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PREFACE

PROBING INTO THE RESCUE AND PRESERVATION OF
ORAL AND INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGES

Pu Xuewang

With 26 ethnic groups (each with a population of over 5,000) living in it, Yunnan, a multi-ethnic group
border province, is the epitome of China as a unified multi-ethnic group country.

Each ethnic group of Yunnan has its own oral cultural heritage. The oral cultural heritages of the ethnic
groups in Yunnan constitute an important part of Chinese culture. These heritages are the important content of the
historical cultures of the ethnic groups. Chinese government and the Communist Party have attached great impor-
tance to the oral cultural heritages of various ethnic groups since the foundation of the People’s Republic of Chi-
na, achieving great success especially in rescue and preservation of the oral literary heritages. According to the
statistics, Yunnan Province had gathered and rescued more than 20,000 kinds of oral literary heritages by the end
of 2006 . Unfortunately, there are crises behind the pleasing figures. On the one hand, restricted by the economic
conditions and the poor understanding, only 50% of the above-mentioned oral literary heritages have been pub-
licly published, 30% have been mimeographed for the restricted circulation, and 20% are still kept in the offices
for collection of folk literatures and in the hands of relevant people in the prefectures and counties. Recently,
challenged by the mainstream culture, the oral literatures of the ethnic groups have lost favor with people. The of-
fices for collections of folk literature were dissolved. The oral literary heritage literatures collected are disappear-
ing or face the danger of loss. Meanwhile, with the appearance of mainstream media such as TV in rural areas,
the oral literatures are confined in a much smaller area. What’s more, many oral literary heritages that haven’t
been rescued yet are disappearing as folk artists are passing away. On the other hand, restricted by theories and
methods, our country has long treated the oral literary heritages of various ethnic groups merely as folk literature,
leaving many regrets in the rescue and preservation of the oral literary heritages. The first is that we only put
stress on the collection and rescue of so called “best folk literature”, hence, ignoring the oral literary heritages
involving customs and ceremonies. As a result, it causes the loss of the heritage of this kind. In addition, with
the influence of written culture, we always lay stress on upper-class culture in our academic tradition, seldom
valuing the mass culture or folk culture. It was also our academic tradition that we treated the folk culture as grass
roots and lowbrow culture. We used to consider the oral literary heritages of the ethnic groups as something that
cannot be trusted, simply ignoring the values of the heritages. We had long dogmatically treated many oral literary
heritages with “genealogical” significance as “folk literature” . This hinders us from exploring the hidden meaning
of the oral literary heritages. So, at present, the rescue and preservation of Chinese oral cultural heritages is in
urgent need of introduction of new theory and renewal of methods.

However, with the advent of the globalization and the assimilation of different cultures, the understanding on
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the cultural heritages created by our forefathers is improving and new methods and new concepts are springing up.
Especially, the birth of the concept of oral and intangible heritages indicates that the world’s understanding of the
cultural heritages is getting much more comprehensive and is bearing more multi-disciplinary significance. When
we examine historically the concept of “oral and intangible heritages”, we find that the concept originates from
our traditional concept of “folk literature” . The “folk literature” and the “oral and intangible heritages” are basi-
cally same in spirit with difference from each other only in scale. Therefore, the book aims to promote the rescue
and preservation and the research of the oral cultural heritages by using the concept of oral and intangible cultural
heritages and by focusing on oral part in the intangible cultural heritage of the ethnic groups in Yunnan, namely,
myths, legends, tales, epics, narrative epics and ballads. And methodology of bibliography has been introduced
into the realm of rescue and preservation of oral cultural heritages, so as to promote the rescue, preservation and
research of oral cultural heritages of ethnic groups in Yunnan.

There is an inevitable tendency in academic development that people collect, edit and research the “oral lit-
erature” or “folk literature” from the stance of “oral and intangible cultural heritages”. The tendency reflects the
improvement of human cognition. As we know, cultural studies are related to the trend of contemporary social sci-
ences and humanities. For our understanding of oral literature, we can only get inspiration and creativity from the
contemporary academic trend as everything in the world is changing. Hence, the book has the following signifi-
cance.

Firstly, it will promote the development of historical and cultural studies of the ethnic groups in Yunnan.
Previously, there wasn’t a bibliographical book for the oral and intangible cultural heritages of the ethnic groups
in Yunnan, neither was there a bibliographical book on a single ethnic people. This impedes the research of the
historical culture of various ethnic groups. The book includes over 19,600 oral and intangible cultural heritages
typical of the ethnic groups in Yunnan. The book rounds up, displays and checks the innumerable oral and intan-
gible cultural heritages of the ethnic groups in Yunnan for the first time. The book makes a comprehensive and
systematic introduction to each cultural heritage from the following aspects, namely, name of heritage, kind of the
heritage, spreading area, main content, narrator, gatherer, editor and publishing information (including length
of the book, words, format, publications, date of publication, collector). From the book we can see not only the
mutual influence between the historical cultures of various ethnic groups, but also the uniqueness of the ethnic
cultures, which makes the comparative studies of the historical cultures of the ethnic groups possible.

