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. The Dulong River meanders between Gaoligong and

Dandanglika Mountains.
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‘ 3. A mother of the Dulong ethnic group.
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4.A scene of face-tattooing.
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The Dulong ethnic group is one of the smallest
ethnic groups of China, mainly inhabiting the Dulong
River Valley in the Gongshan Dulong and Nu Au-
tonomous County in northwestern Yunnan Province.
There are also a small number of them distributed in
Weixi, Chayu, and other nearby counties.

With crisscrossed mountains and rapid. torren-
tial currents, the Dulong River Valley has an incon-
venient transportation, and the access from inland
areas to the Dulong River is far and difficult. Due to
the closed communications, this area was rarely vis-
ited by outsiders in the past. Very few historical

records before the Qing Dynasty (1644 - 1911) have




been found regarding this ethnic group. In July 1908,
the 34th year during the reign of Qing Emperor
Guangxu, an official named Xia Hu paid an inspec-
tion visit to the Dulong River. He visited the entire
territory of the river valley. including Xuewadang Vil-
lage and Kandi, the southernmost tip of the Dulong
River. Based on his investigations, he wrote a book,
giving a detailed account of the residential
environment, living conditions, production modes,
and folk customs ot the Dulong people. Also recorded
in the book were tace-tattooed women in this area.
Following Xia Hu. sociologists and anthropologists
during the period of the Republic of China (1912-
1949) conducted investigations along the Dulong
River, leaving written records and books in this regard.
After New China was founded in 1949, an increasing
number of experts and scholars have been engaged in
the investigation and rescarch on the social and eco-
nomic situations of the Dulong ethnic group. and
records and documents on the Dulong people have
been enriched. The researchers devoted much of their
work to the face-tattooing phenomenon of this ethnic
group. and some have taken photos for face-tattooed
women, leaving a perpetual image for this mysteri-
ous feature,

Face-tattooing was a historic custom unique to
the Dulong ethnic group. When a girl reached the age
of twelve or thirteen, she had her face tattooed. Firstly,
the practitioner would use a bamboo stick or pine
needle to dip the mixed burning ash and sketch out
the design on the face of the girl. When the ink is
dried, the practitioner would hold a needle in left hand
and use a stick in right hand to clap the needle. After
every line of the design was finished, he or she im-
mediately cleared away the blood and applied a kind
of "ink." which was a mixture of burning ash and blue
dyestuft, to the wounds. After wound decrustation
several days later, black and dark-blue scars were left

on the skin, becoming an inerasable tattoo design.

During the Primitive Society, some communes
or tribes used to view tattooed face as a symbol of
beauty of a mark of tribe. According to investigations.
the proven implications of face-tattooing of the
Dulong people fall into three possibilities: a mark for
distinguishing a tribe from others, a symbol of beauty,
and a disfigurement attempt to escape from being
plundered by exotic tribes for marriage. So far, no

historical written documents or reliable reasons can

explain the origin of the Dulong face-tattooing
custom, but we can compare and analyze the records
of tattoo history ot other Chinese minorities and for-
cign tattoo customs, so as to determine the origin of
this custom of the Dulong people.

The History of the Han Dynasty, an earlier book

on Chinese ethnic minorities, has records on the tat-

too customs of the minorities in southwestern China.
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According to the narration in the book. "customs of
tattooing body and cutting hair were attempts to avoid
the invasion of the mythical flood dragon.” Some other
historical documents also give accounts of the fact
that some of the Chinese minorities tend to tattoo their
bodies with the design of animals as a token of ward-
ing off disasters and ensuring a peaceful life. Such a

tattoo custom symbolized by totem worship derives

from the Primitive Society. The Dulong ethnic group

S EHEMXEBAR

5. Face-tattooed women in Dizhengdang

is considered by historians as a clan of the ancient
Digiang people. Their ancestors migrated from east
to west, and after a long period of ethnic amalgam-
ation and migration, they finally settled down in the
Dulong River Valley. According to the records on the

