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7 singers from the Hoshod
1 singer from the Chinese

More than half of the singers were from the Torgud tribe, indicating that the
Torgud people served as the major tradition-bearers among the “Four Allies
of Oirat.” This breakdown provides circumstantial evidence for the rumor
cited by Vladimirtsov that the Torgud regard Jangar as their own tribal
heroic poetry (1983-84). The same hypothesis is also suggested by the long-
term investigator Jamcha.'

The Jangarchi (Jangar singer) Jongarab performing the epic Jangar in 1999.
Photograph by the author.

" “It is quite possible that Jangar first emerged among the Torgud, one of the
“Four Allies of Oirat,” and then spread through the other Oirat tribes and became their
common heritage” (Jamcha 1988:88).
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The singers’ repertoire is another indicator of the health and recent
history of the singing tradition:

26 cantos: Juunai

21 cantos: Arimpil

6 cantos: T. Badma, Jawa

4 cantos: Badibazar, Harz’ha
2-3 cantos: 33 different singers
1 canto: 67 different singers

At least until the early decades of the twentieth century there were still
professional singers. The top local singer would be awarded a title such as
“the prince’s jangarchi”; some of them were even retained in the prince’s
palace or yurt in order to please their master, earning their livelihood entirely
by performing for him. Competitions were held among the princes to verify
their singers’ qualifications; these events offered the masters an opportunity
to gain honor and respect through their singers’ performance. Some
Hobagsair singers recalled that their prince’s jangarchi, Sisina Bolor,
boasted a repertoire of about 30 cantos.

Of the 106 singers under consideration, 103 were male and only three
were female. Sixty-two were illiterate and 44 were literate. Although no
taboo prevents it, it is much harder and rarer for a woman to become a singer
than for a man. Statistically, unlettered Torgud males are most likely to
become singers.

According to field notes made by the staff of the Xinjiang Jangar
Office, and my own experience, we now know that jangarchis who belong
to a family tradition are called yasun-u jangarchi, meaning “singer with a
family background.” This designation also means their singing is normally
more authentic. The training undergone by singers varies quite a lot; no
single routine predominates; on the other hand, singers normally start
learning the craft at an early age, and an excellent memory, passion, and
inspiration are highly valued qualities for aspirants. As a special group in
the community, singers enjoy respect from their audience, no matter their
social class. The natural respect in which they are held differentiates them
from epic bards in contiguous Chinese society, where folk artists (yi ren)
have traditionally been looked down upon.
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A Mongolian yurt in Southern Xinjiang. Photograph by the author.

Performance

Thanks to field notes only recently accessed,"”> we now know that the
epic Jangar was performed in military camps, on long journeys of merchant
caravans, in herdsmen’s yurts, and also, if not most often, in the steppe
aristocrat’s palace. It is hard to imagine that any large feast or important
occasion for entertainment went without such a performance in the old days.
The Oirat people were so fond of Jangar that they spent whole days and
nights listening to a singer’s story. Performance contexts varied from place
to place: the epic could be sung in any season but was, generally speaking,
more likely on a winter night. Sitting around a fire with tobacco and hot
milk-tea, people were immersed in the narrative of the hero’s glorious deeds.
The nomadic campsite was normally rather small, consisting of only a few
families, so it was natural that most of the performances took place in front
of small audiences. On the other hand, during the Jangar competitions once
organized by princes, and more recently by the Jangar Office, large groups

'3 See Jiang Ge’er Lunwen Ji 1988 and Jangar Manuscript 1996:vol. 3.
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of people tended to gather, some of them from afar. Such pageants are
termed jangar un danggar, meaning a large performance or competition of
jangarchi.

Some taboos connected with Jangar are reported, suggesting that
people in different regions have different notions. What I have learned via
my field trips are the following: in Wen Quan County people firmly believe
that to sing Jangar during the daytime would offend the deities and thus
cause disasters. In Bayanbolog in southern Xinjiang, the singer Jongarab
claimed that performing at an hour other than nighttime would insure the
singer’s poverty. Most people are convinced that the only proper time is
after dark. Some even stress that the door and window (a dormer on top of a
yurt) should be shut tightly. Yet some singers dare to break the prohibition.
One Jangar pageant was held at Salihintai Commune in Usu County in
1988. Since this was an extension of the international Jangar Symposium
held in Urumchi, most of the famous jangarchis were gathered together
there. After a large opening ceremony with a ritual conducted by a group of
lamas, these singers performed Jangar to large audiences during the
daytime; bursts of rifle fire ensured that their activities were protected.

A more common injunction prohibits learning all of the Jangar
cantos; if a person ever were to accomplish this impossible feat, he would be
in dire jeopardy. Daring to perform all the cantos of the cycle would shorten
his life. Conversely, there is a strong prohibition against singing an
incomplete canto, and such an action would also lead to one’s doom. This is
to say, during one performance a singer would sing neither all the cantos nor
any incomplete canto; there is no record of anyone declaring mastery of all
the cantos in the cycle. As for how many cantos the epic actually has, the
answers are varied: in Hobagsair County legend prescribes 72, while in other
regions 12 or 36 is the customary number (the belief in twelve cantos may
stem from the tradition that Jangar has twelve warriors). Jangar is
considered sacred and is thought to possess magical power. The bard
Shokai, a 49-year-old Dorbed Mongolian herdsman, told us that in his
experience singing it too frequently is harmful. He emphasized that his elder
brother Badam lived only 42 years because he performed Jangar too
frequently. Before we left, Shokai added that singing the epic too frequently
would be harmful not only to the offending jangarchi but also to his
offspring.

Some singers believe that the epic is genuine history, and that the
central hero Jangar still has magical power, even though he lived long ago.
This is the chief reason why one cannot shorten or modify the epic plots.
The following dialogue reveals Arimpil’s opinion of the epic and its hero
(Chao 2000:286):
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Interviewer: Some jangarchis make embellishments to the story, enlarge
its plots; what do you think of this behavior?

Arimpil: I think this is not proper. First, Jangar is real history; second,
Jangar himself has magical power. Thus, to add irrelevant things is
blasphemous. What’s more, it would really be ridiculous if [Jangar]
survived a fifteen-headed monster but could not escape the jangarchis.

If nothing can be changed, are the songs that jangarchis have performed for
generations always the same? The answer is surely negative. It is well
known that the folk songs keep changing, and different historical layers—at
both the lexical and plot levels—demonstrate the evolution of the cycle.
Still, most of the singers insist that they follow the traditional way. One
example of the discrepancy between singers’ beliefs and actuality was
Arimpil’s frustration over the differences between his published libretto and
his sense of how the song should go. When his niece read his libretto aloud,
a version that had been subjected to editors’ embellishments and then printed
together with some other bards’ songs from Xinjiang, he complained
afterward that “it seems these are not my Jangar songs. They are mixed
with other jangarchis’ songs. These are not my Jangar” (Chao 2000:130).
As we mentioned, there are at least two kinds of changes involved: lexical or
phraseological emendation and story reorganization. Five cantos of his
stories are printed under both his name and the names of one or two other
singers.'®

To perform something sacred and avoid unexpected harm, a singer
needs “conducting rites,” often including animal sacrifice. Muta (a late
jangarchi’s wife from Chagantongga village in Wen Quan County) told us
that a live white sheep with a yellow head must be tied in front of the gate if
all twelve cantos of Jangar are to be sung. As soon as the performance is
over the sheep will die of a stomach malfunction. If the sheep does not die,
then the singer’s belly would become distended and he would die. From
another family we heard that the animal bearing the punishment in front of
the gate should be a white horse rather than a yellow-headed white sheep.
But all agree that such a sacrifice is not necessary if one plans to sing only a
few cantos. In Wen Quan County, we heard that burning incense and having
a lama recite some lection is another rite. It illustrates how the people there
understand Jangar singing as a serious event in their lives.

It is also said that performing Jangar exerts a strong influence on
nature and human activity. For instance, to sing the epic before hunting

' Jangar of Singer Arimpil 1999:453-58.
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brings people good fortune; it elevates the Mongolian people’s spirit
(himori). We were also told that it nourishes mountains, meadows, and
rivers. Possible negative effects of too frequent performance include
shortening one’s life, condemning one’s offspring to misfortune, or
lengthening a severe winter.

The main function of Jangar singing, however, is entertainment, as
revealed most clearly through performances by the prince’s jangarchis,
which were intended to please the prince, his family, and his honored guests.
A prince’s jangarchis can be divided into two basic types: the wandering
singer who 1s conferred a title by the prince and makes a living by singing
publicly, and the bard with the same title who relies primarily on his master
for his livelihood. Since this rank represented a great honor, it was highly
treasured within the singers’ circle. The usual arrangement was that a few
families invited a jangarchi to assume such a position jointly; they would
then share the related expenses, which included sheep, cows, and money.
An animal sacrifice was also included if necessary. But a prince’s reward
was customarily much handsomer: after a first-rate show, a singer might be
rewarded with a horse, a camel, silk, tea, or other valuable goods.

As for the singing melodies, the experienced investigator Jamcha
reports that they can be grouped by regions; certain communities typically
possess their own repertoires of melodies, marking discernible regional
styles (Jamcha 1988:26). Arimpil observes that only renowned jangarchis
had their own personal tunes, and that only they can create new melodies. In
addition, certain cantos have specific musical patterns. As for his own
melodies, Arimpil confirms that they are from his teacher Holbar Bayar."

Investigators’ reports'® reveal that musical instruments like the Augur
(huur), horsehead fiddle (morin huur), tobsigur (tobshur), and lute (pipa)
were used to accompany Jangar performance. Most common is the
tobshur,” played by the singers themselves when performing the epic.

' The young researcher Taya found six types of melodies used in Arimpil’s epic
singing (Jangar of Singer Arimpil 1999).

'¥ See Vladimirtsov 1983-84, Jamcha 1996, and Batunasun 1988.

' The tobsigur or topshuur (from the verb tobsihu, “to pluck”) is a two-stringed
plucked lute traditionally used to accompany heroic epics in some Mongol regions. It is
also found among the Manchu people. Two-stringed lutes have been associated with the
Mongols since Marco Polo’s thirteenth-century description of instruments played before
battle. Tobsigur bodies vary in shape according to ethnic and family traditions. The
instruments of the Baits, Dorbeds, and Hotons may be small and round, and some Altai,
Urianghais, and Torguds make necked-bowl fobsigurs. In any case, the skin covering the



418 CHAO GEJIN
Story-pattern

Like other Mongolian epics, and Turkic epic traditions as well,”
Jangar is a nonhistorical cycle. Accordingly, its motifs and story-lines do
not correlate with historical events or particular people’s biographies;
instead, they follow traditionally molded patterns. In his influential account
of Mongolian epic structures Walther Heissig offered his insights on the
“fourteen motif series”'; these have been widely applied in the past two
decades by epic scholars in China, ever since the article was translated into
Chinese in 1983. Because the Jangar cycle shares motif series with other
Mongolian epics, I will not go into a lengthy explanation of how motifs are
organized and stories are composed in the Jangar singing tradition. Instead,
I will briefly discuss Jangar’s story-pattern. It quickly becomes apparent
that the preponderant story-pattern is infighting; the secondary one is
matrimony; lesser narrative sequences—e.g., the alignment between heroes
or kingdoms, probably a reflex of the infighting type—also exist within the
cycle. Matrimony is an independent type, relatively rare and very simple in
plot and structure.

The epic story-patterns are in some sense the embodiment of the
Mongolian epic ideology. The core of that ideology is conflict: infighting
between good and evil represented by the hero versus his opponent. In the
infighting story-type, a hero conducting a war or a duel naturally constitutes
the central plot. Astonishingly, fighting is the fundamental plot in the
matrimony type pattern. The hero either has to pass successfully through
one or a series of duels against other suitors, or must take part in the “three
manly games,” which include archery, wrestling, and horseracing, so as to
win the bride’s hand. To make the matrimony epic more warlike, a

instrument should be as thin as possible and is therefore often taken from the groin of an
animal such as a horse, sheep, or goat. Among Baits and Dorberds, strings are made from
sheep intestines that, after being cleaned and washed several times, are stretched and
twisted clockwise and counterclockwise, and then dried. Strings are tuned to an interval
of one-fourth.

