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THE GORGEOUS PATTERN ARTS OF
THE QIANG NATIONALITY

The Qiang nationality is one of the ancient members in the big family of the Chinese nation. The
source is distant and the stream long. The Qiang people call themselves “Rima”, “Rimai”, “Erma”,
“Ermai”, live mainly in the upper reaches of the Minjiang River, the Aba Zang (Tibe tan) and Qiang Auton-
omous Prefecture, Sichuan Province, distributing over counties of Maoxian, Wenchuan, Lixian, Songpan,
Heishui, and Beichuan . etc., with a population of over 200,000 people.

The Qiang nationality live mainly in northwest Sichuan, on the border of the Qinghai— Xizang Pla-
teau. In this mountainous area there are numerous cliffs and peaks reaching to the sky. The poet Huang
Yu wrote about this in his poem “Mt. Minshan”.

“The green screens tower lofty, The perilous peaks reach to the sky.”

“Looking down at mountains and peaks, Carefree immortal | would like to be. 3

The ancient culture and arts of the Qiang nationality are being perfected in unceasing spreading and
developing. The culture and arts of the Qiang nationality holds an important position in Chinese “First an-
cestor culture”. Today, thousands years after that time, there is still trace of “prehistoric culture”, which
provides us evidence for our further research into the ancient Qiang culture. “Chinese folk arts are a
treasure — house of five thousand years’ civilization and culture of China”. Chinese Qiang folk
hand — stitching work and decorative patterns of embroidery are a sediment of historical culture in the past
thousands years.

The pattern decoration of the Qiang nationality is an important part of the Qiang culture. In the long
historical period, the Qiang people, on the basis of their experience in their life and imagination, their ob-
servation of Nature and desire to remake Nature, worked out numerous vivid pictures. Adopting traditional
techniques and pattern forms, they created colourful pattern arts with beauty of simplicity of the Qiang
nationality. It may be said. the pattern arts of the Qiang nationality are a comprehensive history of mul-
tiple factors : discovery, creation, application and appreciation of the beauty of the Qiang nationality.
The whole pattern arts of the Qiang nationality contain the connotation of the nationality’s thinking
sense, religious culture, ethics and morality.

The patterns of the Qiang nationality are a trace of the nationality’s culture. The pattern arts of the
Qiang nationality are the materialization of the connotation of the national arts. Every pattern shake and
vein composition is a reflection of development and change of Qiang culture. concourse of individual and
social wisdom, imagined desire and ideology, comprehensive reflection of artistic pursuence and aesthetic
standards, outcome of combination of material and spirit of the Qiang nationality. Every nationality has
its own pursuit of style with rich artistic conception. The patterns of the Qiang nationality are a conscious-
ness expression filled with ideal of the Qiang nationality. Their straitforward, simple, honest, ingenious,
pure, casual rigorous natural images and techniques enable the grain patterns to possess a high degree
of decorativeness and artistic condensation.

The art of patterns of the Qiang nationality is the most centralized imbodiment of historical develop-
ment, life record, materialization of conciousness of the nationality and a high degree of concentration
of social material and spirit of the Qiang nationality.




As early as in the New Stone Age, the decorative patterns of the Qiang nationality remained the trace
of “grain” in the rope — wrapped burned earthenware. It's the beginning of the primitive decorative grain
pattern in our country, the earliest civilization record of the ancient Qiang people’s life and culture.

The ancient Qiang people widely used cords in their everyday life. In the primitive society they kept re-
cords by tying knots, in everyday life they crossed the streams with bamboo rope bridges, The cord — grain
pottery jars of the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States period , unearthed from the stone cof-
fin burial in Fengyi town, Maoxian County, and the grain pattern of the brone ware “Taotie” (a mythical
ferocious animal) design of the Western Zhou Dynasty, unearthed in Longxi Ar zhai,Wenchuan county, pro-
ved that in regions where the ancient Qiang people lived in compact communities. the “cord pattern” de-
signs were widely applied.

To trace to its source, the later 5252 (round grain ), @o0(lock knot), -000- -000-(chain knot),
»2+2>(wave grain) are the deformation, change and development of the primitive cord grain. ~==sco<
The patterns of the Qiang nationality have proved this point.

