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The Origin and Meaning of Yi Bimo

By Zhe Peixian, Chairwoman of Shilin County Committee of the CPPCC

With a huge population of 7.76 million (according to the statistics
of population census in 2000) in wide distribution, Yi ethnic group
boasts a long history and distinctive traditional culture in China. It
ranks 6th in terms of population among the ethnic groups in China.
Yi people are widely distributed in Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou and
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture
of Sichuan Province is the biggest one among regions inhabited by Yi
people .

Yi people believe in primitive religion. They enjoy several worships

such as worship of ancestral spirits and worship of nature. In the

course of production and life, Yi people have created “ three out-
looks” , namely, the outlook on three realms ( heaven, earth and
netherworld) , the animistic outlook and male and female outlook. Bimo

culture, the essence of Yi culture, is formed on the basis of the
deep —rooted cognition and ideas of the Yi people. The sacrificial and
religious ceremonies presided by Yi Bimo and legends of Yi Bimo are
still prevailing in the Yi villages in Shilin and other parts of China.
With regard to the origin of Bimo, there is a legend. It says

that three Bimo were sent by heavenly gods to save human beings with
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Yi scriptures during the Flood. Each of the three Bimo rode cattle re-
spectively to cross the vast ocean with scriptures hanging on the horns.
The scriptures were wetted when crossing the ocean. Having descended
to the mortal world, the three Bimo put the scriptures on the green
branches to dry the scriptures in the sun. Some pages of the scrip-
tures were scratched by an eagle. So the Yi scriptures were incom-
plete. Therefore, Bimo now recite the scriptures with horns, eagle claws
and bamboo twigs in a sacrificial ceremony. Green twigs will be insert-

ed on the altar to make up for the flaws of the scriptures.

In Yi, “Bi” means “recite” or “dance” . So singing and
dancing are required in reciting a scripture. “Mo” means the “edu-
cated senior” . Yi people believe that only Yi Bimo know the history

and culture of all ages handed down in scriptures from father to sons.
According to the principle of inheritance, Bimo culture needs to be
handed down from father to sons rather than father to daughters. This
is in line with the male line inheritance of Yi society. Yi people be-
lieve that Bimo 1is a sacred occupation which needs to be inherited
within a clan to secure Bimo family” s honor and status. In the ideas
of Yi people, girls above 17, married or not, will be no Ilonger re-
garded as a member of the father’ s clan. As a result, females are
deprived of the right and opportunity to inherit the status of Bimo.
Bimo know Yi script and have a good command of ancient Yi
books. They communicate with spirits and ghosts by reciting scriptures
and act as mediator between human beings and ghosts and ancestors in

contradictions. Bimo will pray for prosperity, health and good harvest of
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the family members, grains and livestock by means of sacrificial ceremo-
ny and witchery. Therefore Bimo are those who can preside and orga-
nize folk religious activities and pray for other people. In a sense,
they are the representatives of Yi religion and belief.

Bimo mainly rely on ceremonies in which they communicate with
spirits and ghosts to spread Bimo culture. However, Bimo culture in-
cludes various aspects of Yi culture. It’ s profound and comprehensive.
In this sense, we can say Bimo' s knowledge can’ t be measured.
Being erudite, Bimo can not only preside sacrificial ceremonies, practice
medicine and divine but also sort, standardize and teach Yi script. Be-
sides, Bimo compose and copy ancient books on religion, physiology,
ethics, history, astronomy, medicine, pesticide, technology, customs and
script.  Bimo play an important role in such production and life occa-
sions as birth, marriage. funeral, illness, festivals, going hunting and
sowing. Bimo are not only in charge of the religious authority but also
in the leading place of the culture realm, communicating with ghosts
and spirits and guiding people.

Therefore, in the eyes of Yi people, Bimo are the intellectuals of
the Yi society as well as the maintainer and disseminator of Yi cul-

ture .
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