* See Chadwick and Zhirmunsky 1969:142-59.

*! See Heissig 1979. The fourteen motif-series consists of (1) time, (2) the hero’s
birth, (3) the hero’s locality, (4) the hero himself, (5) the hero’s steed, (6) the expedition,
(7) the sworn brother and aide, (8) threats, (9) the enemy, (10) fighting the enemy, (11)
the hero’s stratagem, (12) courtship, (13) wedding, and (14) return to the homeland.

* Minzu Wenxue Yicong 1983-84:i, 352-75.
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sequence of vital tests or challenges set by the bride’s father is usually
added; these involve conquering dangerous beasts or monsters, winning
precious objects, and so on. Bravery is necessary for the hero-suitor, and the
competitions reveal his fighting nature. Even in a minor story-pattern, such
as facing down a warrior and converting him into a sworn brother, infighting
is still the core plot. In a word, heroes are idealized while monsters are
demonized, creating a great contrast between the two parties in most Jangar
cantos.

The majority of the cantos share the same beginning and ending:
Jangar and his twelve warriors and his eight thousand soldiers (in Ovlaa’s
cantos, there are six thousand and twelve warriors instead of eight thousand)
are feasting in the palace. This is a special framework that structurally
aligns the majority of the song-units; the exceptions are a couple of cantos
that deal with the infant Jangar and the beginning stages of the Bumba
kingdom. What happens between these regular “bookends” remains
flexible. To create internal coherence within this large cycle, Jangar also
depends on a lengthy protasis to lay the groundwork—telling about Jangar’s
heroic deeds from an early age, his lady, his palace, his kingdom, his
warriors, his steed, and so on. We see these features clearly in Arimpil’s
seventeen-canto collection, three cantos of which retell stories of the early
deeds of the hero Jangar and the establishment of his Bumba kingdom.
These units, together with the closing canto, exhibit the same beginning
motifs mentioned above. Of the remaining thirteen cantos, ten open with the
same scene: in the fifteen-story palace, Jangar and his warriors are busy
feasting. Furthermore, seven begin with exactly the same sentence—Arban
tabun dabhur | altan charlig bambalai dotora (“inside the golden, shining
fifteen-story palace”). The other three cantos start with large passages
dozens of lines long depicting the Bumba kingdom solely from the protasis.
After these similar lead-ins, which provide a general background for the
story, the feast motif appears again—together with its fixed verses and
identical function—to start the story.

Language

Until recently, Jangar was still a living tradition. But is the epic
language the same as the singers’ and their audience’s everyday language?
An answer to this question is given in an interview between the singer
Jongarab and myself in 1999:
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Chao Gejin: Is the epic language different from our daily language?
Jongarab: [They are] different.

C: What are the differences?

J: [laugh] In the old days Mongols used to haila* Jangar in that way.

C: With melody?

J: Yes, sing it with melody. And now they narrate it.

(*hailahu, a word created by the Oirat people and used in reference to epic
singing, means to perform in verse and melody)

Obviously, this is more than a concern with performing the story with or
without melody. Present-day bards “tell” Jangar, while in the past
jangarchis used to haila Jangar. Haila means to perform in traditional epic
language—that is, in verse, with certain melodies and specific styles
characterized by fixed phrases and ornaments. Jongarab clearly knew that
the traditional epic language differs from his usual, unmarked language.
Most contemporary singers, however, do not possess that specialized
language; they can tell the epic only in a register close to their everyday
language. People talk a lot about how the singing tradition has declined, and
that is undoubtedly true. The loss of the epic language is one of the
symptoms of that decline.

The epic language, or epic register, can be identified by at least these
features: archaic and foreign words and phrases, a thythmic dynamic (words
and phrases created for the purpose of matching the rhythm), and a high
density of formulaic diction.

In Jangar and the entire Mongolian epic tradition, listeners and
readers encounter “rare” words. For example, I heard the eastern Mongolian
singer (huurchi) Jana use many Chinese idioms to adorn the story in his
Feng Shen Yan Yi. One impressive idiom is yi shou zhe yian, “to cover the
sky with one’s palm,” meaning to hide the truth from the masses. He
follows this idiom with a parallel sentence in Mongolian that serves as a
gloss or explanation. Correspondingly, one finds Turkic, Tibetan, or
Sanskrit words and expressions in western Mongolian epic, just as the
geographical proximity of these language groups would suggest. For
instance, the derivation of Jangar’s kingdom Bumba remains unclear. In the
Oirat dialect, Bumba means “spring water container’; others, however,
believe it stems from Buddhism.” Jangar’s flagis “a  galbar red flag”
(galbar ulagan tug): the word galbar comes from the Sanskrit Galbarwasun

* The Mongolian Dictionary (1999:1038) defines bumba as “a rotund bottle with
a high neck, used in the third part of the Buddhist eight-part sacrifice.”
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or Galbaragcha, the name of a tree king who has ten functions and is in
charge of satisfying desires.

Archaic words are also used in Jangar. The word alta 1s an archaism
designating a unit of measurement equal to an adult’s outstretched arms.
Another archaism is bere, a distance of about two kilometers. In short, we
do have some epic words that are no longer used in Oirat people’s daily life,
and which have become unusual words—their derivation and meaning
blurred over time, and due to other factors as well. Compared to editions of
other folk genres, the epic text always glosses difficult “rare” words.

Many of the epic expressions are very well organized, picturesque,
meaningful, and rhythmically melodic. As the English scholar Charles
Bawden points out, some Mongolian epic formulae have a long tradition.
One example is a couplet—"“with embers in the eyes, with fire on the
cheeks”—that appears in different epics such as Han Harangui, Egel
Mergen Haan, and Gants Modon Honogtoi, with almost exactly the same
form (1980:268-99; Bawden’s transcription follows colloquial
pronunciation, and thus differs from our literal spelling):

Niidendee tsogtoi,
Niilirendee galtai.
or
Niiilirendee galtai,
Niidendee tsogtoi.

In Arimpil’s Jangar, sung in 1991, the phrase has exactly the same meaning
and almost the same wording (the singer uses different prepositions, and we
follow the colloquial pronunciation to agree with Bawden’s example):**

Niiiir tal-an galtai,
Niiden tal-an tsogtoi.

This couplet formula is also found in The Secret History of the Mongols,
which was composed in the mid-thirteenth century. We should emphasize
that this is not the only longstanding formula in present-day Jangar singing.
In Arimpil’s Jangar un Ehin Bolég (Protasis of Jangar), another couplet
formula captures our notice:

* Jangar of Singer Arimpil 1999.
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Onéchin hiibegiin
Ologchin nohai iiledegel iigei

This phrase means to wipe out every single enemy, leaving not even an
“orphan-boy, bitch-dog.” It can also be traced back to The Secret History of
the Mongols.

Experienced listeners and readers are aware that in Mongolian epics
some words should be understood as poetic language. In the epic context,
they provide a rhyming partner rather than conveying literal meaning. Here
1s one example:

Emnig gool un modo bar [with] Emnig River’s wood

Elige higsen making the Elige [side parts of a saddle]
Hanggal gool un modo bar  [with] Hanggal River’s wood

Habcha higsen making the Habcha [parts on a saddle]

The two rivers’ names, Emnig and Hanggal, seem only to match the two
words elige and habcha and create the head-rhyming pattern AABB,* thus
making this four-line formula a very well organized instance of parallelism.
The parallelism here is describing the unique construction of the wooden
saddle. Similar words with the same function—to fill rhyming slots—exist
everywhere in the epic tradition.

The central feature of the epic language is the use of ready-made
formulae adopted and adjusted by singers from generation to generation.
Without the formulae, the epic could no longer exist. A comparison to a
closely related genre provides a clear illustration. While the Oirat hero-tale
is similar in story-pattern, plot, and even motif to epic poetry, there are
differences, some of which are shown via this brief tabulation:

Epic Hero-tale
Sung often in melody and Narrated without melody and
accompanied with a musical without a musical instrument
instrument
Singers either professionals or | Amateur narrators
amateurs
> Idem.

* In the terminology we suggested for Mongolian poetry, alliteration takes the
form A-A-A- in one and the same stich, while head-rhyme denotes the repetition of a
sound at the beginning of successive stichs to form a group of lines with the same initial
sound. For further explanation, see Chao 2000.
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Mostly in rhyme, highly Prosaic, everyday language
formulaic; epic register
Molded framework; concerns | Snippet; concerns specific event
the whole world

In practice, an experienced audience can quickly and easily distinguish a
hero-tale from an epic on the basis of their respective register. Epic
language employs specialized formulaic expression, while the hero-tale is
more likely to use everyday language.

Formulae

Since Jangar consists of lengthy cantos, drawing examples from the
entire cycle is impractical: apart from the sheer bulk of material, it would be
difficult or impossible to gain an overall sense of how formulae work in a
certain canto. Thus, we choose one canto, entitled Hiindii gartai Sabar-un
Bolog and sung by Arimpil in 1991. In this canto we find a large number of
repeated phrases, stichs, and stanzas. Repeated units employed as ready-
made blocks for composing the epic story in performance are readily
identified, since they recur in other cantos sung by both Arimpil himself and
by other Oirat singers. Some of the formulae even belong to the Mongolian
oral tradition as a whole.

There are at least two types of formulae connected to characters in the
poem, namely epithets and characters’ ornaments. Epithets combine
primarily or only with certain personages, while ornaments can be used as
independent units, normally several lines long, to fit various compositional
situations. Epithets are also comparatively more stable in form and wording.
The following phrases are epithets used in our text:

(1) Aldar bogda noyan Jangar Great-famed saint, governor Jangar
(2) Dogsin sira mangus hagan Atrocious yellow monster king

(3) Asar ulagan Hongor Giant red Hongor

(4) Hiindii Gartai Sabar Mighty-armed Sabar

(5) Dogsin Hara Sanal Atrocious black Sanal

(6) Altan chegeji Babai Abaga Gold-chested Babai Abaga

(7) Agai Shabdala Gerel hatun Agai Shabdala Gerel Lady

Among singers in this tradition, rhetorical skills are highly regarded
and single-stich epithets are not always satisfactory to either singer or
audience. To meet the challenge of demonstrating a high degree of verbal
skill, more melodic and refined couplet-epithets are pressed into service:
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Aguu yehe hiichiitei With great strength
Asar ulagan Hongor Giant red Hongor
Hiimiim nii nachin Eagle among the mass
Hiindii gartai Sabar Mighty-armed Sabar
Bolinggar un hiibegiin The son of Bolinggar
Dogsin hara Sanal Atrocious black Sanal

It is almost an iron-clad rule that Arimpil resorts to an epithet every time he
introduces an epic character. There is also a formula associated with
assembling Jangar’s army: “araja in naiman minggan bagatur ud” (“araja
eight thousand warriors™). This is a highly productive fixed phrase as well;
it is used in all Arimpil’s cantos as an epithet for the collective troops. In
fact, in the canto under examination it occurs in most cases with another line
to form a couplet:

Aldar noyan Jangar ni tologailagad Great-famed governor Jangar headed
Araja in naiman minggan bagatur ud Araja eight thousand warriors
Asar ulagan Hongor mini [My] giant red Hongor

Araja in naiman minggan bagatur ud mini  [My] Araja eight thousand warriors

Unlike epithets, which combine only with certain characters, personal
ornaments normally consist of several lines and are more likely to involve
parallelism. Here are some examples:

Irehii yeren yisiin jil I The upcoming 99 years [things]
Ailadchu mededeg He knows by forecast
Onggeregsen yeren yisiin jil i The past 99 years [things]
Tagaju mededeg He knows by retrospect

Ama tai hiimiin People who have mouths
Amalaju bolosi ligei Dare not to gossip [about him]
Hele tei yaguma Creatures that have tongues
Helejii bolosi tigei Dare not to talk [about him]
Utalhula When they cut him

Ulagan chilagun boldag He turns into red rock
Chabchihula When they cleave him

Chagan chilagun boldag He turns into white rock
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The first example above is used principally to depict the hero Altan
Chegeji Babai Abaga, first among Khan Jangar’s twelve-warrior team. He
serves as their brain trust, a man of incomparable intelligence who knows
events of the past 99 years as well as what will happen in the upcoming 99
years. This formulaic increment is so common that Eela Ovlaa used it in the
Astraxan region of Russia in 1908 and Arimpil employed it in the Xinjiang
region of China 83 years later, in 1991. In fact, almost all the jangarchis
summon this formulaic unit when they introduce Altan Chegeji Babai Abaga
to their audience, always resorting to nearly the same wording.
Nevertheless, I would argue that it belongs to the category of ornament
rather than epithet, since it is used as an independent, ready-made unit. For
instance, we found that other singers press it into service to stress a lady’s
wisdom (Chao 2000:148).

