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Introduction
by Yang Fuquan

The ancibnt "Nax) Kingdom" is situated at the intersection
of Yunnan, Sichuan, and Tibet, and aren with an averapge
elevation of 2700 meters, richly endowed with high snow-
capped mountains, big rivers, and deep gorges. Most ol its
residents are of the Naxi nationality.

Old Chinese lerature relers 1o the people of this kngdom
a5 "Mo=so," "Mo-sha," or "Mo-suo." Today, however, most
of their descendanis call themselves “"Naxi" (pinyin
romanisation), though some call themselves "Naxi," "Nahai,”
or "Nu." According 1o the 1990 natigihnl census, the Nuxi
nntionality has & population of 278, 009, with 66% living in
Lijiung County, the lirgest single region inhabited by the Naxi,
The Naxi language, which belongs to the Sino-Tibetan
language family, is divided into the weustern dialeet,
represented by the Naxiin the Lijiang Bu area, and the eastern
dinlect, represented by the Na (Mosuo) in the Yongning arei,
in Ninglung County.

Drayun town, the listoric center of today's Lijiang city, is
Often referred to as the "Old Town." It wus the capital of the
aneient Naxi kingdom, a fortress on the Yunan-Tibet “Old Tea
Trade Route" The town. which covers an area of 3.8 square
kilometers at the fout of the Jide Dragon Snow Mountuin,

‘was built around the end of the 12th century, between the Jate

Song and early Yuan Dynasties, Reviewed and approved by
the United Nations World Cultural Heritge Committee in
1997, Lijuang Dayan is now listed s o "world oultural herituge

site.”

Lijiang is the only city in Ching where the majority
population is an ethnic minority. Living here are tens of
thousunds of Naxi, whose habits and customs can be scen
everywhere. The Black Dragon Pond, in the north, is the main
wiler source. The water flows from north to south, divided
into three tributanies, each tributary further divided into
numerous streams moving through the wwn. Crossing the
water are over 35(hold stone bridges of virious sizes and styles.
The West river has a floodgnte, The residents use the water
level difference hetween the West tnd the East river 1o wash
the streets, which are puved with luge "five-hlossom stones.”

Traditionally, Naxi women are considered s brave,
hardworking, undaunted by difficultics, and fearless of death.
in the Nuxi tradition, women have been given a higher social
stitus than men, The greatest festival for the Naxi is the worship
of heaven, which reully means to worship the parents and
brothers of a female ancestor. This old culture of looking up
to'women is also reflected in the language. For example, "hig"
18 referred to as female or motherly, and "small” as male or of
the son, Inan ancestral house, big robms ore called femule
rooms dnd small rooms are called male rooms. In Naxi set
phrases, the female element precedes the male element: a
husband wnd wife is called "ninvegaissee” with "niny,” wife.

preceeding “egaissee.” hushand.

T the post as well as the present, Nasi women may resolve
any contlict and disagreement between tribes, villages, familics
and neighbors, The outlit of Naxi women -u shuwl made from
sheepskin dnd decorated with seven disks embroidered with
five calor silk symbolizing the sun, the moon dnd the strs-
suggests that they work from morning tll night, A Russian
writer, Peter Goulart, who lived in Lijisng for eight years in
the 1940°s, wrote in his "Forgotien Kingdom" of the Naxi
women: They were the bramns of the family and the valy
foundsation for prosperity in the household. To marry a Nakhi
‘womin was to acquire fife insurance. and the nbility to he idle
for the rest of one's days.

MNuxi men are traditionally considered unconstrained snd
cundid, steady and resolute, sincere and magnanimous, In the
past. they were fearless warriors, full of valour and vigour.
Later on, many became fhscmated by literatore, the art of
growing (lowers, Chinese calligraphy. drawing. painting and
pluying music. In old times, every villuge and every street in
Lijiang communities had its own self-prganized band whose
members entertained themselves and others after o day's work
by playing Naxi classical music. Theré are still over ten banils
of this kind in Lijinag and surrounding villages. The band
miemibers include tenchers, office workers, university students,
farmiers, business vendors, and even hutchers.

