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| was told that there is a Miao native who spent most of his life to collect
Miao’ s old songs, which moved me deeply and long time. My first
experience of Miao oral music was through my wife and her relatives.
Following our wedding, we went for a familial celebration at my wife’ s elder
brother in the Yinjiang hamlet, Kongbai village, not far from Xijiang, in the
Leigongshan area of South—Eastern Guizhou province. The isolated mountain
village is located in the heart of the Hmu Miao area.

According to Miao traditions, we had brought with us a live chicken as well
as gifts for the family. While passing through the main door of the house, we
were welcome by two bowls of rice wine.

During the meal, a couple of women started to move around the guests,
inviting them one by one with a song to swallow two cups of wine.

And then, after the dinner was over, the long litany of traditional chanting
really started. Often an elder woman would start a song which would be
taken up by a choir of younger women. Frequently interrupted by bursts of
laughter or emotional crying provoked by a particularly sad tune, their singing
went long into the night until the early hours of dawn.

The melodies were radically different from Han or occidental music; most
startling was the frequent tonal slides, multiple voices descending slowly from
a very high pitch to reach a low tone followed by an abrupt ending.

| could hardly believe that | was in the hills of Southwestern China. Indeed, the
choir of female voices was drawing me far away to the most remote places of
China’ s northern and western confines. To the grasslands of Mongolia, the
high plateaus of Qinghai and Tibet and the sand deserts of Xinjiang. Expert
ethnomusicologists would certainly find similar affinities with other ancient
people’ s folk songs around the world.

Welcoming songs, wine—drinking songs, love songs, farewell songs are those
we hear most of the time. However these are only part of a much larger
corpus that includes long sagas which have preserved the oral culture of the
Miao people.

Mythology, history, hardships and migrations have been transmitted without
a writing system for millennia. Therefore it is of the utmost importance that

these texts should be preserved and published. They will certainly provide a



rich source of information for researchers involved in Miao cultural studies.

It seems also admirable or fascinating, that in such a fast changing world, Mrs.
Wang still maintained his solitary passion (certainly considered ‘eccentric’
at the time) and steadfastly collected these oral treasures for thirty years,
while he lives as an unknown, an miserable beggar in this world. What he did

is a saga by itself.

Eric Boudot
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EDITORS’ WORDS

The Soul of the Miao Ballads of Old

There is a marvellous song

Which the singer recites for one or two months or more

Which travesl two or three thousand miles or even more with an ethnic roaming in history

There is an endless song which transmits from mouth to mouth during the four or five thousand
years,

The melody resounds always in the mind of seven or eight million Miao people all over the world.
The Miao people are of the great ethnics with longest history in China. When
the first twilight of Chinese civilization appeared in the Yellow river basins,
their far—ancestors had already lived there. The Miao is also the co—creators
of the earliest East Civilization. As we know, the ethnic people were the first
agro—farmers, and also the first iron—users. They were the inventor of custom
law in the East Asia of old.

Yet Miao people were seemingly destined to go through a miserable course
in history. In the remote ancient time they had to struggle for survival as
well as suffered frustrations again and again. After they lost their war in the
Central Plains of China they had to disband their own homeland and moved
southward and southward. Their collective memory recorded in the form of
Miao ballads narrates a solemn and tragic story about their war against the
ancestors of Hua—Xia tribes. The loss of the fate—deciding battle in the Zuolu
drove the Miao scattered eastward and southward. The horrifying battle was
so miserably heroic that “heaven rained blood for three days and nights, and
the earth split open deeply to the death origin, and even ghosts came out to
weep for the dead under the sun.” The Miao chief Ci You was beheaded,
and as the legend said, the shackles and fetters locked him were transformed
into the scarlet glove of maple trees. The tragic scene of maple trees in the
autumn symbolizes the remote memory of the heroic event in Zuo—Lu. From
generation to generation, since then, the Miao singers hand down the thrilling
story full of tears and blood by singing to their people.