The second ornament supports an exaggeration conveying Sabar’s
atrocity: people dare not even mention him, never mind offend him to his
face. This unit is widely used in similar contexts. The third example plays
exactly the same role. In our poem it applies to the hero Aliya Shonghor,
but wherever it occurs this formula implies that the person described is
extraordinarily tough, that one cannot hurt him at all. He becomes a red or
white rock when cut or cleaved.

It is understandable that singers always try their best to show off their
language skills while describing epic characters. What about other images
in the epic? Since horses play such a special role in Mongolian epic
tradition, let us consider the phraseology associated with them. Here the
horse is not a domestic animal but a Mongolian herdsman’s companion.
Generally speaking, the horse has never been a nonessential narrative
convenience: in many cases, it proves much more powerful than its master,
playing the decisive role in fighting against a dangerous enemy or in
competing against other suitors. It has the shape and physical characteristics
of an animal, but can think and speak like a human, and possesses magical
powers normally wielded only by deities. In a word, the horse is a triple
combination of animal, human, and god.?”’ This composite function is
reminiscent of the horse’s role in neighboring Turkic peoples’ epic poetry.?

Now let us see how our singer introduces his hero Sabar’s steed:

T Cf. Biirinbeki 1997.

* “It is a noticeable feature of the Turkic poems, as of the Russian byliny, that
while the hero may, and often does, forget his heroic quest in the pleasures of eating and
drinking, the horse is never at fault, and invariably recalls him to his senses” (Chadwick
and Zhirmunsky 1969:15).
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Hiireng haljan holog Sorrel haljan horse*

(*haljan means “with a white spot on its forehead™)

This phrase appears seven times in this poem, and is also used by Arimpil in
other cantos. There is thus no doubt that it functions as a fixed formula. An
experienced listener would also perceive the melodic phrase in the line,
where all three words alliterate in “h.” I would emphasize that—in both the
singer’s and the audience’s minds—the horse conventionally deserves a
refined and detailed description. Just like the ornaments that depict a hero’s
bravery or his worldwide fame, such phrases celebrate the hero’s powerful
animal companion. Here are additional examples of the tradition’s regard
for horses:

(1) Tonjir ud un iire Accipiter’s offspring

(2) Tonggag gegiiii ni unagan Mare’s first colt

(3) Naiman minggan aranjal jegerde Eight thousand aranjal reddish-brown
horses

(4) Adugun dotora yabugsan Had joined [the herd]

(5) Agula biigdiireme manggus This manggus is able to carry a mountain

(6) Ugchi gi ergime hurdun Swiftly round a hill, his eyes blinking

(7) Ochin hohe jaljan holog Mars grayer haljan horse

The following ornament exhibits head-rhyme in the pattern AABB. It
informs the audience of how unique the steed is as it eludes a pursuing
horde, carefully protecting its master from any wound:

Bum agta hiigebe gejii [When] one hundred thousand horses
[with riders] chase from behind
Burugu job tigei daldiradag [It] dodges to the left and right
Ejen degen mese hiirgejii Has never let its master be touched
iijeged iigei by [enemy’s] sharp edge
Eb tei bugurul haljan holog tei In fine appearance the gray haljan horse

Similar ornaments are very common in the epic tradition. In my experience,
not a single epic is ever performed without formulaic expressions describing
horses. We cannot list all the typical formulae here, but I would like to
stress that they cover a wide variety of aspects and situations: the horse’s
mystical birth, its great size (usually like a mountain), rites for summoning it
(burning incense, e.g.), the detailed process of saddling it, the exaggeration
of its speed, its magical ability to fly in the sky and travel under the ground,
and so forth.
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While a generic horse is called mori, agta, adugu, or hélég in
Mongolian, important ones, like Khan Jangar’s horse, customarily possess
their own distinct names. For example, the name of Jangar’s steed is
Aranjal. When referring to normal, generic horses within the epic diction,
our singer employs the phrase agra hiiliig, a specialized folk poetic
designation typical of the epic register and different from everyday language
use.

Our overall aim is to offer a close-range observation on the epic
formula from different perspectives. However, it is not easy to limit the
number of examples and still fashion a clear explanation of how the formula
works in its phraseological routine. One practical method is to select
representative samples that indicate the differing morphology of formulaic
expression. We will look at the treatment of common utensils first. The
following example is a fixed formula depicting an army banner; the
phraseology 1is highly patterned, with typical head-rhyme:

Dugtui dotora baihula When in the container

Dolbing sira-in dnggetei The banner has a yellowish color
Dugtui eche-ban garhula When out of the container
Dologan naran nu gereltei It shines like seven suns

Notice that the aural concord is doubled: ABAB in end-rhyme and AAAA in
head-rhyme. This kind of strictly rhythmic and acoustically patterned
formula is usually easily identified as a traditional and commonly used unit
of diction. It would not be surprising to learn that the Kalmyk jangarchi
Eela Ovlaa employed the same unit about a hundred years ago. It is a rule
that widespread formulae are more likely to have such melodic sounds, strict
rhythm, and perfect parallelism; these features help to preserve them over a
broad variety of usage by different singers in different times and places. As
for the implications of this expression, some may see it as simply a
descriptive formula, emphasizing the nonpareil nature of Jangar Khan’s
army banner. But I would argue for something beyond a merely material
connotation. From a traditional perspective the banner unit serves iconically
as a symbol of the Khan’s army, especially the troop’s position on the
battlefield. This kind of formula is thus both expressively thrifty and
powerfully visual: when the scene turns to the battle array, the singer calls
forth an army banner rather than rehearsing the details of the entire troop.
A similar formula stands symbolically for Khan Jangar’s palace:

Arban tabun dabhur Fifteen-storied
Altan charlig bambalai dotora Golden, shining palace
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This two-line phrase appears most often at the beginning and end of virtually
every Jangar canto. It is associated with a typical scene: the Khan and his
warriors feast here, threatening messages from dangerous enemies arrive
here, vital decisions concerning the kingdom usually are made here, grand
expeditions set off from here, and quarrels and clashes among various heroes
occur here. In short, the khan’s palace is not simply a grand building and
shelter, but also the arena in which storylines are begun and solutions are
reached.

The next formula is also a fixed phrase about location. It appears
several times in our song, and recurs countless times in Arimpil’s other
poems. Not surprisingly, we find this descriptive unit in other singers’
libretti as well.

Ermen chagan hodege Far-reaching white wasteland
Ejegiii chagan biiiiriig Masterless white desert
Elesiin sira tohoi du Yellowish sand-sinus

These three lines suit all the similar contexts that answer the general
definition of open country. A hero customarily pauses in such a sand-sinus
to take a rest from his expedition, but it turns out to be a battlefield as well
(in both our sample and in other cantos such as Aliya Monholai-in Bélég, for
instance). When this formula occurs, it idiomatically prefigures a change in
the hero’s fate. In our story, the enemy Sabar would have come to the
monster’s aid if Jangar and his army had not stopped him at this sand-sinus.
It is also the place where Sabar fights against Hongor, Jangar Khan’s
primary warrior.

Numerals and directions are highly formulaic, and thus worth
mentioning as a special type. In most cases, they do not imply any specific
quantity, but rather a generic amount like “some,” “many,” and so on. The
following numerals are used very often: 3, 7, 10, 13, 15, 21, 33, 81, and 99.
When singer says gurba dahin (three times), for example, it always means
“a few times.” The numbers 15 and 21 connote “quite a lot,” while 33, 81,
and 99 have the sense of “uncountable.” Within the epic register, when the
singer portrays a hero as having crossed 33 rivers and 99 mountains, he is
employing traditional language to indicate an extremely long way. This is
typical poetic expression inasmuch as it avoids abstract terms like “many,”
“a large amount,” and the like.

The same rule applies to directions. Statistically, the left or east side
and right or west side are used unequally. In Mongolian shamanism (bdge
morgol), the 99 heavenly deities (tenger) are divided between east and west,
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representing evil and good, respectively. It is thus quite understandable that
the west is more frequently mentioned by our singer.

The epic formulae deal not only with static scenes but also with
dynamic actions: for instance, dagulaldun nairlahu (“‘singing at a get-
together”), or hiingginen helen baiba (“‘to say in a loud voice”). Or, when a
hero gets angry, he will conventionally “gnash his thirteen canine teeth, his
large black eyes blinking”’; and when epic characters start out on a journey,
“their horses’ mouths are released [from halters] to set out.” Some formulae
simply describe a single action, while others help to narrate a group of
actions, that is, to build up a scene like an escape or duel. In short, the
frequent formulae in Oirat epic tradition cover every aspect of narration and
exhibit a high density of recurrence.

Epilogue

The epic Jangar cycle is the unique heritage of the Oirat people.
Clues about related traditions reveal that Jangar cantos have been found in
other Mongolian regions. They are nevertheless fundamentally Oirat epic.
Such non-Oirat Jangar cantos bear a close connection to the original singing
tradition in one of two ways: the performers either belong to the Oirat
population or learned the songs directly from Oirat singers. In our opinion, a
few cantos or fragments scattered here and there, lacking both any
comprehensive repertoire and a qualified audience, can hardly be called an
independent tradition.

From a broader perspective, the Jangar cycle shares many
characteristics with other Mongolian epic traditions. Stated telegraphically,
they include:

1. Same story-patterns: fighting, matrimony, and so on

Same motif-series and sequences—starts with hero’s birth, ends with
return home and feast

Same versification—includes head-rhyme and parallelism

Specialized epic language or register, dense with formulae

Nonhistorical nature

The hero’s major opponent is a monster called Manggus

The horse usually plays an important role in the story

Singers are both professional and amateur

Epic singing has multiple practical functions

10. Epic performance is accompanied by certain rites

11. Mainly oral transmission; may involve manuscripts and other forms

12. A strong singing tradition that may arouse folk legends about epic
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heroes or epic singers
13. Alien cultures and religions, such as Tibetan Buddhism, are influential

Obviously, Turkic epics manifest some of the same features. As
neighboring peoples through many centuries, Mongols and Turks share
similar cultural elements. As Victor Zhirmunsky points out, “Kirghiz and
Kazakh folklore give many examples of the heroic folklore
(Heldenmdrchen), with the plot limited by the family and tribal relations of a
patriarchal society and the action laid against a fabulous background; but
their origin, their ideological and artistic content, their motifs and imagery,
can be more clearly traced in the more archaic folk-tales of the Turkic and
Mongolian peoples of southern and eastern Siberia” (Chadwick and
Zhirmunsky 1969:312).