Among the Nuxi, the extended family is predonminant,
consisting of several blood-related househalds that worship o
commonaneestor. In Lijiang. the family form of "co-a" is bised
an the father's blood lineage. "co-0" is an old Noxi word, "co”
meaning "people” and "o" "bones." which roughly translates
o “root-bone” and refers to sevieral branchies of descenduants
al u common ancestor. Naxi people regard the father's side of
the Family as "bones™ and the mother's side of the family as
"Resh”

In the Yongning and Lugu Lake areas. among the Na
(Mogu), there are three family types: patriarehal, matriarehal,
and shared, with the matriarchal being the most popular, In
that kind of fimily, all members wre from the mother's side.
Male or female, they are all descendants of ane or several
femule ancestors. The blood relationship from the mother's
stde 15 the Toundation of the family. Property is passed down
Trom the mother's side: from the mother o her children, and
from muother's brother 1o his sister's children,

A man's position in the family moy be that of uncle, mother's
brother, mother's cousin, son, or nephew. Every matriarchal
family has o family head, an elderly or capable woman. The
unele tukes chorge of rituals; the mother takes care of finances,
This is the normal form of distribution of rights and
resposibilities in such families,



In a traditional matridrchal family, a'young couple will not
get marmied. Onee in love, the man as well as the woman will
continue (o live in their own mothers' houses Tor life. The man
will go to his lover's home for the night and return to his
mother's home at dawn. This kind of relationship, often called
# "walking marriage,” is governed by old customs: only adult
men and women from different blood families can be "lovers,"
Their children will tive with the mather as purt of their mother's
hlood family.

The Naxi nationality has its own indigenous réligion. Their
Shamans are referred toas "Dongha,” which means “wise man”
and “teacher.” In Yongning, in the eastern dialect ureq. the
Dongba is called "Ddaba." The Dangha religion originated
from ancient Shamanism. It absorbed elementy from the
Tibetan Bon religion and Tibetan Buddhism to become o
unigue Naxt religion. It has a complex system of worshipping,
alarge assembly of gods and devils, and pictographic seriptures
to 2o with each ceremony. The Dongha religion believes in
harmoniaus relationships between humankind and nature, in
pantheism and polytheism. It worships ancestry and life, dnd
it emphasizes divinstion. Dongha seriptures say that man and
nature are brothers, If their harmonious interdependence is
damaged. disaster will follow. As a result, many Naxi custorms

are environmentally friendly,

Donghu shamans had a good knowledge of the Nuxi people
and their folk customs. They were accomplished at singing
and dancing, painting and calligraphy. Their Writing covers
topics such as religion, history, folk customs, medicine,
astronomy, the calendar, animals and plants, and production-
related knowledge. Today more than 20,000 volumes of their
pictogriphic writings may be found in libraries snd museums
wround the world,

The Naxi have adopled an open attitude toward various
religions and cultures. This has not only promoted social and
economic development, but also the flourshing of the arts. The
Baishu Murals, which were crested in the Ming Dynasty, reflect
this multi-culturilism, They depict the gods of Han Buddhism,
Tibetan Buddhism, and Taoism coexisting in harmony. Another
exemple of multi-cultural integration is the “Lijiang Classical
Musie," composed of "Baishaxiyue,” Lijiang Dongjing Music,
and Hunngjing Music.

