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Mosuo Art

Mosuo art is.the living fossil of primitive art
Mosuo's Daba Religion is a living form of primitive religion
Mosuo characters are relics of human primitive civilization

Mosuo matriarchal family is the living image of human matriarchal society
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Preface

A mysterious ethnic group of long history inhabits the radiating area around the Lugu Lake,
which is located in the meeting place of Sichuan Province and Yunnan Province. This group of
people calls themselves ‘Nari’ and was called Mosuo in ancient times. The title of Mosuo
outlives the flowing of time and remains in active use today. In Yunnan Province the Mosuo
people are classified as a part of Naxi ethnic group, while in Sichuan Province some of them are
categorized as Mongolians. The mysterious Mosuo culture, like its matriarchy system still in
existence, presents scholars at home and abroad with numerous questions. Many scholars have
been trying to decipher the codes to the culture of this matriarchal society, but their efforts are
always grudgingly repaid.

The study of Mosuo art is included in the study of minorities’ culture and art in the west of
China. Our project, on which this book is based, in the main, approaches Mosuo culture in the
light of art, which we call “artistic ethnology” . Currently the researches on Mosuo ethnic group
generally focus on its ethnic origins, folk custom, language, religion, history, etc. And the few
available researches on art are limited to the collection and collation of folk songs, folk dances
and folk literature. There are a number of foreign scholars interested in the study of minorities.
Among them the well-known one is Doctor Locke form the United States. He devoted his life to
the study of minorities in the southwest of China. Even he seldom extended his researches to the
area of art. However, breakthroughs in the study of any ethnic group can only be achieved by
comprehensive researches carried out in a multi-disciplinary sense, including ethnology,
linguistics, archaeology, religion, literature and art, to name a few as examples.

Mosuo art, a form of primitive visual art, has its origins in the witchcraft culture of clan tribes
in ancient times. It is the relic of mankind’s early civilization and the living fossil of primitive art.
For a long time Mosuo art remained as a virgin land which we took the lead in exploring. This
book, by the title of “Mosuo Art” , ushers in Mosuo art to the readers, filling a vacancy in the
field of Mosuo study. Based on a great number of photos, this book, from the approaches of
religious art, architectural art, dress and personal adornments, folk arts and crafts, tools for
production, articles for daily life, introduces and explores Mosuo art in the aspects of its
formation, its practical value as well as the influences it absorbed from cultures of other ethnic
groups nearby and therefore reveals the aesthetic conceptions and artistic characteristics of Mosuo
people . The publication of “Mosuo Art” is a part of the rescue and reservation of national folk
culture and art heritage, and it can also serve as research materials in related fields. We hope our
book can help to trigger more fruitful researches in the study of Mosuo people so as to make its
share of contribution to spread Chinese traditional culture and enrich the treasure trove of
minorities” culture and art. It is also our sincere hope that this book might prove helpful for the
development of the economy in the Lugu Lake area as well as the development of the West.

In the course of more than three years, our footprints covered the regions around Lugu Lake.
We have visited the villages of Yongning, Wenquan, Luoshui, Lige, Lisai and so on in Ninglang
County of Yunnan Province. And in Sichuan Province we have been to the compact communities
of Qiansuo, Zuosuo, Bowa, Daju, Wujiao and Lijiaju, just to name a few here. The former four




compact communities are in the county of Yanyuan, the latter two in the county of Muli. A great
quantity of source materials was collected in our visits, including documents, annals of local
history, papers and books of scholars at home and abroad on Mosuo ethnic group, written and
audio records of interviews with Mosuo people. Thousands of photos were taken in those visits,
including the ones of antiques, weapons and suits of armor long time ago, porcelains, articles for
daily use dating from Ming Dynasty, and tools for production, folk handicrafts, wood carvings,
stone carvings, bamboo woven articles and works of religious art. ;

There are unforgettable memories. We can see in our minds’ eye, deep into the remote
villages, the Mosuo people, who worked as guides for us. On the winding paths they bathed in
sweats under the weight of camera equipments. We cannot forget that day when our car got stuck
in the mud, a dozen of Mosuo people volunteered to help in a pouring rain. We also cannot forget
those nights by the fireplaces where Mosuo people favored us with touching stories. We are very
grateful for our Mosuo friends Dazhu Li, Mingqing La, Yiruo Yang, Honghua Cao, Shungang
Cao, Luzuo He, Erche Yang and those people who helped us but we even did not know their
names. We also like to take the opportunity to thank Yanyuan County government, Yanyuan
County’ s Tourism Department, Qiansuo Village, Wujiao Village and Luoshui Mosuo Folk
Customs Museum in Ninglang for their great support. We owe a debt of gratitude to Zhaoming Li,
Xingxing Li, experts from the Minorities Research Institution of Sichuan Province for their
valuable suggestions on this book. Finally we would like to extend our sincere thanks to all who
have helped us.

Original Ideas Raised In This Book

1. Mosuo’ s Daba Religion, the primitive form of Bon Religion, can be traced back to the
Neolithic Age. It is a living form of primitive religion. Mosuo art is the living fossil of primitive
art. Mosuo’ s characters are relics of mankind’ s primitive civilization. It is stated by some
scholars that Mosuo people’ s matriarchal family is the living image of mankind’ s matriarchal
society.

2. Some characters of hieroglyph and patterns of Mosuo and Naxi indicate that they share the
same roots with Majiayao Culture in Qinghai Province. Karuo Culture in Tibet and Stone Coffin
Culture in Hengduan Mountain are related to the cultures mentioned above in origins. We Call
them “ the Culture Zone in the East of Qinghai-Xizang Plateau” . There are over twenty ethnic
groups in the culture zone, and they have a lot in common in their custom, language and culture,
which points to the same origin very likely shared by all of them.

3. With the rule of Tibetan regime in ancient China, the primitive writing system there were
gradually replaced by Tibetan characters, and the multi-culture met with the fate of assimilation
by the ruling Tibetan Culture. However on the borders of Tibet , primitive religion and primitive
hieroglyph survived and take the forms of Daba Religion, Daba pictographs, Dongba Religion
Dongba hieroglyph and so on.
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