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Preface

The southwest province of Yunnan literally means “south of the clouds” , and in that area south of
the colorful clouds is a place of wonder called Shilin-“the Stone Forest”. And in that wonderful place lives
a unique people named the Sani. Among these people called Sani there circulates a timeless legend about
a beautiful young woman named Ashima (or Ashma) and her lover Ahei. Just as the Stone Forest region
in Yunnan is home to the Sani people, Ashima and Ahei are symbols of beauty, love, wisdom and bravery.
They symbolize all Sani young men and women who live in the region today.

In ancient times, the Sani people were nomads and they traveled around a paradise on earth called
“Azhodi”, where there were always blue sky, green mountains, wild flowers, crystal-clear water, flocks of
animals, and joyful people. The Stone Forest is that dreamland of the Sani people, and it is the birthplace
of the heroine Ashima. Its natural beauty is evident in a vast array of rock formations in shapes like pillars,
humans, and animals. The karst landscape is one of endless rocky gullies and caves, seemingly shaped by
supernatural forces. Thus the Stone Forest has been a source of inspiration for the construction of gardens
and for landscape architecture.

The Sani are an ingenious people who throughout history have created a unique culture of their own.
Historically, they were apart of a people once known as the Lolo, though today that term has fallen out of
use. At various times their culture has been called the Sani culture of Lunan (now known as Shilin) county,
the Sani culture of the Guishan Mountains, and the Ashima culture of the Stone Forest. The Sani are well
known for their epic-length love stories, the most famous of which is Ashima. Sani culture reflects an
agricultural way of life, which is closely connected with the mountains, fire, rocks and ancestors. The Sani
share a legacy of tragedy and idealism, human wisdom and free will. These qualities not only help the Sani
to create unique literary and art forms, but also sustain their self-image and pursuit of happiness. With these
qualities, the Sani have never lost hope in front of challenges; they are always optimistic despite obstacles.
They remain independent and balanced with an open mind to the development of society.

Today the Sani people are transitioning from a traditional society to an economically more developed
one. During this process, Sani traditional culture is facing unprecedented challenges. Faced with these
socioeconomic changes, the cultural tradition has tended to protect its historical relevance, thus slowing
down the modernization progress. However, the Sani traditional culture has not diminished, and the Sani
ethnic identity is becoming stronger instead of weakening.

This book presents the history, culture, development and future prospects for the Sani people.

Zhao Deguang and Huang Jianming
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