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A SENSATION TO

o WESTTOHINR
\

Professor Deng Qivao

Since ancient times when Emperor Dayu regulated rivers to prevent floods, a good few
explorers, either on foot, horseback or by boat, went to the sparsely populated and remote,
places to.study the geographical features and ethnic cultures. In their investigation, they had
some praiseworthy findings and recorded them in a book with illustrations. This book
Shanhaijing, regarded as Number One Book of this kind in those days in China, covers the
customs, cultures, myths, religions, mineral, plant and animal resources in these regions.

In this book, some records are true which can be proved even today, but some accounts
are not factual, which might be only myths. But from different point of view, those “unreal
records” might be modern one-sided view. In ancient times, myths, witchcraft, philosophical,
artistic and scientific standards and ideas were inseparable from each other. Shanhaijing is the
first book on China ethnic, cultures and geography, and its cultural account and scientfic
record are equally valuable. It is also the first book of this kind with excellent illustrations,
which can be regarded as “modern photographs of visual records”. In those days, they used
to express their ideas together with their feelings, either factual or imaginary.

Today when we face west China, a frontier area in the past, and shoot some photos, we
feel that the past and the present seem to have combined to form an organic whole. In a
certain sense, we are the same as our forefathers, the recoders and interpreters of Nature and
the “frontier cultures”. We want to know in what kind of state the west China is and whats
is its spirit. After modern civilization has entered many “central regions”, there are few wild
animals left except man, domestic or “cloned” pets. But most regions in west China are still
under blue sky with eagles hovering over high mountains, wild animals pacing up and down
the valleys and thousands of tree species growing in the primitive forests. The people in west
China always cherish a feeling of great reverence for the vast virgin land and snowy
mountains where rivers and life rise. They are both strong-willed and humble. They can
survive in the worst living conditions such as on the highland pastures with much less oxygen
than in the low altitude, on the draught lands or in the caves with little sunlight. They treat
plants as their brothers. In west China, there are numerous well-known holy mountains, lakes
and forests worshiped by the natives wholeheartedly. On the long, ancient stone roads and the
highest and unique plateau, there are footprints left by our forefathers. As time marches on,
the people there have become an inseparable part of Nature, which in turn has obtained is an
organic whole comprising man and Nature or a combination of the nature in its original state
as well as the culture and spirit of the local ethnic groups.

It is narrative because there is one way of life worth recording. That is to continuously
seek and experience the unknown in person. It is not only a personal experience but also a
cultural experience. Especially when people tend to be controlled by the “popular centers”
created by the modern society. We are seeking for our own “frontier spirit” . When the
“dominant discourse” has produced quite a few “models” of “formula” , in remote places we



are telling “others stories” in our own language, which is vivid, substantial, emotional and
enlightening. .

It is truthful. We have to arrive at the very place before we can take any photographs.
Even if what we have recorded is only a small part or moment in our life, it is much more
valuable than those high—sounding and meaningless words. It is a down-to—earth job to take
some unaffected photographs, which record some facts or dissolve some theoretical ideas in our
~ everyday speech. The natural description based on the first-hand information is better than
quotations from some classical works of other comments The factual record of these regions,
done seemingly at will, has a‘solid foundation with its own theoretical support.

This series of picture albums, like what we have done or are doing is intended to record
as much as we can the ethnie cultures ignored by the “dominant history” . These ethnic
cultures have seldom entered the “recorded history”, but have spread far and wide among the
local people as “frontier cultures” . Some are developing and some disappearing. In most
cases, they have affected a few of ethnic groups with a population of a few billions spiritually,
and present to the outside world the spirit and psychological states of these people, which
- have become a challenge to most writers. ;

Another point worth mentioning is that the authors of many books, who were in favor

of the dominant Han culture or Western culture theory, regarded their own culture as superior

- one and others inferior. As a result, they failed to give a fair record or account of the
“frontier culture”

Though those imaginative scholars were calling the lost spirits, they often regarded or
described west China as a dangerous place, where existed only vast deserts, deep abysses, steep
cliffs, arid lands, poisonous soil, man—eating savages with tattooed faces and dyed teeth,
terrible snakes ‘with nine heads, colossal and grotesque red ants and bees, and huge foxes
running about.

When those prudent geologists were trying to give a truthful record of the ethnic cultures
| and geographical features of the Central Plains, west China in their imagination was still
invested with an air of mystery: The people there described as strange creatures with birds’
eyves and animals’heads, or had deformed arms, tongues and ears, or were oviparous creature
with wings, or could become pregnant after a bath naked. In addition, they coexisted with
grotesque birds, animals and spirits in strange and terrible places.

Today, it has been proved that the Han centralized theory or  “the dominant cultural
center” can not bear the test of time. For thousands of years, there have been many ethnic
cultures in west China unknown to others, which are quite different from those in the interior
of China. Most of the minority groups in China have been living on this mysterious land,
which unfold a colorful but different world, including different habits, customs, ideas and
ways of life.

West China, once regarded as uncivilized and unaccepted by the “dominant history”, is
wonderful world with its own geographical features and ethnic cultures. With the
increasing exchanges between different regions and different ethnic groups and the improving
communication and mass media, west China is unfolding itself to the outside world and many
'anks to our traditional understanding of it have been filled in. With so much new
information emerging, the people in other places have begun to look at west China in different
Plights. With the development of our society and the quick process of globalization, some
former “frontier reg1ons” have become the “front line” or new economic and cultural centers.
®In this changing world, every culture, while trying to understand its position better, has to
®nderstand other cultures and modern cultures. Only in this way can it retain its own ethnic
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