Mongol and Turkic epic share similar story-patterns. Through the
work of Turkic epic scholars,” we now know that this tradition has
numerous instances of the matrimony type, the quest for a far-off bride who
1s destined for the hero. On his journey the hero must overcome various
obstacles, including battles against monsters or hostile heroes who also have
some claim to his bride. Sometimes the hero must enter three military
contests (wrestling, archery, and horseracing, exactly the same triad as the
Mongolian Three Manly Games). In addition, the future father-in-law may
send the prospective bridegroom to conquer monsters or perform other deeds
of bravery. Although certain details may differ, the reader or listener would
be aware that this Turkic epic story replicates the Mongolian matrimony
pattern. Fighting, which recounts a blood feud, is another epic type. If we
investigate the analogy between Turkic and Mongolian fighting epics, we
will find that they are organized in the same order and share common
traditional elements.

Turning our attention from structural to cultural and story-based
factors, we find other concordant phenomena in the two traditions that reveal
their close connections. In the Turkic epics, for example, the main hero is
often described as having a legendary birth and childhood, with predictions
of future heroism or even kingship. According to this paradigm the boy
grows up in poverty, as a shepherd, but eventually attracts the attention of a
nobleman or the khan himself. In the Oirat Jangar, our hero Jangar has an
unusual birth, then becomes an orphan when a monster attacks his homeland
and kills his parents. Subsequently he is adopted by a nobleman and works
for his family. Remarkably, his adoptive parent discovers that the young

* See Reichl 1992:espec. 143-70; also Chadwick and Zhirmunsky 1969:271-339.
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boy is destined to become a khan. In Central Asian versions of Gorogli, the
hero has forty warriors at his command.

In the Kirghiz Manas, the warriors (qyrq coro) all have a consistent
place in the epic cycle, and are often portrayed in full, each with his own
biography. This organization is reminiscent of Jangar’s twelve warriors,
each boasting his own epithet and title, playing his hard-won role, and taking
his assigned position under Khan Jangar’s “left hand” or “right hand.” Some
Jangar cantos are allocated to them individually (not a common factor in
other Mongol epics).

In the Uzbek Gorogli, the hero is portrayed as a wise and powerful
sovereign: a protector of his people against alien invaders. He is also the
embodiment of the popular ideal of patriarchal authority, as imaged in his
looking after the good of the people and, in particular, his care of the
oppressed and unfortunate. The legendary Age of Gorogli and his state
Chambil come in the epic to resemble a popular utopia—a land where, under
the authority of a wise ruler, the eternal dream of social justice comes true.
Jangar’s kingdom Bumba is that same utopia. Here the poor become
wealthy, the sick regain their health. People remain twenty-five years old
perpetually, and the four seasons all resemble a gentle spring.

In the Turkic tradition, the epic cycles sometimes tell not only the
hero’s story, but also the tales of a second or even a third generation. This
narrative stratagy can be seen in the Jangar cycle as well. Not only Jangar’s
second generation but also Hongor’s and other heroes’ offspring appear in
the epic arena. Scholars have found this scheme in the eastern Mongolian
bensen iiliger (text-tale), but it occurs only rarely in Mongolian epic poetry
from other regions.

On another topic, the following statement seems descriptive of
Mongolian in general: “The horse is the hero’s main, often his only, helper:
it understands human speech and answers in human words, warns the hero of
impending danger and saves him from death, travels over forest, water and
mountains at fabulous speed” (Chadwick and Zhirmunsky 1969:313-14). In
fact, the description aptly characterizes the role played by horses in Turkic
epic tradition. Other folk narrative elements shared by Turk and Mongol
attract special interest, for example when the young hero fights against
dragons or many-headed giants (devs), old witches, and so on in Uzbek
dastans. We cannot know whether the image of the many-headed monster
entered the Turkish tradition from the Mongol or vice versa.
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A Mongolian Obo in southern Xinjiang. An Obo serves as a site for various forms of
worship. Photograph by the author.

Comparing different epic traditions among Altaic peoples is a
challenging project. Mongols and the Turkic-speaking peoples of Central
Asia—the Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Karakalpaks, Kirghiz, and others—have been
linked ethnically and culturally for centuries. These diverse peoples also
share a similar historical development. Scholars have made us familiar with
the predatory raids conducted into Central Asia by the “pagan Kalmyks”
during the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries that won them a negative
reputation and portrayed them as the most threatening enemies of the Central
Asian Muslims. Thus it is logical and understandable that in some Turkic
epics the hero’s enemy is a Kalmyk khan or warrior. Correspondingly, in a
few Jangar cantos a Turkic khan and his property become their enemies’
booty.

Jangar studies in China began in the 1950s with a few papers printed
in journals and newspapers; academic scholarship stems from the 1980s.
Today hundreds of papers appear each year in Mongolian, Oirat clear script,
and Chinese all over the country. A handful of editions and translations
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have appeared as well, revealing the comprehensive and systematic research
now underway.*

Institute of Ethnic Literature
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences

* A quick review of relevant publications may help scholars without either
Mongolian or Chinese to gain a sense of research developments in China: (1)
Rinchindorji 1999 is a revised edition of his previous work (The Heroic Epic Jangar,
Chinese, Zhejiang Education Press, Hangzhou, 1990 and On Jangar, Chinese, Inner
Mongolia University Press, Hohhot, 1994). Rinchindorji has studied epic Jangar for
many years; he has conducted extensive fieldwork in Mongolian regions and assembled a
large archive of tape recordings. His writing concentrates on epic themes and structure as
well as its distribution and artistic accomplishments. (2) Jagar’s Studies on Epic Jangar
(Mongolian, Inner Mongolia Education Press, Hohhot, 1993) consists of five chapters.
The first two cover publications and research concerning Jangar, while the following
chapters deal with such topics as plot, theme, structure, rhetoric, character, and folk life.
This is an introductory work. (3) The Aesthetics of the 13-Canto Jangar (Mongolian,
Inner Mongolia Education Press, Hohhot, 1995) proceeds from an aesthetic perspective.
The author, Gerel, tries to probe into the Mongolian people’s idea of beauty through an
analysis of their epic creativity. Deficient knowledge about international aesthetics and
academic rigor weaken the book’s theoretical proposals. (4) As a native scholar’s work,
Jamcha’s Jangar, based on personal observations, brings us a vivid and detailed account
of the epic tradition. His The Source of Epic Jangar appeared both in his native
language, clear script Mongolian, and in Chinese (Xinjiang People’s Publishing House,
Urumchi, 1996 and 1997). A hard-working investigator of Jangar, this amateur scholar
raises some now outdated concerns; the attempt to combine the epic hero and Chinggis
Khan is but one example. Moreover, his exclusive focus on own people’s epic
accomplishments constrains his judgment and renders some of his hypotheses simplistic.
(5) Jin Feng’s Jangar: Yellow Four States (Mongolian, Inner Mongolia Culture and Arts
Press, Hailar, 1996) is a questionable work. A professor of Mongolian history, especially
the western Mongols, he tries to draw a direct connection between Jangar and real
history. Some of his linguistic explanations are unconvincing. An oral traditional
composition, Jangar contains different historical layers and boundless imagination. (6)
Epic Jangar and the Mongolian Culture (Mongolian, Inner Mongolia People’s
Publishing House, Hohhot, 1998), by Sarangerel, sets out to demonstrate how well the
epic cycle reflects Mongolian culture but is ultimately unpersuasive. (7) Jangar and the
Mongolian Religious Culture (Chinese, Inner Mongolia University Press, Hohhot, 1999),
composed by Sechinbatu, treats religious elements and meaning in Jangar. The
conclusion that shamanistic incantation was the predecessor of Mongolian epic singing
bears further examination. (8) Chao Gejin’s Oral Poetics: Formulaic Diction of
Arimpil’s Jangar Singing (Chinese, Guangxi People’s Publishing House, Nanning, 2000)
is the first work to concentrate on a certain canto from one singer; its aim is to explain the
core feature of Mongolian traditional oral poetics, namely, formulaic diction. The Oral-
Formulaic Theory is applied in the book.
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Dong Oral Poetry: Kuant Cix

Deng Minwen

The Dong people are ethnic Chinese living primarily in the Guizhou
and Hunan provinces of southwest and mid-south China and in the Zhuang
Autonomous Region. According to the 1992 census, the Dong number some
two and one-half million. Cultivation of paddy rice, forests, and other
subsistence industries are their main means of support. Dong villages are
typically situated on one or both sides of a river or a brook, with a small
bridge over the rushing water in front of the village and virgin forest behind.
The traditional Dong residence is a three-story wooden building: penned
animals are kept on the ground floor, people live on the middle floor, and
grain and other foodstuffs are stored on the uppermost floor. The most
distinctive public buildings are the Drum Tower and the Wind-and-Rain
Bridge; replicas of these important communal buildings are found in Beijing,
Shanghai, and Shenzhen. The Dong have received international attention
via their folk homophonic chorus Gal Laoc (“Big Song”), which has
performed many times in Paris, Rome, and Vienna, receiving enthusiastic
accolades from the musicians of those countries. Two additional points
about the Dong are important for understanding their oral poetry: they are
animists whose most revered deity is the female god Sax Sis, and they have
not developed a written form of their language.

In April 1986, a team of Chinese and Finnish folklorists conducted a
ten-day survey of the Dong in the Sanjiang Dong Autonomous County of
Guangxi. These participants—Jia Zhi, Lauri Honko, and others—
developed a strong interest in the kuant cix, an ancient oral poem whose
form and content embody features of Dong social structure, folk music, folk
beliefs, and codes of conduct. This paper addresses five aspects of the kuant
cix: origin, form, content, literary characteristics, and channels of
transmission.
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The Wind-aﬁd;Rain Bridge of the Dong people.

The Origin of the Kuant Cix

The kuant cix originated in the sacrificial words of primitive religion.
From primeval times, the mystery of natural phenomena such as wind, rain,
thunder, and lightening have inspired dread. In order to protect themselves
from calamaties and natural disasters, people used words and gestures to
pray for the help of the gods, to win their benevolence and kindness. Such
gestures were the earliest forms of religious and sacrificial activity, and the
associated utterances were the earliest sacrificial words. Take, for example,
“Words Offered to Gods for Hunting” (Pu 1985:164):

Hoh xaop duc dih jenc xeenp, We invite with respect the village gods,

Wags kap laiv yak; To slam the red boar with all your might
on its ears;

Dos maoh lagl kap, Let it become deaf,

Meec wox laens biac; And not run through the mountains;

Biagl dal laiv neml, To slam the black boar with all your

might on its eyes,
Dos maoh pap dal, Let it go blind,
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Meec xongp kuenp bac, And stay where it is,

Songk juil laengx beengv So that we can take good aim at it on
laengc daoh, its first appearance,

Laengc songk laengc kaenp. And knock it down with the first shot.

These words, known in Dong as Leix Jiuc, are offered to the gods at the
sacrificial rites performed before departing on a hunting trip. In rhythm and
melody they are quite similar to later versions of the kuant cix; it is therefore
thought that they are its probable source.

Two major factors distinguish human beings from other animals: (a)
they can consciously choose to engage in sexual relations for the purpose of
reproducing; and (b) they can consciously undertake material production for
the satisfaction of their own needs, such as creating goods. From this
viewpoint, human society is a network created on the basis of these two
modes of production. In one sense, human reproduction (the propagation of
species) occurred much earlier than material production (the creation of
material goods). The propagation of species was ongoing, consciously or
unconsciously, while people still relied completely on nature for their
sustenance: one could go up the mountain alone to gather fruits to live on,
but neither male nor female could alone propagate the species. Sexual
relations between man and woman constitute the earliest form of social
interaction, from which all other marital relations derive. With the
combination of marital relations and subsistence production, the primitive
social organizations and structures of clan, tribe, and confederation of tribes
took shape. These social organizations appear again in modern structures
such as family, lineage, tribe, nation, guild, class, the party, the state, and the
federation of states.