With the progress of history, technological decoration unceasingly enlarges its scope and enriches its
contents. Qiang people learn and master the technology of metal— work, lathe — milling, building, knit-
ting, with which they beautify their life and express their desire.

Up till the Ming and Qing dynasties, the culture and arts of the Qiang nationality embodied in the
hand— stitching work and embroidery. The strong native sentiment and exquisite craftsmanship have
risen from pure costumes in everyday life onto artistic works. In the method of dealing with costumes,they
adopted colour thread in—embroiding cord grain patterns, and thus changed the “cord type’grain
patterns further.

Qiang women are good at hand — stitching work and embroidery. They begin the training from their
childhood in order to stitch and embroid dresses for their wedding, and to embroid betrothal gifts for
bridegrooms. Their perfect craftsmanship wins praise from the common people.

The pattern designs of the Qiang nationality draw wide —ranging materials, including every thing in
Nature. Trees, flowers, grass, melons, fruit, cereal crops, birds, animals, insects, fish, dragon, elc., can be
drawn into patterns. Everything applied in patterns has its symbolic meaning. For example, phoenix and
peony symbolize happiness : melons, fruit and cereal symbolize bumper harvest : insects, birds, cats and
dogs symbolize joy i plum, chrysanthemum, flower and grass symbolize elegance and beauty ' fish,
dragon and animals symbolize preventing evil ' pomegranate and kylin symbolize that the more sons one
has, the happier he is . etc. Of course, this is only an induction of everything’s Earthly Branches among

the people, the makers can choose what they need in designing patterns.

Choice of grain patterns depends on the position of use. Most positions of use are chosen on con —
spicuous and damageable places, which are both beautiful and durable.

Peony and chrysanthemum are applied very often in the patterns for head ornaments to show the
wealth and honour. The decorative part of the head ornament is small, but ingeniously done.embroided
mainly or in combination of embroidery and hand— stitching work. Concerning threads, mainly pink,
bright red, scarlet, golden yellow colours are applied, to form warm tones, then a few blue and green col-
our set each other off, thus look rich and elegant, beautiful and generous. The head ornaments mainly are
hood, kerchief, Huer hat.

Hood. Most of hoods are black, length 270cm, width 36cm. The decorative patterns are embroided on
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the two edges of the hood, composed mainly of two groups of patterns. (Figure 1.)

Kerchief. Kerchiefs are worn mainly in winter, both length and width are 64cm. The pattern is put on
an angle, ranging 15cm % 15cm or 18cm * 18cm, with a 24cm % 2.5cm lace on the diagonal edge.

Huer hat. It is for children, has various sizes, embroided on the black ground. The patterns are put on
five positions : upper forehead, above ears, the top of the head and the back of the head. The patterns on
both sides are symmetry. Most of these patterns are composed of peony group flowers. The two ears are de-
corated with white chicken feather, small copper coins are tied on the back of the hat, a small bell is tied
on every ear tassel. (Figure 2.)

The waistband is the main decorative part. Most of waistbands adopt independent grain patterns with
definite theme. Waistband is divided into two kinds : semi— front and full —front.

Semi — front waistband, the upper part is narrow, the lower part is wide. Generally the proportion is

: upper 66cm wide, lower 73cm wide, 70cm long. It has a black bottom, two pouches on the upper part. The

pattern is symmetry basically. The pouch is the main decorative position of the semi— front waistband.
The size of the pouch is various, 27cm % 27cm in general. The grain pattern of the pouch is very rich and
colourful. Through the embroidery and the head — stitching work on the pouch, one can see intelligence
and virtue of the Qiang girls. There are group flowers in the middle, angle flowers all around, in the lower
part two continuous floral borders connecting two packets, which compose beautiful and generous waist
ormament,

The full — front waistand. It added the chest part on the base of the semi— front waistaband, 90cm
long, 74cm wide, waist width 64cm, neck width 20cm in general. Most of the waist pockets are only one
big pocket, also a few have two connected pouches like those of the semi—front waistband. The
full — front waistband is a good embodiment of the hand — stitching work of the Qiang nationality. The
needling adopts full embroidery and full stitching. The pattern center adopts Shengzi yin and Huopen
flowers (a big square with wide borders covers with a round pattern). The linking patterns of lantern be-
ards, toothpicks and golden melons hang on the upper edge, the big vase patterns are in the lower edge.
The four borders of the center are covered with the grain patterns of jar borders or linked butterflies, to
form an entirety. The patterns spread the whole waistband, it is colourful and beautiful. The grain
patterns enjoy a high reputation at home and abroad.

