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FOREWORD

By Huang Jiping

The Yi nationality with a population of more than three million and a very long historical background
is the biggest minority nationality in Yunnan Province, The Yi people inhabit Chuxiong Yi Autonomous
Prefecture, Honghe (Red River) Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture, the Ailao Mountaxns and the Minor
Liangshan Mountains in the northwestern part of Yunnan in more compact communities; and the rest of
them scatter all over the province, ‘

“Yi” is their unified way of addressing themselves. However, due to the different dielects they speak
and different areas they inhabit, they are addressed by themselves and other people as well in various
ways, In fact, there are dozens of ways for the Yi people to address themselves, such as Nuosu, Nasu,
Niesu, Misa, Sani, Axi, Azhe, Micha and so on.

Before liberation, under the oppression and exploitation inflicted by the reactionary ruling classes in
history, owing to the sporadic areas they inhabited and various historical and geographical conditions,
the social and economic development of the Vi people was uneven., In Yunnan, the social structure of most
of the Yi areas belonged to feudal landlordism; in the south of Honghe, the northeast of Yunnan and the
border areas between Wuding and Luquan Counties, remnants of feudal serfdom could be found; the
slave owning system prevailed in the Minor Liangshan Mountains—the present Ninglang Yi Autonomous
County and the mountainous areas of Yongsheng and Huaping Counties.

The culture and art of the Yi people measure up to a relatively high standard of development, Definite
achievements have been made in literature, music, dancing, sculpture, painting and handxcraft art, The
present book is chiefly aimed at giving an introduction to one of Yi's most varied and colourful folk art
handiwork—decorative patterns for their costume and other things, A

The costume and other things referred to above include their dresses or parts’ ‘of them (bonnets,
turbans, coats, trousers, vests, skirts, aprons, waist bands, belly bands, shoes) , baby carriers, satchels and,
in addition, pillows and the central designs of quilt covers, The decorative patterns differ in boundless

variety with either the parts adorned or the handicraft teehniques employed (embroidery, the cross stitch,




warp embroidery, appliqué, inlaid needlework, and so on),Each of them displays brilliantly the ingenious,
original craftsmanship and is of wonderful fascination, Their embroidery designs in particular cover a
very wide range of subjects including human figures, houses, birds, animals, insects and fishes, flowers,
grass, trees and almost anything else that can be expected, Realistic and vivid, they suggest a rich flavour
of life, The in'ethodsl employed in their needlework are various, namely,the flat stitch W.ork, multi-coloured
overiapping embroidery,the twisted knot stitch, eyelet embroidery of single or double knots, the lockstitch,
and so on, Generaily_ speaking, black cloth is used as background, but the colours chosen all depend.

Occasionally, a variety of more than ten colours can be achieved. However, the variety of colours never

“goes to the length of giving any sense of confusion, because the main theme of the pattern is distinctly

presented, Some of them are graceful and elegant, while some others are gay and beautiful, chanting
different melodies. Patterns for the cross stitch and warp einbroidery primarily deal with flowers, birds,
insects and fishes, and geometrical figures as well, Usually, two patterns are laid one after another in a
sequence for marginal ornament with the result that the designs in both patterns appear in either separate
groups . waving curves, vertical outlines, or other combinations. Colours used in embroidery or needlework
on white cloth vary from impressive simplicity to picturesque diversity. Yi designs of different areas
manifest different>characteristics distinguished By' different decorative techniques., The Sani people in
Guishan area are particularly good at the cross stitch with a neat and compactv structure of delightfully
harmonious colouring, The Niesu people in Longwu are exceedingly strong in the flat stitch work remarkable
for its straightforward shaping and brilliant colour., The Azhe people in Mile are fond of the twisted knot
stitch and eyelet embroidery with graceful shaping and exquisite handiwork.,

Yi decorative patterns are often patched on those parts of their clothes more susceptible to wear

and tear, such as shoulders, elbows, sleeves, the margin of a jacket, and the bottom of trouser legs. The

general practice is to patch up the worn-out part with a decorative pattern of the cross stitch, embroidery,
or appliqué proportionate in size, In embroidering, a paper-cut model is first sewn onto a piece of

- material lined with pasted cloth, The accomplished piece is then sewn on the clothes. So the purposes .of

beéutifying and strengthening the dresses are attained at once., This technique of “breaking up the whole
into parts” is very convenient, and all the things needed'are carried along on the person so that they can
be used at almost any moment including breaks from work, Herein lies the most important characteristic

of Yi folk art-in designing which synthesizes the beautifying, economizing, and practical functions,




Most of the Yi people in Yunnan live in mountainous areas, a part of them in mountainous areas of
high altitude and cold climate, and only a small number of them in the plains and valleys. The envir-
onmental discrepancy affects the forms of their diesses including the ornamental designs, Yi women in
Yongren County along the Goldsand River, for instance, wear unlined linen skirts with much less or very
little decoration for the convenience of frequent washing, But their satchels are consummately decorated
with patterns of the cross stitch, The Yi people in the mountainous areas of’ Dayao County like to wear
vests of goat's fur which they decorate with patterns of appliqué between the front piece and the back.,

Apart from the environmental causes which contributed to the richness and variety' of Yi patterns as
mentioned above, other factors can be found in the different art traditions of various branches of the Yi
nationality, the standards of their social and economic development, and mutual influence of nationalities
upon one another, including the possibilities of drawing upon the special features of the art of other pepole.
For instance, the Yi people in Wuding County generally live together with the Han people there, .Great
similarities exist in Yi and Han patterns of lotus, tree peony, phoenix, bat, butterfly, the Chinese
character meaning longevity, etc, Their methods of embroidering are roughly the same., The only difference
is that Yi embroidery applies entire silk threads with a view to the well lasting quality of the piece to suit
the need of their work and life, This can be attributed to the cultural intercourse between the Yi and Han
people. Further, living affluently in the plains, the Yi people in Guishan area (Sani) have exceedingly
rich decorative patterns for their dresses, Their pattern of the cross stitch in particular are invitingly
beautiful, | '

The present collection covers fourteen branches (subdivisions) of the Yi nationality in 152 pictures
copied with the Chinese brush., The patterns and colours of the original objects are in the main retained.

The publication of this collection of Yi decorative patterns should be attributed to the profound
concern of the Party for the art of minority nationalities.

Acknowledgement is also due to departments concerned, such as the Museum of Yunnan Province, the
Historical Research Institute of Yunnan Province, and the Research Institute of Nationalities of Yunnan
Province for their enthusiastic assistance and support. ,

‘ (Translated by Li Xiwen)
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