New Book of the Tang Dynasty, a face-tattooing tribe

7



s i

moved in from hundreds of kilometers away from
Yunnan. And this face-tattooing tribe was later proven
to be the Dulong people. The Dulong people shared
the same ancestors with other tattooing ethnic groups,
most famous of which was the Nu ethnic group. Ac-
cording to the "Annals of Lijiang Prefecture” dating
to the reign of Qing Emperor Qianlong, both men and
women of the Nu people, inhabiting the banks of the
Nujiang River, tattooed their faces with dragon and
phoenix designs when they turned 10. Along with the
passage of time and changes in natural environments,
the ancestors of these ethnic groups gradually devel-
oped into different peoples. The face-tattooing cus-
tom of the Dulong women originated prior to the time
when their ancestors migrated to the Dulong River
Valley and its development shares the common pro-
cess with that of other tattooing minorities. And this
custom should be attributed to an intention of dem-
onstrating beauty and distinguishing from other tribes.
resulting from the deposit of ethnic cultures. In Xia
Hu's book, there are clear descriptions of the varying
face-tattoo designs of the Dulong people. "The up-
per-stream women have tattoos on both sides of their
nose bridges and on their lips. while the lower-stream
women only have tattoos on their lips: the women
living by the Dizi River have a circle of tattoo on
nose tips and a few lines on the lower lips, while those
living by the Tuoluo River only tattoo their lower lips
with a line or two.” The Dulong River Valley, where
the Dulong people inhabit. has a vast territory, and
even today. we can still find tace-tattooed senior
women. The women living in the upper reJches of
the Dulong River usually have tattoos all across their
faces, in the shape of a flying butterfly, with wings
spreading around nose-bridge as the axis. Those liv-
ing in the lower reaches of the river have much less
tattoos. The fact that women of different clans have

different tattoo designs can testifies that face-tattoo-

ing custom of the Dulong people plays a role in dis-
S — —

tinguishing different clans.

As human society evolves, people have con-
stantly deepened their understanding of nature as well
as natural phenomena. They have experienced a pro-
cess from succumbing nature to altering nature, and

their faiths have also changes, from primitive totem

6. XHEFRZ

6. A face-tattooed woman.

worship to ancestor worship. People's outlook of the
world has changed from naturalism, characterized by
a submission to nature, to socialism, characterized by
a will of changing nature. The tattoo custom symbol-
ized by totem worship has gradually turned to show-
case beauty through tattoo. In addition to body, tattoo
designs are also found on faces, hands, and feet. The

designs have been expanded from the previous

auspicious, noble animals to various flowers, so as to
better display the affective beauty and decorative beauty.
The birth, development, and changes of the tattoo cus-
tom were closely associated with the living, economy.,
and environment of human beings. Historical documents
of and after the Tang Dynasty show more detailed ac-
counts of the development of body-tattooing and face-
tattooing. In his Chronicle of Yunnan, Li Jing of the Yuan

Dynasty wrote, "People with two gilded teeth are called

Gold-Teeth Minority: those having their teeth lacquered
are called Lacquer-Teeth Minority: those having their
faces tattooed are called Face-Tattooed Minority: those
having their feet embroidered are called Flowery-Feet
Minority; and those having their hair dyed are called
Flowery-Horn Minority."

Before being married, women of the Gaoshan
ethnic group in Taiwan had their cheeks tattooed. oth-
erwise men would not marry them. Women of the Anu
ethnic group in Japan took the application of pan-bot-
tom ash on lips as beauty. Before marriage, they would
take three times of operation. Their lips were cut by
small knifes, and pan-bottom ash was then applied
on the wounds after the blood was wiped out. The
dark color would never fade. Similarly. men would
not marry a woman who was not tattooed. For some
minorities, as they were a month old, babies were tat-
tooed on face, and the designs were thought to be as
beautiful as embroideries.

The methods and materials used for face-tattoo-
i[]g of the above-mentioned ethnic groups are similar
to those of the Dulong people. In addition, the face-
tattoo custom of the Dulong women was also a prod-
uct of the transition of tattooing custom from totem
worship to beauty demonstration. Some of the face-
tattooed women of the Dulong ethnic group are still
alive today. In July and August 2003, Luo Jinhe vis-
ited the depth of the Dulong River Valley. Thanks to
the introduction of local guide, Luo took photos for all

the 65 existing face-tattooed women. The tattoo de-



signs feature clear, exquisite lines and symmetrical
patterns on both sides of the bridges of noses. A deli-
| cate blending of arcs, curves, and dots, the designs look
like embroidered flowers adorning the faces. Instead
of fear or aversion, these designs give viewers a feel-
‘ ing of beauty. The age of the Dulong women to have
their faces
tattooed, 12 or 13,
coincided with
the stage in which
‘ they became
aware of the aes-
‘ thetics and began
to pursue beauty.
They need a dis-
‘ play of beauty
and beautiful
decorations, so as
‘ to seek an enjoy-
ment of beauty.
‘ Face-tattooing
thus became their
special way of
‘ pursuing and
showing beauty.
Therefore, the
‘ tattooed faces of

the Dulong

|
women should
not be misunder-
stood to be
‘ marred, ugly images. As the book Study of Yunnan
Frontier Issues stated, "The tattoos on the women's
faces are actually adornments that add beauty to them.
" As The Current Situations of the Undetermined Fron-
tier between Yunnan and Burma stated, "Women west
| of Gaoligong Mountain all have tattoos on their faces,
| which are black designs as decorations. Otherwise they
will be ridiculed.”