The Kuant organization in Dong society originally arose from an early
form of marriage system. It probably developed during the historical period
of group exogamy. During that time, sexual relations between siblings were
already taboo and endogamy was prohibited. Group marriage, however,
maintained its social position. Men from group A maintained group sexual
relations with women from group B. Such an enduring relationship formed
a kind of consolidated social confederation, which was the earliest form of
the Kuant organization. Traces of that early social confederation are seen in
certain customs of present-day Dong society. For example, it is customary
for young men and women to practice xingge zuoye: males from village A,
or clan A, go in groups of three to five to visit females from village B, or
clan B, where they spend the night together singing. Males from village B
or clan B can also visit groups of three to five females from village A or clan
A, where they spend the night together singing. The so-called xingge zuoye
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allows the young men and women to express their love with the aid of songs.
From such heterosexual courting activities, frequent contacts develolp
between members of different villages or clans. In the Dong language, such
contacts are called weex Kuant, meaning “Kuant behavior.” This is the
origin of the Dong Kuant social organization. With the wider net of social
contacts and further complication of social relations, Kuant organization
developed into a series of political and military confederations between
villages, becoming what are now called the Dong folk self-government and
self-protecting organizations.

Since the Dong had no writing system in ancient times, it is difficult
to locate the specific year in which the Kuant organization came into being.
According to Chinese literature, the Dong were the offspring of the ancient
Yue. In 218 BCE, the Qin Emperor Qingshihuang sent an army of 500,000
to conquer the nanyue (the South Yue). One of the army detachments was
“stationed up at the highest mountain of the Tancheng” in the Dong area
southwest of the Qianyang County, in what is now Hunnan province. At
that time, the Yue “all entered into the thin forests and stayed up there
together with the wild birds and beasts, rather than surender to the Qin and
be captured. They appointed their most talented and courageous men to be
their generals and launched a night attack against the Qin, who dissolved
before the Dong forces. The Dong killed an officer of the Qin army, Tu Sui,
and left several hundred thousand corpses lying in their own blood”
(Huainanzi: Renjian Xun). It is likely that this military organization was the
Kuant organization of the day. Until the end of the Tang Dynasty (early
tenth century), famous leaders of the Kuant, such as Pan Jisheng, Yang
Chenglei, and Yang Zaisi, emerged from what are now the communities of
the Dong compact. The term Kuant also appeared in some works of Chinese
literature. From this evidence it can be seen that an organization like the
Kuant has been in existence in the Dong areas since before the tenth century
(see Deng and Wu 1995).

After the appearance of the Kuant organization, the formulaic
language of the primitive sacrificial rites was often used to promulgate
Kuant rules and regulations, as well as to relate the history of the Kuant
organization. This was kuant cix in its earliest form. To enliven their
performances, the eloquent leaders used vivid descriptions; as the rhythm
and melody of kuant cix gradually grew more polished, it developed into a
work of great artistic achievment.
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The Form of Kuant Cix: Rhyme, Image, Syntax

Kuant cix 1s a special, stylized recitation replete with rhymes and
sound harmonies. Its form, called Leix Kuant (“Kuant speech”), was
developed by the ancient judicial organization—the Kuant. The rhyme of
Leix Kuant is complicated, usually involving both end and internal rhyme,
but less rigid than the prosodic requirements of folk ballad. For example
(Zhang and Deng 1988:90):

Memx laox deil douv bic, The tiger left its skin when it died,
Guix laox deil douv guaol; The ox left its horns when it died;
Ongs lebx daol. Grandpa passed it to papa,

Bux lebx daol. Papa passed it to me.

Nyence angs nyenc qingk, People tell and people listen,
Nyenc nguingv nyenc deic. People listen and people follow.'

These lines illustrate how a kuant cix’s complicted rhyme patterns can
stitch together the entire poem. The last syllables of the second and the
fourth lines fall on the “ao” end rhyme, demonstrating the rule that end
rhymes usually occur in even lines, with some exceptions. For example, the
last syllable of the sixth line is not “ao,” and there is no internal rhyme
between the first and second sentences.

The sentence pattern of kuant cix is flexible: most lines are anywhere
from three to six syllables long, but some contain more than seven syllables.
There is no theoretical limit on the number of sentences in the kuant cix
form. A recitation may be as short as a dozen lines or surpass hundreds or
even thousands of lines. Kuant cix makes use of parallelism and its rhythm
is especially strict. The opening lines of kuant cix serve as an example
(Deng and Wu 1995:63):

Baov jaix angs, I tried to persuade the elder brother to talk,
Jaix eis angs; And he does not speak;

Baov nongx angs, The younger brother was asked to talk,
Nongx buh eis angs; And he does not speak;

Baov jaix angs, I tried to persuade the elder brother to talk,
Jaix baov ebl jeml nanc eip; He said he could not open his golden mouth;
Bao nongx angs, The younger brother was asked to talk,

' Tiger skins and buffalo horns are highly prized by the Dong, who hunt tigers in
the mountains and enjoy traditional bullfight festivals. Whole villages invite one another
to a bullfight held at a customary spot; there the villagers renew friendships and generally
enjoy themselves. After the bulls are killed, their horns must be hung from the Drum
Towers, then passed on to later generations as a symbol of the tradition.



DONG ORAL POETRY 441

Nongx baov ebl nyenc And he said he could not open his
nanc jangs. silver mouth.

These lines are a formulaic invitation to the audience and an expression of
modesty on the part of the performer. “Elder brother” refers broadly to the
senior members of the audience, “younger brother” to the younger people in
the audience. “Golden mouth” is a metaphor for the most valuable speech of
the older and wiser audience members, and “silver mouth” symbolizes the
still valuable speech of the younger crowd; these images imply that the
speech of the performer is the least valuable.

Kuant cix is largely composed and passed on orally, but in modern
times some pieces have also been recorded in written form. These written
records are Chinese-character transcriptions of the Dong language, termed
leec kuant; they are limited in scope, however, and are not standardized.
Consequently, only the fieldworkers responsible for making these written
records, or those who are very familiar with kuant cix, can read and
understand leec kuant. For this reason, kuant cix continues today to be a
Dong verbal art dependent mainly on oral transmision.

The Content of Kuant Cix

Kuant cix subsumes a wide variety of subjects. Yuefa kuant, for
example, describes Dong customary law. Types of yuefa kuant include
liumianh yingui, liumianh yanggui, and liumianh weigui. The geographical
distribution of kuant cix organizations is described by the kuantping kuant;
examples include shier kuantping and shishan kuantping. Zuyuan kuant,
meaning “tribal origins,” recounts ancient Dong mythology and historical
legends. Examples of zuyan kuant include Guipo Fudan (“Grandma Turtle
Nurtures the Egg”), Jiangliang Jiangmei, The Origin of the Dong Ancestor,
and The Grand Ancestor Up the Big River. Kuant told in praise of heroes
include Sasui Kuant and Mianhwang Kuant. Other kuant cix reflect a
variety of folk beliefs and customs, such as God-Inviting Kuant, Bumper-
Harvest Kuant, Bullfighting Kuant, Birthday Celebration Kuant, and
Funeral Kuant. Kuant cix, then, acts like an encyclopedia of Dong beliefs
and practices passed along orally among the people: it is a very important
oral tradition.

Yuefa kuant is the oldest and most important of the kuant cix. At its
core is a description of Dong customary law, known as leix yed. The origin
of the yuefa kuant is told in kuant cix (1987:43):
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Jus Fup daengv al,

Liogx Lang jiv xeih,

Dengyv leis nyih liogc xibc
nyih miinh,

Nyih jus xibc beds banc.

Yanc meec siv wangp,

Tangp meec siv Yangp;

Yanc meec siv wangp dags,
Xeih meec beds miinh xup.
Meec naenl liogx miinh yeml,
Meec naenl liogx miinh yangc;
Meec naenl liogx miinh nal,
Meec naenl liogx miinh mangl;
Meec naenl liogx miinh xangh,
Meec naenl liogx miinh hak.

Zhu Fu created songs,

Liu Lang created the law,

Creating two-times-six-equals
twelve facets,

Two-times-nine-equals eighteen
clauses.

The house has four directions,

The barn has four sides;

The house has four interior walls,

The law has eight bundles.

There is liumianh yin,

There is liumianh yang;

There is liumianh that is thick,

There is liumianh that is thin;

There is liumianh upwards,

There is liumianh downwards.

The first two lines name the founders of Dong culture: Zhu Fu (or Jus
Fup), a legendary composer of songs, and Liu Lang (or Liogx Langc), a
legendary lawmaker who codified early folk law. Yuefa kuant presents
twelve aspects and eighteen clauses that all people should observe. The
basic rules stated are these: mete out severe punishment to offenders of
liumianh yin, but show leniency to transgressors of liumianh yang; and mete
out severe punishment to offenders of /iumianh “that is thick,” but show
leniency to transgressors of the /iumianh “that is thin.” Those judged to be
in the right are /iumianh “upwards,” and those found to be in the wrong are
liumianh “downwards.” The most influential of the eight aspects today are
liumianh yin and liumianh yang; the others have greatly changed or have
been lost.

Liumianh yin refers to six types of criminal actions meriting severe
punishment; these are described by a series of clauses. Transgression of
these clauses warrants capital punishment in one or another form: being
buried alive, drowning, or sufering death by beating. The clauses of Level
One and Part One are exemplified in the following passage from liumianh
vin (kuant cix 1987:45):

Maoh lagx nyenc nouc,
Bov mags lags guas,

Whichever family’s son,
Should he be bold enough and

hardened,
Longc banc sais jongyv, With a stretched heart and winding
bowels,
Dedl oc nganh, Cutting the neck of the goose,
Sonp duh liongc. Poking the belly of the Dragon.

Jic wenc sangyv juh, Straddling the tomb of the dead
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Weds wenc loul muh,
Weds nyogc xeengp,

Gueengyv lags sos;
Eip binv nuv nyenc,

Yeds mzix jibl lags.

Dos jih nyenc xeengp donc sais,
Dos jih mungx deil
nees ngail ngaic.
Xeih mags yunv menl,
Os yeml deml heis;
Mangyv xeih naih nal,
Lags xeih naih qaenp,
Mangyv xeih naih mags
deml xebx,
Lags xeih naih qaenp
deml begs.
Eis gonh maoh yongh
douh beeuv,
Eis gonh maoh yax
douh memx,
Maenl naih yac daol,
Ugs yak saip maoh dens,
Ugs tent saip maoh aemv;
Eis saip jeml nyaenc
map qaot,
Nyouc max map beenh.
Deic maoh samp bux
lagx jungh buv not,
Deic maoh ngox bux
lagx jungh buv saoc.
Maengl mags saip
maoh nyaoh,
Aox magx saip maoh nunc.
Sagl maoh samp peek
magx mant,
Jinc maoh jus peek
magx yak!

and conducting a repeated burial,

Digging up tombs,

Throwing out the body of the
newly dead,

Casting out the old bones;

Raising the board cover and looking
at the body,

Opening the coffin and picking up
the bones.

Making a living person sad,

Making the dead cry out.

The crime shocks heaven,

The evil is as deep as the sea;

This kind of crime is grave,

This crime is heavy,

This crime is as great as
Degree Ten,

This piece of crime is as heavy as
Degree One Hundred.

In spite of it he is as ferocious as a
leopard,

In spite of it he is as evil as a tiger,

Today we,

Let him put on a red coat,

Let him wear a jacket;

No ransom of gold and silver is
allowed,

Nor payment of oxen and horses.

Let the father and sons, the three of
them, share a mouse hole,

Let the father and sons, the five of
them, share a water hole.

Let him live in the deep pool,

Let him sleep in the deep hole.

Bury him as deep as three peek in the
yellow soil,

Cover him as thick as nine peek in
the reddish mud!”

