1415 (Mu Collection, the Cheng Yu Tung East 
Asian Library)  
 



 
The Ming and Qing dynasties saw the full scale development of book printing. All levels 
of government set up their own printing offices to issue all kinds of official publications. 
The book entitled The Complete Annotated Book of Changes in this exhibition was 
produced by the imperial printing house in 1415, lavishly using yellow silk for the covers 
and green silk for the cover of the case, high quality inks and papers, in a large format 
with exceptionally finely printed scripts. This same trend towards luxury also influenced 
the private sector. Literati renewed their efforts in printing quality scholarly books in the 
traditional domains of learning. Refinement of engraving skills and standardization of 
frames and formatting all demonstrate that by late imperial China the printing industry 
had developed into a mature stage.   
 
Multi-colour woodblock printing was one of the more significant advances in printing 
technology in the Ming Dynasty. Books printed by Min Qiji and Ling Mengchu in 
Zhenjiang Province, southwest of Shanghai, used two to five colours. The same 
technology was continued and refined by printers in the Qing Dynasty. Fine woodblock 
illustrations were widely used to promote religious beliefs, describe famous historical or 
legendary figures and to convey geographical knowledge more easily. Starting from the 
Ming Dynasty, illustrations appeared in drama scripts in great quantities. During the Qing 
Dynasty, novels, gazetteers and other type of books continued to use images to enhance 
content.  

The discovery of manuscripts at Dunhuang—a major stop on the ancient Silk Road—in 
the early years of the twentieth century shows the broad usage of handwriting on paper to 
create and preserve documents. This method continued to be used during the Ming and 
Qing dynasties, even though printing was already established. Manuscripts were used in 
the imperial archives for a variety of documents for religious and numerological 
divination purposes, e.g. Liu ren tu xiang (Illustrated Divination Manual of the Liuren 
Method) in the exhibition, and to copy the ideas of great thinkers and religious masters.  
 



 
 
Liu ren tu xiang (Illustrated Divination Manual of the Liuren Method).  
Qing manuscript. Date of composition: Qing Dynasty; Date of issue: Qing Dynasty 
(Mu Collection, the Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library)  
 



Eighty titles have been selected for this special exhibition from both the Cheng Yu Tung 
East Asian Library and the Royal Ontario Museum. The title selection is based on broad 
subject coverage, the highlighting of special publications as well as representation of 
rareness of the Mu Collection. Along with the books, nineteen artefacts from the ROM’s 
collections of oracle bones, bronze coins, ink rubbings, jade seals, printing woodblocks 
and moveable type have been added into the exhibition. Historic photographs related to 
Bishop White and the original Far Eastern Library were also selected from the Bishop 
White Archive in the Thomas Fisher Library and the Royal Ontario Museum.  

Preservation of these valuable historical rare books is paramount. At the same time, it is 
our hope that this exhibition will demonstrate that these books are also of great 
importance for academic research. Our current endeavour is to make these books known, 
both for their usefulness and for their intrinsic magnificence as inventions of Chinese 
culture. This current exhibition, Leaves of Enchantment, Bones of Inspiration: The Dawn 
of Chinese Studies in Canada, serves an effective way to promote knowledge of the Mu 
Collection and its considerable value to research. 

Stephen Qiao  
China Studies Librarian 
The Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library 
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