The Miao people who survived the blood and fire has no writing system and
they preserve their special culture by the way of epics or ballads. Whenever
a Miao singer begins to sing, their people are brought back to the days when
the Miao ancestors lived with glory and dignity on their own homeland. The
Miao ballads always memorize the happy times they once enjoyed, record
their ancestral migrating course, and also maintain their self—identification.
Therefore their oral literature consisting of a bunch of folk ballads carries

an everlasting history, a ethnic life and tradition for thousands years from
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yesterday through today to tomorrow.

The oral literature is the old ballads of the Miao,

Which records a miserable history for the old people as well as

A history of spiritual life for the Miao people.

In the sense of a cultural and spiritual experience for a nation, the Miao
Ballads can be compared to the Hebrew Testament for the Jews. Both the
two peoples created the everlasting heritage which is full of sufferings in this
world and struggling for freedom in the human civilization.

As part of the Chinese civilization, the Miao Ballads consists in the excellent
non—material heritage of the mankind since it includes the total contents
of a people living, covering myths, legends, culture, science, emotions and
customs, etc.. The Ballads provides a channel for understanding a very old
people in the way of material or spiritual life with various views of spirits
pervading everything that existents in the world, of life being sacred in any
forms and equal in the sense of nature, which emphasizes upon the peaceful
coexistence of man and his environments---, all of those is until today inspiring
us in the way of existent ethics.

Since the 20th century, especially during the last thirty years, great changes
have taken place with the Chinese society as well as the Miao community.
The Miao people has also witnessed both good and bad effects made by
modernization, urbanization, cultural assimilation, and commercialism, and
therefore Miao people as an ethnic community get used, though slowly in
comparison with the region the Han people inhabit, to the newly things such
as telephone, television, and computers. In recent years, popular culture
characteristic of fashion and instantaneity silently is eroding the old tradition of
Miao people, even altering their cultural gene. As the unified social frame like
the Han Chinese mode is set up, the young Miao people begin to turn their
admiring eye—sights on the values demonstrated by the mainline society.
Groups and groups of young Miao rush into towns and cities and become
mainly manual laborers and reserve force of labor market. They are becoming
strangers to their own traditional homeland. The educational system for
the entire Chinese nation has to overlook the unique tradition of a particular
ethnic. The altered cultural circumstance leads to a loss of traditional culture,
and the Miao singers who were bestowed with responsibility of continuing
ethnic culture through the ages are now falling into oblivion. The orally—
transmitted Miao ballads are disappearing from the social life in many areas.
The Miao people are losing the old mode of existence and spiritually seeking
practice. The Miao ballads which as cultural symbols were increasing and
renewing in history are now seemingly facing the unavoidable fate that has
fallen upon the other national treasures in the post—industrial age.

While a pressing culture symbolized partly by karaoka or street—dance is



spreading from the Chinese eastern coastal area towards the West China,
and some culturally short—éighted or even blind people are chasing after the

“universally” modern culture with commercialist features, there is a figure
appearing on the horizon who is so striking out because he is only a Miao

ballad-singer, a beggar-poet.

There is a wonderful man:

He has nothing to show off in this world, even not a pence

to pay for his next supper and bed;

He is wandering through the whole Miao area

Just by begging from village to village,

He is fulfilling his own promise and performing his cultural duty

by collecting and recording Miao ballads.

Just like the great blind Homer, he contributes his life

to Miao ballads with neither enmity nor repentance.

There are very a few beggars who can enjoy the everlasting glory in human
history. Like Homer the Greek blind poet or Wu Xun, the begger—educator of
the modern China who was raising money by bégging for decades to set up
free—schools for the poor children. Maybe we need now to add into the hero—
list another beggar whose name is Wang An—jiang.