443

*>The “peek” is a unit of measurement equaling two outstreched armlengths, about

one and one-half meters.
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The Dong are ancestor worshippers who believe the soul never
perishes. Their dead are placed in firwood coffins from where they can
eternally protect their descendants. As animists the Dong believe the hills
and the land are endowed with souls. Every lineage has its own carefully
chosen public burial ground, and members of the lineage who die a normal
death are interred in the public tomb; there they receive frequent offerings.
The above-cited lines “Cutting the neck of the goose” and “Poking the belly
of the Dragon” refer metaphorically to crimes involved in the the destruction
of public tombs. “Straddling the tomb of the dead and conducting a repeated
burial” refers to criminals who bury the dead in already occupied graves or
disinter the body of an ancestor, not their own, and throw it into the
wilderness. Yuefa kuant ranks such a crime among the most serious: “This
crime shocks heaven,” and “the evil is as deep as the sea.” Offenders
deserve the most severe punishment. The statement “let the father and sons,
the three of them, share a mouse hole,” means that the offender and his
family are to be buried alive; “let the father and sons, the five of them, share
a water hole” describes how their bodies are to be weighted with stones and
drowned in the river. Among the Dong, the “red coat” and “‘jacket” are
emblematic of criminals, who in ancient Dong society were obliged to
distinguish themselves from others by wearing such garments. The “three
peek’” and “nine peek” are ballpark figures, implying a deep grave.

The Dong developed yuefa kuant in the matrix of their work and life
experiences. As was mentioned above, the Dong mainly grow paddy rice:
without water the seedlings cannot grow, and without oxen the people
cannot plow. To safeguard these key elements in the process of production,
yuefa kuant deals severely with criminal actions that harm rice production,
such as draining off water or stealing fish, cattle, rice, or grain, examples
stipulated in Level Five and Part Five of Liumianh Yingui (kuant cix
1987:50):

Nuv baov lagx nuc,

Jiv semp eis jiangc,

Jiv sais eis lail,

Janl dangc ul,

Loul dangc dees,

Aox dangc liagc bal,
Aox yav liagc oux.
Luix oux semh jail,
Luix bal semh guenv.
Yac daol dos dinl mudx,
Yac daol yudx dinl laiv.
Dos dinl leis luh dah,

Whichever family’s son,

Who is treacherous,

Who is evil-hearted,

Digging at the upper mound,
Digging at the lower mound,
Stealing fish from the pond,
Stealing grain from the fields.
Losing grain we trace the crumbs,
Losing fish we trace the scales.
We will find his footprints.

We will follow his footprints,
The footprints can betray the route,
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Dos bav leis luh bens. The footprints give a clue.
Yiv leis ul miac, The real evidence was found,
Lah leis ul sap. The real object was uncovered.
Deic gax xibx samp bingc duh, Together with Shisan pingtu,
Liut qak xibx jus bingc Kuant. Shijiu ping kuant were captured.
Jibl eel douh jibl louv, Take his snails,
Qoup jil douh qoup yibc. Ransacking the home as lian.
Dos maoh bux ongp yanc nyaoh, Let his father have nowhere to live
in the village,
Dos maoh lagx ongp senl jiangc. Let his son have nowhere to live in
the village.
Jianx maoh bux bail samp Drive him three days’ journey away,
menl dih yais,
Jais maoh lagx bail sik Drive him four days’ journey away,
menl luh jiangc,
Bai eis saip juanv yanc, Away and not allowed back home,
Ganx eis saip map senl. Not allowed back to the village.

Theft of fish or grain, although not punishable by death, is cause for seizure
of the thief’s personal property. The lines “take his snails, / ransacking the
home as /ian” in fact mean the confiscation of all of his possessions, such as
his snails and fishnets. Other images and words here also require
explanation. Both Shisan pingtu and Shijiu ping kuant are permanent sites
where village activities are organized, while “three days’ journey away” and
“four days’ journey away” are general references to a great distance.
Confiscation and expulsion are the usual punishments given out to thieves
who steal cattle, horses, fish, grain, chickens, ducks, or other property.
Punishment of serious chronic offenders may include live burial or drowning
by water. For example, in 1923, two young men, Wu Xinyou (age
seventeen) and Yang Xinnong (age sixteen) were caught stealing chickens.
The local kuant organization investigated the crimes, substantiated that the
two were repeat offenders, and the thieves were punished by being buried
alive (Deng 1991:15).

In former times, trials were held following traditional Dong customary
law: the kuant chief would call a meeting of village or lineage heads and the
matter was resolved by collective decision. According to the degree of their
crimes, offenders were sentenced by being buried alive, drowned in water,
beaten to death with sticks, expelled from the village, or forced to eat pig
and dog feces—this was smeared on the lips. A wide range of punishments
was available. Lineage membership could be revoked. A criminal could be
shunned or his property confiscated. Criminals were fined, or ordered to
forfeit wine and meat to the village or make public restitution by building
village roads and cutting firewood for the Drum Tower. Other penalties
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included: “to wash face,” a public face-to-face apology to the offended
person; “meat offerings,” taking meat to each household as a expression of
repentance; or, finally, walking throughout the village beating a gong in self-
condemnation. If the case was a complicated one, there was recourse to
“divine judgment.” This could involve a variety of divinatory rituals:
“calling heaven,” by which each suspect was asked to take an oath against
heaven; or “cooking rice,” in which two suspects in a cooking contest were
either exonerated or condemned on the basis of whether or not their rice was
well-cooked. Another divine trial required slitting the neck of a chicken,
throwing the bird at the suspects, and leaving it to die. The suspect towards
whom the chicken’s head was pointing when it died was deemed the
offender. Yet another test involved pulling an axe from a pot of boiling oil:
the oil was brought to a boil, an axe was dropped into the pot, and the
suspects were made to fish it out barehanded. The one whose hand was
burned was condemned; otherwise he was found innocent (Deng 1991).

. - ’ = : .-’ * . I & —]
Drum Tower of the Dong People.
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With the help of yuefa kuant, the people in the Dong region have long
lived in peace and harmony. For example, until the 1940s many Dong were
ignorant of the existence of locks. Their plowing-oxen were pastured in the
mountains for long periods and never lost. People left their grain outdoors
in the sun secure in the knowledge that no one would steal it. According to
the Record of the Sanjiang County (1911-49), in the areas populated by the
Dong,

rules made by the locals are rigid. When cases of theft occur, no matter
how big or small, people are called to a meeting and the offender is put to
death, without reporting it to the authorities. For that reason people dare
not steal. Cattle and sheep can pasture freely and the owner need never go
in search of them because they come back on their own and are never
stolen.

Such rigid codes have exercised a great influence over the minds of the
Dong people. In 1933, a young singer by the name of Wu Hongmiao, from
the Gao Ding village of the Sanjiang County, Guangxi, succumbed to his
greed and foolishly stole property from the people of the village. Since it
was his first offense, the local kuant organization fined him 40 /iang of
silver and another person offered to pay the fine. Dissatisfied with his
sentence, Wu Hongmiao insisted on death by live burial, and asked that he
be allowed to sing a farewell song. The court relented and granted his
request. His tomb may still be seen in the village, and his Farewell song has
survived to the present time via oral transmission (Deng and Wu 1995:14-
16).

The Artistic Style of Kuant Cix

The artistic style of kuant cix relies on two main features: the
continuous expansion of its content and the continual perfection of its art.
The first kuant cix was limited to issuing kuant rules and regulations or
telling the history of the kuant organization. With the increased needs and
complications of social life, the subject matter gradually incorporated new,
richer content.

Kuant cix first invokes and honors celestial, terrestial, and village
gods, including Sax Sis, the female god most revered by the Dong, and
Zaisi, also called the “Flying Mountain-god,” the greatest kuant leader in
Dong history. The first expansion of the content of kuant cix would have
included the myths and legends about Dong history, e.g. Opening up Heaven



448 DENG MINWEN

and Breaking up the Earth, The Tortoise Grandma Hatches Eggs,
Jiangliang and Jiangmei, Zugong Shanghe, Breaking up the Lineage for
Internal Marriage, King Wu Mianh, and other such narratives. These works,
polished and revised by kuant narrators over many generations, gradually
developed into an epic oral history. These episodes now supply some of the
most striking passages in kuant cix. Dong social customs are reflected in
such lovely and vivid works as Bull-fight Verse, Longevity Verse, Marriage-
Congratulating Verse, Completion of New House Verse, and Funeral Verse,
which are widely known and enthusiastically received. The following
example is from King Wu Mianh, which contains a lengthy passage from the
story of Wu Mianh, leader of the Dong peasant uprising of the late
fourteenth century CE, who fought bravely against the Ming army (kuant cix

1987:77):

Mianhx sangx dogl dih,
Biac xees deic leec,
Biac wap deic bianl.
Wul leec meec fux,
Fux xuh qinp xul.

Binl samp qigs yais,
Qoup jienc jienc bengl,

Joul bial bial qamt.

Yinl yuih yuh yinl yuih,

Yinl yuih wang Mianhh luih
jienc,

Bingh nyaoh ul xangc,

Saip gax sebl leis,

Guanl miax dedl nyunh,

Nyenc daol nees samp maenl,

Nyenc daol nees samp janl;

Nees guh guh,

Nees huh huh.

Neix Mianhh aol gaos map sibs,

Sins qit idl leix,

Mianhh jonv soh;

Sins qit nyih leix,

Mianhh junc lingh;

Sint qit samp soh,

Mianh yuh daiv junl gqac gaos
jienc.

Mianh was born on the floor,

Holding a book in his left hand,

Holding a whip in his right.

There are magic figures in the book,

The magic figures are from the
heavenly book.

The whip measures three chi long,

When it struck the mountain, the
mountain broke,

When it drove the stone, the stone went.

Because and because,

Because King Mianh came down the
mountain,

And was 1ll in bed,

Caught by the official army,

And his neck cut with an axe,

People cried for three days,

People cried for three nights;

“Guh Guh,” they cried and cried,

“Huh huh,” they cried and cried.

Mianh’s mother caught his head,

And let out a first shout,

Mianh began to breathe;

And she let out a second shout,

Mianh stood up;

She let out a third shout,

Mianh went up the mountain with his
army.
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By means of this vivid description, a heroic leader of the Dong peasant
uprising lives in the hearts of the people.

Although the artistic repertoire of kuant cix is broad, its outstanding
feature 1s figurative language. Even works that recount kuant rules and
regulations describe them in a figurative mode. The prologue of the yuefa
kuant offers a useful example (Zhang and Deng 1988:90):

Xibx jiuc weex nyut,
Jus jiuc weex bedc;
Gaenx liemc dinl bedl,

Ten pieces as one bundle,

Nine pieces as one handful;

All connected as the duck’s webbed
foot,

They do not separate like the
chicken claw.

Bix miidl dinl aiv.

Miidl dinl aiv, Separated like the chicken claw,

Duih janl daol; He wins over me;

Liemc dinl bedl, Connected like the duck’s
webbed foot,

Daol janl duih. I win over him.

Each sentence of this passage is an analogy exhorting solidarity in the fight
against the common enemy. “Ten pieces” and “nine pieces” are analogies
for collective force, and the importance of unity is expressed by “the chicken
claw” that separates and “the duck’s webbed foot” that is connected. The
example illustrates how the language of kuant cix is figurative and artistic
rather than reasoned and logical.

Artistic language often appears in other clauses of kuant cix, for
example the first part of the First Facet in Liumian Yingui tells about how to
deal with conflicts born of love affairs between young men and women
(Kuant Cix 1987:54):

Lingx pangp deev wenp The high mountain was opened up
donc dangc, and became the fields,

Lingx nyangt dos oux On the grassy slope sorghum grew;
wangc ngac;

Aox songp beeuv nangc,
Aox bangc beeuv eus.
Nyangt sup lingx jih,

Ah meix gengp wap.
Yuh baov henl maenl aol,

Yuh baov henl maenl eev.

Dah maenl dengyv,
Ugs maenl guangl.

Bamboo shoots were growing in the pot,

Fiddlehead grew in the wooden bucket.

