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PREFACE THREE

The Spirit of Her People,Her Works
Spring form Life

By Prof. Mark Bender

The Ohio State University

Burao Yilu (Wu Meng) is a journalist, poet, and essayist of the Wa
(Va) ethnic group of Yunnan province in southwest China. She is among an
increasing number of ethnic minority writers and poets who have emerged
on the Chinese Titerary scene since the early 1980s. These “Sinophone”
ethnic authors use Chinese as a means of expression that allows them to
interface with audiences on a national level, and a number of ethnic authors
from groups such as the Tibetans, Mongols, and Yi have earned international
reputations. However, relatively few Wa writers and poets have gained
regional or even national attention. Burao, who also writes under the name
Wu Meng, is regarded as the first female poet of the Wa ethnic group and
the first woman of her ethnic group to gain international recognition as
an author of sanwen essays. Sanwen is a style of discursive essay, sometimes
mixing many styles of writing, which has a long history in China.

Like a number of other ethnic authors in China, Burao incorporates
imagery and lore from her ethnic group in her writings. Her group, the
Wa, are a mountain—dwelling people native to an area in southwest Yunnan
known as the Awa Mountains, and to neighboring countries in Southeast
Asia. Historically, the Wa subsisted on rice and other crops grown in high
mountain fields and Tived in compact mountain villages. An independent
people, the Wa resisted various incursions into their territory and were
widely feared for their practice of headhunting. Due to the difficulties

in accessing the high mountain areas, change has come relatively slow to



many Wa areas, yet like other peoples in China, the increasing pace of
development has instigated wide—ranging changes in traditional Wa society.
Both elements of traditional Wa ways and the changes brought about by
increased influences from outside the mountains figure in Burao’ s creative
process.

Drawing on family tradition and Tife experiences in the Awa Mountains,
Kunming, and Beijing, Burao has created a corpus of sanwen essays, entitled
Pledge to the Sacred Tree, that presents a unique perspective on Wa
people, introduces the Tives of people of many backgrounds, and reveals
the rich inner world of a writer who has created her own voice within a
major literary tradition. As many writers of her generation, Burao grew
up under trying circumstances. Born in the mountain village of Nanla in
Cangyuan county, at an early age she moved to Kunming, where her father
was an inventor. Circumstances soon went awry, and her mother was left
to raise four children alone for several years. Burao was thus deprived of
an education beyond middle school. She later managed to teach herself
the basics of Titeary composition by writing down poems and essays of
famous writers word by word. By the mid 1980s she began to gain regional
recognition as a poet and essayist and soon found herself working as an
editor in a major ethnic minority journal in Beijing. This job provided her
with many chances to travel and explore ethnic areas all over China. She
grew as a'n author and a person by conducting countless interviews among
a wide range of citizens, ranging from rural educators teaching under; the
harshest conditions to internationally acclaimed Chinese artists, writers,
and film directors. Much of her work was devoted to investigative reporting,
yet she developed a style that wove reporting and Titerary style together
into one vivid cloth. Her varied experiences also provided the nourishment
needed to bring her gifts as a poet and essayist to fruition. This volume
contains many of the writings that sprang from these experiences.

The eighty—five essays are divided into five major parts, each

reflecting one phase of Burao’ s career and one focus of her interests as a
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writer. These parts include essays on the Wa areas of Yunnan, essays about a
variety of people from other ethnic groups in China’ s borderlands (Mongol,
Chaoxian [KoreanlUygur, Lisu, Yi, Dai, and Bai), a section on primary school
teachers of various ethnic groups in Southwest China and other border areas,
Overseas Chinese authors and artists from many countries who have visited
China, and a final part comprised of essays based on personal experiences.
Among the most prominent sections (and those she personally values most)
are those that treat the Tives of her relatives and acquaintances in the Awa
Mountains and her years as an investigative reporter based in Beijing. In
some instances her essays have had a profound social impact. For instance,
in 1999-2000 she published a series of reports on the conditions of primary
school teachers in the poorest areas of Yunnan province, represented in the
present collection by the essay, “In the Jinuo Mountains is a Great River”
(Jinuo shan Ti, hao da yi tiao jiang) As a result or her reportage, policies
towards supporting primary school education in many parts of the province
were altered to properly reward the many young teachers who devote their
Tives to educating students in less developed areas.

Among the many essays is her well-known portrait of women in her own
family entitled, “Four Generations of Wa Women” (Wazu si dai de nu ren)
which charts the lives of her grandmother, the wife of a tribal headman;
her mother, the wife of an accomplished inventor who was capped a Rightist
in 1958 Burao herself as the first Wa poet and sanwen author; and her
daughter, Burao Yiling, a child prodigy now regarded as the first Wa painter.

“The Wooden Drum Speaks to the Spirits” (Mu gu yu shen Ting de dui hua)
details the intricacies of ritual process, myth, and drumbeats and regards
to traditions involving the use of wooden drums in Wa rituals. In  “One with
the Sound of the River” (Xiang yu xiang shui he) Burao describes how she is
Jured by the sounds of water roaring over rocks and the swirling of a black
dragonfly 1’nto a serendipitous meeting with Mosuo children picking berries
along a river in northwest Yunnan. With a subtle yet vivid immediacy the

essay stimulates readers to re—imagine Tiving conditions in mountain areas



that are often romanticized by urban residents. The essay entitled “Roving
Thoughts on the Ancient Ailao Kingdom” (Ailao gu guo de xia xiang) relates
the journey of Shi Shuging an Overseas Chinese writer from America, to
experience the cultures of the border areas of western Yunnan province. The
final essay in the collection, “One’ s Native Tongue is Hard to Forget”
(Xiang yin nan gai) explores issues of ethnic identity among various friends
and relatives who Tleft the mountains for Beijing. Changes in accent and
language use reflect larger issues of acculturation and globalization that
are increasingly common and play out in various ways across all sectors
of Chinese society, encapsulated in this essay about experiences of Wa
individuals.

In many dimensions, Burao Yilu’ s collected sanwen essays adds a new

literary voice to both ethnic and mainstream Titerary circles in China.

May 6, 2010

Shawnee Hills

Biographical sketch :

Mark Bender was born in 1955. From 1981-1987 he taught American
Literature at Guangxi University and founded the journal Cowrie, A Chinese
Journal of Comparative Literature with Prof. Sun Jingyao. He took his doctorate
in Chinese literatute from The Ohio State University in 1995. He speéializes
in studies of oral tradition and folklore in China. His books include Plum and
Bamboo: China’ s Suzhou Chantefable Tradition, Butterfly Mother: Miao/
Hmong Creation Epics from Southeast Guizhou, China, Tiger Traces: Selected
Nuosu and Chinese Poetty of Aku Wuwu, etc. He is co-editor of The Columbia
Anthology of Chinese Folk and Popular Literature. Presently he is an associate
professor in the Department of East Asian Languages and Literatures at The Ohio

State University in Columbus, Ohio, USA.
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