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Editor’s Words

The culture of the Yunnan Minority na-
tionalities goes back to ancient times.
Its splendidness has been affecting the
ethnic people living in this mysterious
land. Nevertheless, restricting by many
factors, lots of precious ethnic items are
still scattered among the people, waiting
to be explored. The folk and religious
pictures of minority nationalities are
precious. For this reason, we decided to
edit and publish the Yunnan Nationalities

Folk and Religious Pictures Series.

These series include the following books:
Primitive Religious Paintings of the
Yi Nationality (two volumes), Pictures
of Benzhu of the Bai Nationality (two
volumes), Dongba Religious Paintings
of the Naxi Nationality (two volumes),
Tibetan Religious Paintings, Religious

Paintings of the Dai Nationality, etc.
With the characteristics of originality,
newness and richness, these books truly
display the traditional religious cultures
of the Yunnan minority nationalities.
By doing this project, we hope we can
provide some materials, which were
only known to a few, dedicated to the
advancement of cultural research of our
great province, and try our efforts to res-
cue and protect the cultural heritage of
our nationalities.

Department for Collecting, Publishing
and Planning Ancient Documents of

Yunnan Ethnic Groups, Yunnan Province

Editting Committee for the Yunnan Na-
tionalities Folk and Religious Pictures
Series
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Preface

The primitive religious paintings of the
Yi nationality that we are presenting
to the readers are know by only a few
people, even though they are rich in con-
notation and already have hundreds of
years of history. Now they are in danger
because there is no successor.

The Yi nationality is an ethnic group
with a large population living in the
southwest of China. They have a long
history and an abundant culture. More
than ten thousands volumes of histori-
cal documents and ancient books are
written in the Yi writing system, which
has thousands years of history. A lot of
the Yi documents were collected by the
Yi people and were mainly used by the
Yi priest, ‘Bi Mo’. For this reason, our
knowledge about this cultural heritage is
very limited. Not speaking of the conno-
tation, even the numbers and types of the
documents are not very clear. The paint-
ings we collected in this book are those
we found in recent years when we re-

searched into the Yi ancient documents.

The primitive religious paintings of the
Yi nationality were mainly found in

various scriptures used by the Yi priests.

The paintings in the divining book Bai
Le Shu are more systematic and typical.
In the ancient Yi society, the Yi priests
played the role of “teacher” in the po-
litical power structure of monarch,
teacher and subject. Being proficient in
Yi historical documents, the ‘Bi Mos’
are the intellectuals of Yi society. They
have a good knowledge of astronomy,
medicine, divination etc, which were
practiced widely used by people in their
daily lives. At the same time, they are
hosts and successors of different kinds of
rites of the Yi primitive religion. That’s
why each Yi priest usually has a divining
book Bai Le Shu, especially in the south

of Yunnan province.

The divining book Bai Le Shu usually
has 32 to 60 lots. It is said that some Bai
Le Shu has more than 70 lots, but it was
not found till now. Each lot is composed
of a colorful picture and a paragraph of
writing (usually a page). People who
draw the lot make judgment by the
picture. The ‘Bi Mo’ is responsible for
explaining the writing contents. From
the contents we can find that some divin-
ing books Bai Le Shu are affected with
each other, though each book has its own
features. Comparing the lot pictures in

one book, we found there is little relation



among them. Each lot picture reflects a
complete content. The picture and the
writing content of each lot have no rela-
tion either. The writing content tells what
kind of things you can do and what you
cannot, how long you will live, etc. Some
writing content even tells how much the
lot drawer should pay to get the explana-
tion. The picture is for the lot drawers to
look and understand directly. It is about
the production, the marriage, the family
and the official career, etc, which relating
to people’s life. The priest Bi Mo, who is
the painter of the pictures, is the middle-
man for the spirit, human and the ghost
at the same time. They know the spirits
and the ghosts more than any other
person. They know the history and cul-
ture of the nationality quite well. Their
knowledge is integrated into the pictures
naturally. So the lot pictures show the
Bi Mo’s understanding of the heaven
(the spirit world), the earth (the human
world) and the hell (the ghost world) in a
holistic way. Also, the pictures reflect the
history of the nationality and all aspects
of the society in which the Bi Mo live.
Therefore, though the lot pictures were
originated from “divining”, it became a
gorgeous flower blossoming on the soil

of divination after the long history. And
the flower is the primitive religious paint-
ings of the Yi nationality.

The primitive religious paintings in this
book are all discovered for the first time.
To such an unfamiliar field, we dare not
dress them or comment on them, but
leave it for scholars to study. Based on
such a thought, we didn’t name the paint-
ings we used ordinal numbers to label
them.

It was hard to collect these paintings. The
Yi priest regarded them as sacred objects
passed down from their ancestors and
would not let others see them casually.
Some Yi Priests even asked us to kill a
chicken as sacrifice, wash our faces and
hands before we looked at these ancient
books. Lots of friends put in a lot of hard
work to collect these paintings. Special
thanks go to Mr. Pu Jiaxue, Mr. Li Jinde,
Mr. Bai Jiashun, Mr. Li Liangwen, Mr.
Ku Lingbing, Mr. Lu Chaogui, Mr. Li
Zheng hua, Mr. Pu Jianyun, Mr. Yu Xue-
liang, Mr. Yang Liujing, and Mr. Zhang
Chunde.

The editors
August 10, 2004
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