Secondly, the book broadens the vision of bibliography and enriches the content of bibliography. China has
boasted the tradition of compilation of bibliography since the ancient time. Since the Qilue (the first categorized
bibliographical book in China) of the Western Han Dynasty, the first bibliography in Chinese, each dynasty had
bibliographies compiled, with the culmination in General Index and Main Points of Complete Library of Four
Branches of Books . However, the research subject of the contents and bibliography has always been the literatures
in Chinese and the elite culture. The research hasn’t touched on the oral culture or the folk culture of the ethnic
groups. It’s one of the bitter regrets in Chinese cultural history. The book chooses the oral and intangible cultural
heritages of the ethnic groups in Yunnan (including the Han) as its subject of compilation for the first time, not
only broadening the vision of bibliography, but also enriching the content of bibliography .

Thirdly, it’s beneficial to the inheritance and popularization of oral and intangible cultural heritages of the
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ethnic groups. The oral and intangible cultural heritages of the ethnic groups in Yunnan are classified and exam-
ined in the book in an all-round way. In addition, it spares more space for the main points of each heritage. With
the book, the reader has access to the works of elegance and the profound oral heritages such as epics. It meets
the needs of varied readers in the modemn society, providing not only the correct information for the researchers,
but also a short cut for other readers to appreciate the colorful historical cultures of the ethnic groups. Undoubted-
ly, it is an effective way to inherit and develop the promising oral cultures of various ethnic groups.

Fourthly, it helps promote the ethnic unity and the construction of harmonious society. As we know many
ethnic minorities haven’t their own scripts, their historical cultures are mainly contained in their oral cultural her-
itages. In a sense, ethnic oral cultural heritages are the ethnic groups’ historical memories, reflecting the spiritual
characters and mental qualities of an ethnic group. It reflects the ideals and values of an ethnic group as well.
The oral cultural heritage is the very social and historical “encyclopedia” of the ethnic group. Therefore, only by
listening to the ethnic group’s myths, legends, tales, epics and ballads, can we have a thorough understanding to
the history and culture of the ethnic group. But it has been long before we really respect such a cultural heritage
by action. The book, however, treats the oral cultural heritages and the heritages of books and records of elite
culture without bias, promoting the oral cultural heritages. What is important is that the compilation of the book
reflects the respect for the spiritual fortune and culture created by the forefathers of the ethnic groups, which will
win the support of the ethnic groups. Therefore, the publication of the book is instrumental in exploring the
promising cultural heritages and improving the awareness of self-esteem, self-confidence and self-respect. It’s of
great significance to promote the construction of the harmonious society in the ethnic regions.

The staffs from department of ethnic affairs and cultural organization should be responsible for the preserva-
tion of human spiritual “vegetation” . The compilation and publication of the book is a new attempt to rescue and

preserve the oral cultural heritages. However, it is subject to comments from readers.

Kunming

January 29, 2007
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Explanatory Notes

1. The “Oral and Intangible Cultural Heritage” in the book refers to the part of the intangible cultural her-
itage that is handed down orally, namely, myths, legends, tales, historical and narrative epics and ballads.

2. The book is divided into three volumes, namely, Volume of Mythical Legends, Volume of Folk Tales and
Volume of Epics and Ballads. Each volume is divided into two parts. In the Volume of Mythical Legends, the
Volume 1 collects 2,241 mythical legends of Yi, Bai, Hani, Zhuang, Dai and Miao people, the Volume 2 col-
lects 2,397 mythical legends of Hui, Lisu, Lahu, Wa, Naxi, Yao, Jingpo, Zang, Bulang, Buyi, Achang, Pu-
mi, Mongolia, Nu, Jinuo, Deang, Man, Shui, Dulong and Han people. In the Volume of Folk Tales, the Vol-
ume 1 collects 2,736 folk tales of Yi, Bai, Hani, Zhuang, Dai and Miao people, the Volume 2 collects 2,668
folk tales of Hui, Lisu, Lahu, Wa, Naxi, Yao, Jingpo, Zang, Bulang, Buyi, Achang, Pumi, Mongolia, Nu,
Jinuo, Deang, Shui, Dulong and Han people. In the Volume of Epics and Ballads, the Volume 1 collects 4,600
epics and ballads of Yi, Bai, Hani, Zhuang, Dai, Miao, Hui, Lisu, Lahu and Wa people, the Volume 2 col-
lects 4,958 epics and ballads of Naxi, Yao, Jingpo, Zang, Bulang, Buyi, Achang, Pumi, Mongolia, Nu,
Jinuo, Deang, Shui, Dulong and Han people. There are 19,600 items in total of oral and intangible cultural her-
itage collected in the book.

3. The content of the book is arranged according to the number of population of the ethnic groups, with the
items of Han people at the end.

4. To respect the original texts, the dialect words which are not normative, varied spellings of the same
place, person and god of the same ethnic group in various texts are used.

5. For the altered names of the administrative divisions, we use the altered ones when recording the prevail-
ing regions, while we stick to the original names when involving the editing units of the original text.

6. The different works collected or sung by same person and issued on different publications in different pe-
riods may have various signatures; and the same series of books printed and distributed in various areas may have
various names, such as “Integration of Yunnan Folk Literature” or “Integration of Folk Literature of Yunnan
Province” . The book records according to the original version.

7. In order to make readers feel convenient to consult the book, in the index in Chinese phonetic alphabeti-
cal order of the book, the same item of same name of different ethic groups, or the same item of various groups of
the same ethnic people is followed with a square bracket for distinction, in which the clear name of its ethnic peo-

ple or branch is demonstrated.
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