The first-hand materials obtained by the in-
vestigators to the Dulong River area proved that
the reason of Dulong women's face-tattooing was
demonstrating beauty. with no evidence of escap-
ing from being plundered by exotic tribes for

marriage. The rumor that Dulong women's face-

tattooing was an attempt to escape from being plun-

dered by exotic tribes for marriage actually resulted
from the influence of the "class struggle theory."
and no written document can support it. So, this is
a fallacy. As a phenomenon of human society, folk
culture is closely associated with the living and
production of human beings and is an objective

spiritual reflection of the material life. The face-

tattooing culture of the Dulong women experienced
a long period of cvolution, from birth to
development, variation, and extermination. The
Dulong ethnic group saw a slow social develop-
ment and an undeveloped economy. Before libera-
tion, the Dulong people lived in a half-primitive
status. Due to
the restriction
of their eco-
n o m i ¢
conditions, the
Dulong women
were unable to
pursue the
beauty brought
by material
decorations. So
they chose their
own bodies and
display beauty
by tattoos

In general,
the Dulong
women's face-
tattooing, which
experienced a
long history, was
a product of to-
tem worship dur-
ing the primitive
age, a tattooing
custom that transtormed from totem worship to
beauty decoration. and a symbol for distinguishing

different clans and demonstrating beauty.
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Mt. Dandanglika towering on the western bank of the Dulong
River.
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9.The Bapo Section of the Dulong River Gorge.
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In the west of Gaoligong Mountain in northwest-

ern Yunnan Province, there is a little-known land of

from kitchen chimneys mingle together, with the ac-
companiment of the barks of dogs and singing of bir

Torrential waves surge in the deep valley of the
Dulong River, which nurtures the Dulong people, one
of the ethnic groups with the smallest population in

China. With all their heart and soul, the Dulong people

preserve and protect every mountain, river, grass, and
tree in their beautiful homeland.
Originating from Chayu County, the Tibet Au-

tonomous Region, the Dulong River enters Yunnan

Province from Dulongjiang Township in the

Gongshan Dulong Autonomous County. It measures

178.6 kilometers in Chinese territory and flows into




Myanmar after exiting China. On the east bank of the
river is the beautiful Gaoligong Mountain, and on the
west bank., the majestic Dandanglika Mountain. These
two mountains encompass range upon range of peaks
and boundless seas of forests. Because of a relative
drop from the summit to the foot being 3,804 meters,
the weather from river valley to the mountain sum-
mit falls into seven vertical zones of climate, from
southern subtropical zone to alpine subfrigid zone,
and distinct band-spectrum floral landscapes form
accordingly. This is one of the places in China that
congregate ancient and rare plants and animals and
one of the places with the best-preserved, most com-
plete evergreen broad-leaf forests, the richest forest
types. and the most stable functions. Most of the tribu-
tary valleys of the river arc covered with exuberant
plants, therefore. the river is jade-like clear all the
year round. The upper reaches feature rapid currents,
long and narrow valley, and precipitous peaks on both
banks. The middle section has a comparably broader
bottom. And the lower reaches feature a steep slop. a
large number of shoals, and surging tides. Viewed
from afar, the river looks like water running down
from the sky. On the riversides are flying waterfalls,
blooming flowers, numerous wild fruits, flocks of
animals, and singing birds....

The Dulong people inhabit the river banks gen-
eration after generation, amongst the river valleys.
mountains, and wildlife. Today, they still retain primi-
tive, simple lifestyles and customs. Their bows and

arrows for hunting are made of mulberry wood: their

10 3R ATk R R
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10. The Longyuan Section of the Dulong River Gorge.

| 1. Both banks of the Dulong River present enchanting scenery

‘ featuring exuberant forests.
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houses are constructed with bamboo and thatched dreds of years, the diligent and brave Dulong people rificing ox for worshipping the heaven, wh

grass: their carpets are woven with wild gunny: and have struggled with nature and developed their own the Dulong River Valley with a mysterious veil.

they pick wild fruit to allay their hunger. For hun- culture and customs, such as face-tattooing and sac-
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13. Wild Dulong Ox inhabiting a primitive forest.