In 1723, the first year in the reign of Emperor Yongzheng
in the Quing Dynasty. the government started o policy in
southwest minority regions to "remold the region into. the
Chitese mainstream.” The Naxi were forced to change their
customs and ways of life to allow for arranged marriages,
which led in fime to the serious oppression of women. As &
result of severe conflicts within Naxi cullure, countless Naxi
lovers-sometimes b single couple, sometimes us many as ten
or more-would commit lovers' suicide, to protest arranged

marriages. They would put on their best clothes. go to a
beautiful place deep inthe forest where they could see the
Jade Drigon Snow Mountain, sing o lust love song, and end
their lives. This historic tragedy gave Lijiong the sad name of
the "world capital for lovers' suicide",

It is helieved thar on that Jade Dragon Snow Mountaii,
there is a naturad paradise where “white deer plough the fields.
people ride on tigers, river deer are raised instead of dogs,
pheasants sing in the morning, a person’s bed is the soft green
grass; bedeovers are the white clouds: curtains are the morning
fop. and sun and moon are the only lamps, There are no
restrictions on love, and youth lasts forever. There are no pain,
no suffering, no tears and no sadness.”

My Canadian friend, the photagrapher ULl Steltzer, has
come 10 Lijiang and Yongning [oor times, capiuring many vivid
images of Nuxi and Mosuo people with her unigue eye for
artistic expression, From her pictures, 1 hope that people all
around the world miay have o taste of modern Naxi people’s
lovely timbre and happy countenanee. When you huve the time,
please come to our beautiful “ancient kingdom.” Come and
make [rends with the Naki people
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Foreword and
Acknowledgements

by Ul Steltzer

Over the past six years, it has been my privilege
and joy to become aquainted with the Naxi and
Mosuo people of Yunnan, When speaking neither
Chinese nor Naxi. [ arrived in Lijiang in 1995, the
year before the devastating earthquake,
Communication was limited 1o sign language, In
1997, 1999, and 2001, | returned and also travelled
to the Mosuo villages of Yongning as well as to Baidi,
in Zhongdian County. With the help of two exellent
interpreters. | was able w add a considerable measure
ol understanding to my visual impressions. We
interviewed the many people whose words and

insights form the text of this book.

This work would have been impossible without
the cooperation and hospitality of the people we
intwrviewed and photographed. [ offer them sincere

thanks.

Lam grateful and obliged to several friends in
China and Canada who went out of their way Lo
support this project:

Professor Yang Fuquan of the Academy of Social
Sciences in Kunming encouraged me and provided
the introduction (o this book. A native of Lijiang, he
generously shared his knowledge of the Naxi culture,

Professor Jan Walls, of Simon Fraser Universit y
made it possible for me to attend the 1999 Dongba
Conference in Lijiang. Always willing to help, he
made several translations for me. including Professor
Yang Fuquan's introduction 1o this book.

Sandra Sachs of the Beijing Foreign Studies

University persuaded me in 1995 1o visit Lijiang,
where she was involved with research on co-
operatives. In 1997 we returned there (o work
together, | am indebted w her for much information
and for transluting many interviews. Thank you, dear
Sandra!

Zhao Xiuyun is the translator for the Dongba
Culture Museum in Lijiung. In 1999, 1 "borrowed"
her for a two-week trip o Yongning's Mosuo people,
who she interviewed and who loved her as much as
I'do. Later, she invited me 1o her wedding in Baidi.

Suonami Dawa, so kind and gentle! He shared
with us his love and knowledge of Mosuo traditions
and introduced us 1o many families in and around

Yongning.

Li Xi. Director of the Dongba Culture Museum
in Lijiang. always concerned, always aware, provided
anything I needed, including interpreters and
transportation. He treated me as 4 good Naxi treats
his mother.

Finally. | thank the very kind Professor Li
Zongxiang, Director of the China Artists Association,
for his personal atention and interest in my work,
and for introducing me to Peng Xiao, Chief Editor
of the Yunnan Fine Arts Publishing House.

Vancouver, May, 2001
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L. Palm trées at an alitude of 2400 meters: in the
background is the Jade Dragon Snow Moun-

tuin, Hongwen Village
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2. The Yangtze River in Lijiang County
3. A ributary of the Yangtze River in the

area of Shigu
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Lijiang Old Town

Anancient stone bridge in the Old

Town
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