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Focus on the Historical Value of
the Ethnic Cultures

Chen Yidan

round year end of 2009 my colleagues presented me with a copy of the

manuscripts of Baimiaotu ( Hundred Illustrations of Ethnic Miao )

and told me that a research group headed by Mr. Gao Bing had devoted
eight years in Guizhou photographing the ethnic minorities and they wished to compile
a contemporary version of the two hundred year original Baimiaotu.

Four years have passed and their wish is realized with the joint efforts by the
authors, editors as well as the Pensioners For Rural Development Foundation, Guizhou
(PRDF). And as the fund provider to this publication, I feel a big honor.

My understanding of and respects for the ethnic Miaos and other ethnic minorities
and their culture grow as I helped the publication of the Ethnic Miao Embroidery and
Ethnic Miao Costumes in the last couple of years. The Baimiaotu of the past was a
collection by Chen Hao two hundred years ago, of sketches of the Miaos and other
ethnic minorities of Guizhou based on the “Eighty—Two Ethnic Miao Sketches and
Annotation” . It is a great and rare piece of document from a time when there were no
cameras and film reels, as it gives the picture evidence to the images long gone. So it
has a high historical value.

The forthcoming Contemporary Baimiaotu Collection of Ethnic Minority
[Hlustrations is a work done with the guidance of Mr. Gao Bing. based on the
illustrations and annotations from the Qing dynasty. They studied the origin of the
Guizhou ethnic minorities. their migration and evolution, geographical distribution,
cultural characteristics and folklore etc. And efforts are also made to identify their
interrelationships. These tremendous efforts are no less than the ones by the sketchers
two hundred years ago.

The publication of Contemporary Baimiaotu Collection of Ethnic Minority
Iustrations has an added value. Many disciplines of social sciences are applied to
make the images and texts integrated to make a new description of the lives of the
Guizhou ethnic minorities. And by comparisons the evolution and rules of the ethnic
culture, the historical connections, their cultural diversities and interactions are
examined, the ethnic cultural diversity discussed to summarize their interrelationships.

The images and video recordings from the field studies are regarded merely as
a way of recording “better perceived than the texts” . Anyhow in recent years it is
gaining importance amongst more experts both at home and abroad and much has been
done in this field with remarkable achievements.

Baimiaotu Collection of Ethnic Minority Illustrations has one big characteristic in
the application of the visual anthropology approach in recording and recreating the true
situation of the living conditions of the native Guizhou ethnic minorities.

As the Qing Dynasty illustrative plates were made by different authors in different
decades and with different educational and esthetical backgrounds, the differences from
plates in different times made the clues for the examination and study of the evolution

process of the relevant ethnic minorities. Video recording is now replacing the sketches



while at the same time it is also supplemented by the field studies. Thus the book is a
continuation and improved version of the ancient versions.

I am interested in the cultures of the ethnic minorities as an amateur and no expert.
In the process of decision making for handing out grant of funds for the publication of
this book. I thought a lot and T would like to share with the others. In general I think
that Baimiaotu Collection of Ethnic Minorities Illustrations is the updated version
of the old works with new findings and additions to the old one and is done with
diligence, creativity and hard work.

From the cultural anthropology point of view. the book examines the origins of the
Guizhou ethnic minorities and their culture and the various factors shaping the folklore
and concludes that the way of life and way of production are important in the formation
of the ethnic minority cultures. In other words, the forms and norms of culture are
changing over the time and this book is an objective recording of the processes the
ethnic minority cultures evolve.

From the angle of comparative literature of the cultural anthropology. deep causes
are also examined in the transformation of the ethnic cultures rooted in historical
process.Convergence and divergence as the notions in the duality of the comparisons
are also applied in the studies. Convergence is identified and more importantly.
divergence is also identified.

Again, the cultural function of cultural anthropology, the implications of the
cultural evolution and transformation of the ethnic minority cultures to their society
are also studied. The cultural activities depicted in the old Baimiaotu and their
continuations in the present day, and their social functions and their interactions,
restriction, derivations and changes, are analysed to mine the natual and social causes
of these cultural phenomena and the historical values hidden in these activities.

Contemporary Baimiaotu Collection of Ethnic Minority Illustrations is a work
with historical value and done with the diligence of the authors. The ways to present
the images and texts are both attractive to the academic community and to the general
public. It is a conservation or both preservation and inheritance of the ever changing
cultures.

So this is exactly what we wish to do to help the publication of this book.

March 19, 2013
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