The decorative point of the full — front waistband may be divided into five parts : the big pocket is the
main position and the center ' two edges have hanging borders in concert with each other i the lower
part is covered with circular pattern to form an entirety.

Plain colour (black and white) stitched full — front waistband also belongs to the cream of the hand
— stitching work, it is elegant in the tone, exquisite in needling, proper in layout, has a high degree of re-
search value in the field of hand — stitching work of the Qiang nationality.

Girdle. The full—front and semi— front waistbands must be accompanied by stitched and embroided
girdles on their upper edges. The girdle is 70cm — 85cm long, 6cm — 7cm wide in general. Most of girdles
have a narrow upper part and a wide lower part. Its grain patterns are divided into some sections. A
girdle is composed of 3 or 4 sections of hand - stitching work, between sections there is a gap with some
laces. Most embroided girdles are vertical independent grain patterns with joyful contents such as mag-
pie and plum, phoenix and peony.The girdies for men or for women are different in form. The girdles for men

have a flat head, narrow, and hang in front : girdles for women have a pointed head, wide, hang in the

back. (Figure 5)
Besides, there is a wide — border pointed angle girdle, called in Qiang dialect “Siwuzi” (means colour-




ful girdle), which hangs on woman'’s back on left hand.

Hollow band. Most of hollow bands are colourful, generally 165cm long.17cm wide. Two edges are 90°
sharp angles. Taking the angles as the border lines,a square pattern is embroided there. Then fold up the
band into a hollow band to keep money and things in it, bound on the waist, with knots on the back. two
edges hang on the back. It is for man’s use usually.

Abdominal band. Usually, it is colour thread embroidery on the black bottom. Its front is a triangle or
symmetry trapezium. (Figure 6.)

Yunyun shoes. (Colourful cloud grain pattern shoes). It is a shoe type with characteristics of the
Qiang nationality. Yunyun shoe is a general designation of all shoes of the Qiang nationality, factually,
it is classified. There are round — head colourful shoes (Chao shoes), Jianjian shoes, Yunyun shoes for
women | Baobao shoes, Yunyun shoes (with river— deer— skin nose), lace—edged shoes, Koukou shoes,
hollow shoes, etc. The sole is very thick in order to walk on the mountain path. The sole usually has 3
layers, 5 layers, even 7 layers, which form the unique style of the Qiang shoes.

Oversleeve. The oversleeve covers the sleeve to prevent it from damage and dirt, it is one of the co-
stume ornaments. It is about 40cm long. The patterns are embroided on the forearm,elbow and carpal
joint. Besides the lace embroided on the edge, there are two groups of flowers on the oversleeve. (Figures
8.9,10)

Besides the above mentioned ornaments, there are decorations for sandals, shoe — pads, key holders,
aromatic bags, towels, pillow towels, covers, creens etc., with distinctive features. For details, see
patterns in this book.

Many fixed forms of modelling have been formed in the long — term stitching and embroidery practice
of the Qiang nationality. For example, “Sending son with pomegranate”, “Four goats protect treasure”,
“Phoenix passes through peony”, “Two dogs safeguard flowers”, “Golden melon toward the sun”, “Golden
melon and train link”, “Eight — petal group flowers”, “Eighteen — ring surrounding the town”, “Vines en-
close peony’, “Vines pass through peony”, “Pointed chrysanthemum group flowers”, “Potted flower,
wheat and butterflies”, “Four goats safeguard chrysanthemum”, “The twelve animals, representing
Earthly Branches”, “Four goats protect melons”, “Eight — petal square enclosure”, “Fir branch and round
chrysanthemum’,“Colourful butterflies toward the sun”, “The night eagle and pomegranate”, etc.All the
patterns have the rich flavour of life and native soil.The vivid images with distinctive features are based on a
high degree of refinement, exaggeration and generality of natural things.