Green grass grew dense on the mountain,

Fresh blossoms were full on the trees.

It was ordered that the bride be taken in
time,

It was ordered that the bride be married
off in time.

Send away evil days,

Receiving good times.
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Nouc wox duil bianv Who knew that peaches became
wenp yeic, pears,
Jingv bianv wenp ah. True became false.
Banl piat semp daov sais, Man has changed heart,
Miegs nanc dogl yanc bas. Woman did not stay with her aunt-in-law.

The first six lines metaphorically tell of sexual relations, conception, and
pregnancy. Then a vow of mutual devotion is taken, “the bride [should] be
taken in time,” and “the bride [should] be married in time.” As a result,
“peaches became pears,” “true became false,” and “female did not stay with
her aunt-in-law.” According to the Dong custom, the female should return
to the home of her mother’s brother and the son of the maternal uncle has the
right to marry the daughter of his father’s sister; for that reason the bride
calls her mother-in-law by the term aunt-in-law. A romantic comedy
becomes a tragedy. For unreliable, unfaithful, and deceiving men, yuefa
kuant proposes a punishment: let them eat the feces of pigs and dogs. The
reason for the widespread popoularity and dissemination of yuefa kuant must
be connected with its artistic style.

Channels of Transmission for Kuant Cix

As a cultural and artistic classic of Dong society, kuant cix was
naturally as well received and publicized among the Dong as were China’s
“Four Books” and “Five Classics” and the Western Bible among their
respective audiences. How did kuant cix spread among the Dong? This
question entails an examination of kuant-telling during the festivals of
yueqing in March and yuehuang in September.

The so-called yueging in March is the annual recitation and
explanation of kuant cix before the spring plowing that month, as determined
by the Chinese lunar calendar. When spring plowing is imminent, plowing-
buffaloes roam the wilds and water for irrigation is abundant; all kinds of
crops, wild animals, and plants grow and reproduce. This is the appropriate
time for reminding people to protect the plowing-buffaloes and the spring
waters, tend their crops, and protect the wild plants and animals. In order to
exhort and educate the people, the regional kuant organizations hold
meetings at which the head men of the kuant, and other talented people,
recite yuefa kuant and other kuant cix for their audience. This is in fact a
traditional way of popularizing folk customs. At present, the “Village
Regulations and Folk Disciplines” written in Chinese have replaced the
tradition.
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The so-called yuehuang in September involves the recitation and
explanation of kuant cix before the autumn harvest, again as determined by
the Chinese Lunar calendar. On the eve of the harvest, the crops have
matured and the public celebrates with many social activities. The autumn
recitation is a reminder to protect the achievements of their labor, and to
guard against any violation of the rules observed during the large-scale
celebrations. In addition, the relative dryness of autumn and winter places
the Dong’s wooden houses in some peril from fires; the grass and wood on
the mountains also dessicate and turn yellow, increasing the likelihood of
wildfires. To ensure the safeguarding of lives and the protection of property,
all regional kuant organizations call mass meetings at this time to perform
important passages of kuant. Such good traditional customs have been
absorbed by the township-level administrations in present-day Dong regions.

The so-called kuant-telling during the Spring Festival, or other
important festivals, makes possible the recitation of kuant and its
explanation for the public. In some regions where large-scale competitions
are held the winners are often honored with the title of Kuant Master. For
example, during the Qianlong reign (1736-95) of the Qing Dynasty, in what
is now Liping County in Guizhou province, a major kuant-telling
competition was held. An outstanding Dong girl, Wu Peiyao, fulfilled the
people’s hopes by defeating all her competitors and was selected to be the
first local female kuant master and head kuant. She enjoys great renown and
stature in Dong history, and many stories about her circulate today.> Such
festivals involve many aspects. In addition to yuefa kuant there are also
kuant on ethnic origin, heroes, a bumper harvest, and impromptu creations.
The style and artistic quality of these works are quite polished. These
activities occur as part of a competition, where displays by talented
performers are exchanged to the enjoyment and appreciation of their
audiences. Each village and lineage is excited if its representatives win, and
disappointed if their showing is poor. Even today such kuant-telling
activities are an ongoing part of life in many Dong villages.

The attractions of modern cultural and recreational activities, and the
disappearance of the social functions that kuant cix traditionally regulated,
are displacing kuant cix from its historical role. As an art form, however, it
continues to be favored by the Dong and by specialists in oral traditions
because of its unique charm.

* For details, cf. Deng and Wu 1995:165.
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Traditional Nuosu Origin Narratives:
A Case Study of Ritualized Epos
in Bimo Incantation Scriptures

Bamo Qubumo

Muvu paqugo In the white father heaven
mujjy avu su;' sparkling stars are incalculable;
mudde nramogo in the black mother land
bbopat avu su. origin stories are innumerable.

A Nuosu lubi (“proverb”)

The starting point for this essay is the word bbopa,” whose common
meaning is “origin” or “origin-narrative” in the Nuosu language. Bbopa
refers to the creation of the world, to material and non-material creations of
Nuosu society, and to “the way of speaking” about a remote past. Lubi are
the salt of everyday Nuosu life, while bbopa is the prelude to ritual life.
Throughout this essay, I underscore the consistency and diversity of Nuosu

' The romanized form of standard Nuosu orthography indicates tone by means of
an iconic “musical scale” graph: “t” indicates a high tone, “x” a mid-rising tone, no graph
a mid-level tone, and “p” a low falling tone. The standard romanization is here applied,
except for the omission of tone marks so that, for instance, experienced English-language
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readers do not misinterpret the “p” icon as a bilabial stop.

* Bbopa has many more connotations than its synonym ddurlabo, or “the point at
which something originates,” which is much closer to the word “origin” in English; for
example, the phrase ne yybbopa bi, wo yobbopa sha (‘“‘you recite the origin of water; [
chant the origin of sheep”). There is also the phrase ashy pamu ddieddur laxity, or “the
point at which something comes into existence,” signifying creativity; for example, the
usage shanbie shaqi sulima, Ayo Axie bosumge (‘‘the tools for weaving woolen cape were
invented by a man named Ayo Axie”). The term bbopa is a compound word. The first
part, bbo, can function in a sentence as a noun, meaning “origin,” “source,” “beginning,”
and “invention”; or as a verb, meaning “to originate,” “to rise,” “to grow,” “to bring into
being,” and “to create.” Pa in ancient Nuosu means ‘“father,” “root,” and “ancestry”; as a
verb, pa means “to give birth” or “to grow.”

99 ¢¢
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oral traditions. These few observations only begin to illustrate the many
diverse generic categories of Nuosu oral traditions; included among them is
bbopa, a rich and complex traditional narrative that encompasses a number
of oral forms, styles, and genres.” The bbopa constitute the case study for
this essay.

Ethnographic Context

A subgroup of the Yi people, the Nuosu number more than two
million residents in the Cold Mountains (Liangshan) in the Sichuan Province
of China.* Up until the last fifty years, the region lacked a central political
structure. The Nuosu community consisted of numerous patrilineal cyvi, or
clans, subdivided into four castes: the Nuoho, or black Nuosu of the nobility;
the Quho, or white Nuosu of the commoners; the Mgajie, the serfs; and,
finally, Gaxy, the slaves. The Nuosu were the last slaveholding society in
China, as manumission took place only in the 1950s. The suyy, or clan
chief, handled clan affairs, while the ndeggu, or arbitrator, adjudicated
customary law cases. The subject of this paper, the bimo, or ritual specialist,
together with the sunyi,” or shaman, acted as the mediators between human
and supernatural beings.

’ Sometimes the bbopa genre is also referred to as  bbobo bbopa or bbolu palu to
allow for meterical rhyming in performance. Nuosu words are often rhymed or
alliterated in the following patterns: AABB, ABCB, ABAC, or ABCD.

* The Nuosu are the largest of the Yi subgroups. There are nearly seven million
Yi people, almost all of them in the Yunan, Sichuan, Guizhou, and Guangxi provinces,
with some few in Vietnam and a small number who are emigrants to Southeast Asia.

> In additon to the ~ bimo, there is another religious specialist, the sunyi, or
“shaman,” whose authority is derived from spirit-possessed inspiration rather than from
book knowledge; unlike a bimo, a sunyi may come from any clan, even from the serf or
slave stratum, and could be either a man or a woman.

If we look at the respective etymologies of bimo and sunyi, we see that the terms
embody two different styles of ritual specialist. The bi element of bimo means “reading,”
“chanting,” or “reciting.” The mo element, here as a suffix, denotes “the practitioner.”
So, bimo refers to a man who engages in religious activities by reciting scriptures.
Meanwhile, the su in sunyi means a person, and the nyi means shaking while dancing and
beating a drum. A sunyi is akin to a shaman, or a religious practitioner who beats a drum,
shakes, and dances exuberantly. The actions of a himo are calm—he simply recites
scripture; in contrast, a sunyi uses body language. If asked to describe the difference



TRADITIONAL NUOSU ORIGIN NARRATIVES 455

Natural factors such as high mountains and deep valleys, as well as
hostile relations with the surrounding Han Chinese, help account for the
uniqueness of Nuoso culture and religion. Some foreign scholars have
referred to the Nuosu region as an independent realm, and to the people
themselves as the “independent Lolo,” using the Chinese name formerly
used to designate the Nuosu. In 1956 democratic reform greatly changed the
political system in this area. During the Cultural Revolution (1966-76),
Nuosu traditional culture declined disastrously. Since the 1980s, however,
the relaxation of outside political control and a policy of national equality
have brought about a dramatic revival of traditional culture (cf. Harrell,
Bamo Q., and Ma 2000:3-9).

Today there is little outside influence, and the Nuosu maintain their
indigenous traditions intact. They believe that their ancestors, nature gods,
spirits, and ghosts are able to influence the health of people, the success of
the clan, the bounty of the harvest, the fertility of cattle, and the harmony of
the community. Rituals serve as the main vehicle for the expression of
beliefs and feelings: they are the primary means for balancing and adjusting
the relationship between human and supernatural beings. An important part
of Nuosu traditional religion springs from beliefs about health and
illness—indeed, most rituals are healing rituals. As professional ritualists,
the bimo are high-status religious specialists in Nuosu society.® There is a
native saying, “If a ruler knows a thousand things, and a minister a hundred,
then the things a bimo knows are without number,” meaning that there is no
better source for advice on living than the words of a bimo, because the bimo
recite all kinds of texts and perform all sorts of ceremonies. For the living,
the bimo divine auspicious days and times, exorcize ghosts and expel evils,
replace misfortune with good fortune, and regulate ethical behavior. For the
dead, they provide offerings, lead the way to the world of the ancestors, and
ensure peace in the next world.

Nuosu is a unique language that preserves a rich and dynamic verbal
life associated with the traditional rituals of Nuosu society. The experience
of geographic isolation so typical of mountain-dwelling peoples has shaped
their oral traditions. In their rugged mountain homeland, the Nuosu world is
permeated and ordered by ritual, ceremony, poetry, vocal and instrumental

between bimo and sunyi, a Nusou would tell you that a bimo is mild while a sunyi is wild,
a bimo gracefully chants while a sunyi violently shakes.

% According to the 136  bhimo generations of bimo Qubi Shuomo’s genealogy as
recorded in the Bibu (see Liangshan), and estimating one generation at about 25 years,
the profession of bimo in its developed form has existed for well over 3,000 years.
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music, and a variety of oral traditions concerning life and death, bravery and
beauty, glory and grief, and fate and loss.

The Nuosu also possess a rich written culture, recorded in an
independent writing system, that the bimo have passed down for millennia.
These scriptural transcriptions are couched without exception in poetry. The
sacred texts contain different genres of traditional poetry: myth, legend, tale,
wedding song, lament, curse, epic, lyric, riddle, and proverb. These texts,
fixed yet fluid, are revocalized and revitalized in oral performance.

