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The Qiang nationality is a minority group composing the great Chinese
nation. A diligent and fortitudinous nationality, the Qiang nationality has come
through hardships and remained industrious as a both old and young ethnic
group. As a provident, insightful and intelligent creator of the Qiang culture, the
Qiang people contribute positively to the Chinese civilization.

As one of the most time-honored minority groups in China, the Qiang
nationality can trace its history far back to millenniums ago, when bone/tortoise
shell inscriptions flourished around the Yinshang Dynasty. Prof. Fei Xiaotong
once referred to the Qiang nationality as a people “transfusing blood to other
nationalities” , i.e. quite a number of Chinese nationalities are. partially of a
Qiang descent. With social and historical evolutions and transformations, the
Qiang tribes, originated in northwestern China as “minority shepherds” (See
Character Components: Yang), intermarried with the Han nationality and other
nationalities during their migration. About the Qin Dynasty and the Han
Dynasty, they established concentrated settlements along the upper reaches of
the Minjiang River in Sichuan.

A population of around 310,000 so far, the Qiang residents are primarily
concentrated in Maoxian, Wenchuan, Lixian, Heishui, Songpan (all five are
counties under the administration of Aba Prefecture) and Beichuan (Mianyang).
Also, a few Qiang settlements are reported in Danba (Ganzi), Shigian (Tongren,
Guizhou) and Jiangkou (Tongren, Guizhou).

Calling themselves erma, the Qiang people are mostly inhabiting the
Gaobanshan region as herdsmen and peasants. They are the guardians their
time-honored customs and cultures. Their time-honored history is passed down
from generation to generation until it solidifies as countless intangible cultural
heritages, e.g. wedding & burial ceremonies, annual fests & celebrations and
cuisine cultures. There are also many classical cultural relics in the form of
architectures and ethnic garments, known as the quintessence of an ethnic

culture and the cultural heritages of the Chinese nation.

By Wang Fuyéo

The most characteristic cultural carriers of the Qiang cultural heritages are
the bulwarks, the embroidery and the folk houses. They incorporate the major
features and charm of the minority group and embody the ethnic culture in
terms of history, culture and art.

The album, entitled Qiang-Style Bulwarks, Embroidery and Folk Houses,
is the masterpiece of the photographer Zhou Yaowu. Zhou has spent years in
the Qiang regions shooting tens of thousands of photos of villages and hamlets.
The album incorporates the best photos and classifies them into three
categories: bulwarks, embroidery and folk houses. The majestic bulwarks,
assorted villages and exquisite embroidery testify to the industry, intelligence
and perseverance of the Qiang nationality and the time-honored history of the
Qiang culture.

Each nationality composing the Chinese nation has its own time-honored
cultural assets that deserve the title of a quintessence element. of the world
culture. At the core of the Qiang culture are the bulwarks, embroidery and folk
houses, which record the annals, solidify ethnic features, carry forward ethnic
philosophies and represent the grace of a nationality. These momentary shots
are elaborately combined with inspiration, careful depiction, poetic beauty and
pictorial grace. They are a real but artistic representation of the bulwarks,
embroidery and folk houses, providing invaluable first-hand information on the
ethic culture, folk custom and history of the Qiang nationality. .

Wangfuyao, Qiang Nationality

Deputy Director on the Ethnic Religion Commission of the Sichuan People ' s Congress
Director on the Standing Committee of the Aba People ' s Congress

Member on the Standing Committee of the 11th CPPCC

Member on the Standing Committee of the Sichuan People * s Congress

May 12th, 2009 A.D.
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When trekking through the Tofty mountains. gullies and passes in Qiang-inhabited
regions. you might wonder at the sky-scraping Qiang-style bulwarks. which. with their
awe-inspiring and mighty steeples. pierce the sky and pop into your view from time to
time.