The needling techniques of stitching and embroiding of the Qiang nationality can be divided in-
to: hand—stitching, embroiding, embossing, [flower—embossing, colour —embossing,
plain — stitching, colour—embossing — stitching. colour— stitching—embossing, hand crochet (rolling).
etc.. To sum up, three techniques : hand— stitching, embroidery and embossing. Hand— stitching. It is
called among the people “Jia hua”, or “cross — needling’. The yarn is counted according to the warp and
weft. Double — yarn thread is called thin needling. three —yarn thread is called thick needling, stitched
cross eye by eye of cloth.

Embroidery. It is also called “Pihua”, plain needling. The thread must be spread according to the warp
and weft of cloth and the pattern structure. It may be embroided with double — yarn or embroided thick by
double-needling, It depends on the embroidery object and requirement of technique."“Hand crochet”, it is
also called “string together”, using the needling of “train linking”,Among the people, they dilute wheat
flour with water,then dip in the glue with matchpick and draw on the deep- colour cloth, when cloth is
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dry, paint patterns on the base of the white trace. Generally, to crochet with white or colourful threads.The
feature of crochet is that the pattern structure can be done at will, spread over the whole waistband. Hand
crochet is applied usually in the full — front waistband.

“Piecing together”. To piece together various ready — made floral borders onto the shoulder, front, col-
larband, cuff, hanging border, vent of the dress.

“Sew close stitches”. It is a decorative method used on the thick cloth material. For example, stitch-
ing soles, stitching shoe pads, stitching shoe uppers and socks soles, elc..

“Jacquard’. It is the jacquard method in band wearing. Strictly counting the warp and weft, to weave
square patterns of various grains.Single —coloured narrow bands and bands with wide borders can be
woven out.Ordinary woven bands have more than 24unit patterns, some have more than 40 or 60 unit
patterns. (Fig.11) It is said, these grain patterns were the symbols for recording things. The Qiang women
call the number of woven grain patiern the number of woven “word". It is clear that these symbols have
their fixed meanings, represent a certain content. It’s a pity no one knows them now, On the basis of
these grain patterns, we infer that these “symbols” are the evolution and development of “keeping record
by tying knots” of the ancient Qiang nationality.

Hand stitching and embroidery of the Qiang nationality, according to the mechanism of the warp and
weft, makes proper use of deformed points, lines, and planes, enable the cross needling "to change rela-
tively, express flexibly the abstracted pattern images.

In the colour— changing, hand — stitching and embroidery of the Qiang nationality are characterized
by a distinctive local flavour and a national style.There is always a saying of Sichuan national arts and
crafts : “The Yi nationality in the south, and the Qiang in the north.” This shows clearly that it has a sys-
tem of its own.

In the colour application of hand— stitching and embroidery of the Qiang nationality, the main
characteristics are shown as follows: 1, gain coordination of entirety through a sharp contrast between
parts. 2, The black bottom cloth is the key of the unity of various colour tones. 3, The yellow colour is the
central colour in the patterns of the Qiang nationality, it is also the colour of wealth and rank, mustn’t
use the colour too much. 4, In a whole pattern, the white colour is just as an air hole, plays a role to
change the air. There is life where is air. It enables the picture to become bright and sound.

A number of the pattern decorations of the Qiang nationality are composed of pure white grain pat-
terns, This kind of pattern is usually based on the black and blue bottom, mainly used in decoration of the
semi— front and full - front waistbands. This kind of palttern is paticular about the composition of the
grain patterns. The black, white, grey must be properly dealt with, to form a main tone and to produce a
vivid and harmanious melody rhythm, to be distinct between primary and secondarywith a feeling of el-
egance.

The Qiang people left us a valuable cultural and artistic heritage, which they created in progress of
thousands years. The Qiang people will make new contribution to the flourish and development of culture
and arts of the Chinese nation.
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FM Golden Autumn.
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