Wang is a singer of Miao ballads. He was born in a little Miao village named
Mian-Hua—-Ping of County Tai-jiang, Guizhou Province in Southeast China.
His homeplace was the well-known hinterland of Miao settlements. As a
common farmer, his way of life had been seemly destined to live on a piece
of poor land like his fathers or other Chinese farmers. Yet a folk—ceremony
called “pan-ge-quan-jiu” dramatically changed his life. The pan—ge—quan—
jiu is a procedure in the Miao folk feast according to which guests at feast
should make a singing—compitition of Miao ballads before a loser is decided
to drink up the maize-spirits.

That happened in the Miao New Year Festival of 1967. A wedding—ceremony
brought a bride to Wang’ s village. Three days later, the bride should return
to her parents’ family. As a custom, a group of young people has to keep the
bride in company to her parents’ home. The young Wang was one escort
of them. Since being unable to sing the traditional ballads, all of the young
escorts had to take punishing drinks again and again until they were drunken
down in the village of the bride’ s parents. When Wang sobered up two days
later, he felt unprecedented frustrating. For almost a week, the young man
could not get rid of the scene where the sing-rivals, the young boys and girls
of the bride’ s village, were watching Wang and his companion swallowing
the losing—drinks and making fun of them. To Wang An-jiang, it was not

only a “pan-ge—quan=jiu” {drinking—and-singing) competition. It was a
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competition to test their knowledge about Miao’ s history, and test their
wisdom inherited from their ancestors. To Wang the Miao ballads mean the
spirit of ancestor and singing the ballads is to make a dialogue between the
young and their ancestors.

Since the event, Wang has been charmed by Miao Ballads and went
everywhere nearby to learn from anyone who knew a ballad Wang did not
heard before. He was always learning folk—songs whenever tilling in the field,
going to country—fairs or to a wedding or funeral ceremonies. One day, Wang
came to meet the local famous “ballad-king” named Gu Sha who was
already a very old man at that time. The “ballad—king” challenged the young
man to “pan-ge” (singing~rivalry) before his teaching Wang. Their singing—
dialogue lasted two days and two nights. Finally the ballad—king Gu Sha took
a fancy on the young man and chose him to be his inheritor of ballads. It was
at the dying—bed of Gu Sha that Wang was called to listen his tutor’ s last
words. The old man told the young man: “Shang (Wang’ s name in the form
of Miao), if ancestors do not pass on to the posterity, the tradition will be lost;
if the old ballad is lost, the ghost of the Miao folk finds no home. You are the
root of our Miao folk, Young man. You must promise me you will pass on the
tradition of ballads.” ~ After Wang made an oath, the ballad—king taught Wang
the last few secret ballads before his death.

Then, in 1968 at the zenith of the Great Cultural Revolution when the whole
nation was indulged in destroying all cultural traditions the Miao poet Wang
as a farmer, a common Miao man started his travel full of sufferings for
collecting old Miao ballads. If Wang was only interested in finding more Miao
folk ballads before, from then it had become a mission and fate to realize
his promise he made to the old singer Gu Sha as well as to the whole Miao
people at the bottom of his heart.

Wang walked on the rugged tracks leading to every remote village with
heavier steps to look for every singer and every ballad Wang did not yet know.
With a burden of manuscripts on his shoulder, feeling no tired, he sung all the
way. To meet his starving belly and thirsty throad, he could only rely on the
left—over he begging from villagers. Wherever his figure appeared, buffalo—
boys on the roadside and the hill-slopes would shout “the madman-singer,

the madman=singer is coming---" In the night, the lonely beggar Wang
stayed in the cattle barn singing and sorting—out of ballads he learned from
others in the day.

In"this way, for over thirty years Wang walked over a long road of fourty
thousand miles. His footprints marked his seeking for the old ballads of
the ethnic people who scatter in big and small Miao villages in the deep
mountains of Guizhou. He traveled to the counties of Tai—jiang, Lei—-shan,

Jian=he as well as more than six hundred Miao villages in the provinces of