Qiang-style bulwarks are the quintessence of Qiang architecture as wells as a perfect
representation of the wisdom and craft of the Qiang people. You will never miss the
uniquely-constructed bulwarks, in a diversified array of forms (quadrangular, hexagonal.
octagonal or dodecagonal). distributed either sparsely or densely in many local areas.
Each individual bulwark tells about a history of migration or wars. Around the period
between the late Qin Dynasty and the early Western Han Dynasty. some Qiang tribes
migrated from Northwestern China to the upper reaches of the Minjiang River with the
aim of land reclamation. The migration transformed these nomadic tribes into agricultural
settlers and helped them cast away nomadic tents and caravans in preference to bulwarks
built with stone materials obtained from local hills and valleys. According to The Annals
of the Eastern Han Dynasty: Southwestern Ethnic Tribes. the Qiang settlers  “built
dwellings on hillsides as high as dozens of zhang. which were dubbed gionglongs™
Obviously. these lofty structures, reaching to a height of dozens of zhang (a traditional
Chinese unit of length equal to 10 chi. another traditional Chinese unit of length equal to
1/3 meter). were not just intended for inhabitation. but also for defense purposes and a
show-off of the status and wealth of the dwellers. Another citation from The Annals of
the Sui Dynasty: Sovereigns of Dependencies depicted these structures as follows:  “The
habitat of the Qiangs. with no protective fences. was situated close to mountains. valleys
and precipices. Enemies frequently launched attacks for retaliation. so the Qiang people
piled stones into towers to exclude danger. These towers were usually dozens of zhang
(maximum). or five to six zhang (minimum) in height. All floors were separated by a
wooden structure. with each floor measuring more than one zhang. The foundation was
three to four steps away and the living quarters were two or three steps away. The
structure took the form of a pagoda. A small entrance was provided downstairs to lead to
the upper floors. The door was closed in the night to keep out burglars™ . According to
Countries of the World. a masterpiece published around the Northern Song Dynasty.
referred to 2 or 3-zhang-high bulwarks as hen roosts (namely. gionglong) and dubbed
bulwarks with a height of dozens of zhang as a fortress.

Bulwarks were the sentinel posts of Qiang tribes. In the era of cold weapons.
bulwarks were professional and efficient guards of the land. property and security of

Qiang dwellers. Functionally. bulwarks are classifiable into warring bulwarks. sentinel

bulwarks. boundary mark bulwarks, fengshui bulwarks and bulwarks of governing
authorities. In terms of construction, they are classified into stone bulwarks and earth
bulwarks. As a product of wars and eras, bulwarks are sharply featured as a defense
fortress against invaders. The lower parts are totally enclosed and a small portal on the
second floor serves as the only access into the bulwark. There are windows (called the
arhat window) in all directions on the second floor and above. used for ventilation.
lookout and defense. The interior of a bulwark is provided with bountiful provisions and
the top part is equipped with four structures for arrow catapults and stones blocks. The
lanes between bulwarks and dwellings of the same settlement clusters are so sinuous and
awe-stricken that the architectures are dubbed as “buildings on street sides™ . In a
bulwark, a tourist might feel as it he were surrounded by a giant maze.

In addition 1o its amazing structure, the construction work of a bulwark is worthy of
more acclaims. Take a stone bulwark for example: First. a site is chosen for groundwork.
where excavation work is conducted to found the structure upon giant stones. The moist
soil thickness on all sides should be at least 3 chi and construction materials, e.g. carth,
stones. hemp cables and timber, are from locally available sources. There is no need for
setting-out or alignment tools. Builders piled stones upward. layer by layer. using yellow
clay as a bonding agent, on the basis of their past experience and perspective. According
to historical records. stones and clay were  “arranged horizontally or vertically to form a
symmetry " . Stones are zigzagged and piled upward in a large-to-small sequence. using
yellow clay as a bonding agent. These bulwarks. symmetrical and with sharply outlined
projections, have a mighty, impregnable but exquisitely designed exterior. The existing
bulwarks have undergone centuries of inclement weather and remained firm and
unshakable in the Diexi Earthquake (Magnitude: 7.5) in 1933 and the “May 12th”
Wenchuan Earthquake in 2008.

Incomplete statistics have shown that there are around 600 Qiang-style bulwarks
across the Qiang-inhabited regions. However, there are fewer than 100 well-preserved
ones currently. concentrated mostly in Heihu (Maoxian County). Qugu (Maoxian
County), Buwazhai (Wenchuan County) and Taoping (Lixian County). Three Qiang-style
bulwarks in Buwazhai. constructed with yellow clay. are very rare examples of bulwarks
both at home and abroad.

Frederic. a French woman explorer who has spent years in the Sichuan-Tibetan
region, extracted timber specimens from 57 bulwarks for delivery to the U.S. for a carbon
14 testing. The results proved that the oldest of the existing bulwarks to be 1.200 years

old and the youngest to be 500 years.
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