Since 1991, my research has focused on long-term fieldwork in Meigu
County, the heartland of the Nuosu. The Nuosu account for more than 95
percent of the 160,000 inhabitants of Meigu county; it is considered the area
where traditions are best preserved’ and ritual life is very important (cf.
Bamo Q. 1998). This study considers bbopa as a traditional mode of
narrative poetry in Nuosu rituals and ceremonies. By examining the long
narrative song Nyicy Bbopa, or “The Origin of Ghosts,” as performed by the
bimo Qubi Dage,® this essay raises three basic questions about bbopa: Why
are there so many origin narratives? Why is origin storytelling needed?
Why will origin narratives always be necessary? Though I have asked
myself these questions time and again, it is not the purview of this essay to
answer them in full. There is, nevertheless, good reason for pondering them:
searching out recurrent polarities and relationships in the expressive
dynamics of bbopa can reveal more about how specially sanctioned Nuosu
narratives operate than could be achieved by merely isolating static
universals. The remainder of this article examines the polarities and other
dynamic patterns that have come to the fore of discussion of bbopa.

Ritual/Genre

The word bbopa has two levels of basic meaning, each dependent on
syntactic relationships. The first refers to the creation of the world—for
instance, “the making of heaven and earth,” “the twelve offspring-branches

" The number of himo in Meigu, one of eighteen counties of Nuosu Autonomous
Prefecture, is a good index of tradition. In 1996 there were 6,850 himo (males only),
representing four percent of the total population and eight percent of the male population.
The variety of religious rituals exceeded 200, and the number of religious scriptures
reached a staggering 115,000 copies (Ggahxa, Shama, and Mosi 1996).

® This performance took place in Village Jjolo, Township Hxoggurluo of Meigu
County, on April 14, 1992.
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of the snow clan,” “the origin of thunder,” “the origin of women’s fertility
spirit,” and so on. The other envelops the civilization of Nuosu society, for
example, “the origin of fire,” “the origin of scripture,” “the origin of bimo,”
and “the origin of sacrificial offerings to ancestors.” The bbopa are best
understood, however, through comparative analysis with other oral genres
and by attending to questions of intertextuality and genre.

If, before embarking on the study of bbopa, one were thoroughly
familiar with Nuosu oral genres, one would find that bbopa texts consist
mainly of bbudde, or “ancient words of the remote past,” in which the
mythic time of creation is set forth and the origins of the Nuosu people are
revealed. The original roots can be traced back to the wellspring of
storytelling about our first ancestral inventors and their inventions—tales
about the first artisan, the first blacksmith, the first craftsman of
lacquerwork, the first distiller of liquor, or the first maker of woolen capes.
Having acquired a general model of narration, bbopa or bbopa teyy’ draw
upon a repertoire of mythology, histories, and legends which are recited in
poetic ways. In my collection of bbopa, the length of the texts varies from
86 to 1,455 lines. Nyicy Bbopa subsumes the mythological, historical, and
legendary repertoire and in its range resists assignment to the typical genres
defined by folkloristic or anthropological criteria.

With the advent of “the new folksong movement” in the 1950s,
scholars began studying Nuosu verbal arts in terms of Chinese words,
genres, and even concepts. This work produced a “translation” from Nuosu
language into the dominant cultural format: some bbopa poetry was quoted
out of its cultural context and categorized as ‘“‘creation songs,” “ancient
songs,” or “creation epics,”10 terms that were taken from Chinese folkloric
concepts of creation epics (chuang shi shi shi), origination epics (gian xi shi
shi), and heroic epics (ying xiong shi shi). These Chinese formulations of

99 ¢

? All Nuosu texts are couched in poetic lines called  teyy, meaning “scripture” or
“book.” Thus, bbopa teyy means “the book of origins” or “the collection of origin
poetry.”

' In China the concept and definition of epic are quite different from the working
assumptions of Western scholars. Within the circle of Chinese epic studies, and even in
Chinese folkloristic theories, scholars have usually divided epic songs into three types, a
so-called trichotomy: (1) creation epics, (2) origination epics, and (3) heroic epics. Until
the 1980s, the consensus was that heroic epics existed only in the north and northwest of
China, including Tibet. Further exploration and publication, however, have shown
folklorists that epics exist among many southern ethnic minorities, such as the Nakhi,
Dai, Dong, Miao, Pumi, Zhuang, and Yi. The seemingly sensible “trichotomy” of genres
thus only confused generic notions of oral epics.
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genre imperfectly describe the reality of the Nuoso “poetic narrative about
the creation of the world.” In fact, bbopa poetically integrate a great number
of bbudde, a traditional oral genre. These myths, legends, histories, and
folktales are all types of prosaic storytelling that are conceived, transmitted,
and perceived orally. As interpretive instruments, then, literary criticism and
folklore genre theories are only partially applicable to the complexity of
Nuosu tradition; such analytic categories provide us with but a part of the
complete picture available in the multiform mirror of the tradition per se.

The relationship between genre and ritual can be highly complex, as
bbopa poetry illustrates. In the Cold Mountains there is scarcely a
ceremony, a ritual, or a rite of passage that is not accompanied by the
recitation of traditional bbopa songs. Bbopa, then, are performed only in a
public space. A performance of Yy Bbopa (“The Origin of Water”), for
example, always includes nimu vijjie or “the ritual for dividing a clan into
branches and migrating,” and vyny tege, or “the ritual for combining
branches into a clan.” The Nabbu Bbopa (“The Origin of Disease and
Ailment”) and Ggobboxy Bbopa (“The Origin of Death™) are part of
cremation ceremonies. Furjju Bbopa (“The Origin of Marriage”) and Xyxi
Bbopa (“The Origin of Wedding Ceremonies™) are performed at marriage
events. After the bbopasha, or “origin-narrating,” the bimo begin chanting
the two classic books of the Nuosu: the creation epic Hnewo teyy and the
didactic gnomology Hmamu teyy. In practice, there is a strict
correspondence between different kinds of ceremonial contexts and different
bbopa songs. When funeral ceremonies are concluded, for instance, there is
a great gathering in the village and the young men, wearing long white yak
tails and carrying swords in one hand, perform ancient warrior dances to
open the way for the soul of the deceased to the realm of his ancestors. At
the same time, the zomo zosse, or storytellers, narrate Yimo Bbopa, “The
Origin of the Sword.” Beauty contests, horse races, wrestling matches, and
other traditional sports that lend gravity and warmth to the funeral
ceremonies follow. All of these activities demonstrate the positive attitude
toward death among the Nuosu. Cremation ceremonies embody optimism
about the end of life and are a way of actively valuing the living instead of
the dead.

The bimo typically performs bbopa songs at the very beginning of a
ritual, and continues inserting them into the sub-rituals as the need to
articulate the objects or artifacts being employed at that very moment arises.
The bimo uses his voice, gestures, and body to enact and interpret the bbopa.
Every Nuosu can explain the meaning of this narrative mode, and most are
keenly aware of a general expectation that the bimo employ this traditional
mode when reciting bbopa in rituals. To the ears of the Nuosu, the constant
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repetition of the core word bbopa or ddurlabo is required so that the telling
of the origin story “sounds convincing and sacred.”

Text/Performance

The cultural context of each bbopa song—oral or literary—is
crucially important. This essay probes the relationship between textual
performance and ritual process by examining a specific song, Nyicy Bbopa,
or “The Origin of Ghosts.”"" Analysis of Nyicy Bbopa offers a glimpse into
the complexity and diversity of bbopa songs.

Of the various ritual songs performed by the bimo, one set is devoted
to healing.'” Addressed to supernatural representatives from the ghost world
and spirit world, these incantation songs adjust the relationship between
ancestors and descendants, the dead and the living. The bimo chants the
scripture in order to bring the supernatural beings together and to help
ensure the success of the ritual. The performance of Nyicy Bbopa described
and quoted below was recorded during a ritual performed by the bimo Qubi
Dage."” This particular performance came about because lightning had
struck the household of a villager named Jiji Zuogge a few days earlier. To
the Nuosu, something unfortunate is sure to befall anyone who is affected by
thunder or lightning because these meteorological phenomena can transmit
leprosy and other contagious diseases through trees and other media. Thus it
1s necessary to have a bimo perform the curjy, or “exorcism,” to expel “the
ghosts of contagious disease.” This is done by telling an ancient story about
the origin of ghosts; in the Nuosu tradition, to exorcize ghosts one must first
recount their origin. Rituals such as this are only one of the many functions
that bimo perform in Nuosu society.

A bimo had divined that the auspicious time for the ritual would be
April 15. The chief officiating bimo was Qubi Dage, who was assisted by

"' Nyicy Bbopa is known in both five- and seven-syllable verse types. There are
many variants throughout Liangshan.

" Incantation songs belong to the category of  bimo text entitled Ssyrre bburrre,
which contain spells or counter-spells whose primary purpose is to relieve illnesses.
Nuosu often classify these rituals as namgusu, which means “curing illness.” Nuosu
believe that ghosts cause illness, and that these rituals expel the ghosts and evil spirits
that are haunting peoples’ bodies, thus putting an end to their misfortune. In other words,
using rituals to control ghosts is equivalent to curing an illness.

" See the Appendix for the full text.



460 BAMO QUBUMO

more than ten other bimo. The ritual clients were eleven households in Jjolo
village who draw drinking water from a common spring; the chief client was
Jiji Zuogge himself. On the evening of April 14, each of the households
involved performed a small-scale xi’o bbur ritual to protect themselves
against evil spells. The household of Jiji Zuogge performed a larger ritual,
nyicyssy bi”, to exorcize ghosts.

The first step in bimo rituals is muguci, or “rising smoke.” A fire is lit
and the rising smoke hastens the supernatural beings to assemble and aid the
bimo in his ritual performance. At dawn on April 15, each household
brought the “ghost boards”'® of Curbu, the ghost of leprosy, used in the
spell-protection ritual of the previous night, to the place where the exorcism
was to be performed. Larger than the other ghost boards, and piled on top of
them, was the ghost board used by the household of Jiji Zuogge.

Scholars frequently assume that Nuosu scriptures of “sacred text” are
neatly defined by clear boundaries. My fieldwork reveals that scriptures are
treated in Nuosu society as both bounded and open. In particular, more and
more evidence of this state of affairs emerged from the comparison of oral
bbudde and written bbopa texts. It 1s important to recognize the extent to
which the idea that “scripture” has a single fixed form and expresses a single
concept as “sacred text” has dominated scholarly thought. Bimo scripture is
most often a creation of the transmission from oral culture to written culture.
It is, nevertheless, a form with which literati have continued to re-create the

" Xi’0 bbur is a family ritual usually held in early spring to ward off evil spells
and prevent curses originating from other households.

" The constituent parts of  nyicyssy bi may be broken down as follows:  nyicy
means “ghosts,” ssy means “curse” or “drive away,” and bi literally means “chanting
scripture,” but it can also mean “to perform or conduct a ritual”’—thus nyicyssy bi is a
chanting ritual for driving away ghosts.

' Nuosu “ghost boards” are used in creating spells directed at ghosts. Before an
exorcism ritual begins, it is necessary to make straw and clay ghosts, as well as these
ghost boards. Bimo use bamboo pens that they make themselves, the blood of sacrificial
animals, and black soot burnt on the bottom of pots to draw the ghosts to be exorcized on
the front side of prepared slabs of wood. On the back side they write the incantations and
spells to exorcize the ghosts. When the ritual is almost over, the straw and clay ghosts
are discarded and the ghost boards thrown away to show that the entities they represent
have been expelled from the household. After the ritual, an assistant takes the ghost
boards to a crossroads facing in the direction of Ndabbu Luomo, the ghost mountain, and
hangs them on a tree at the side of the road to show that the ghosts have been sent back to
the their proper realms.
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oral-aural experience of words. Written texts are not so essential to the bimo
for a ritual performance such as the bbopa recitation.

Nyicy Bbopa is an example of narrative epos in the form of bimo
incantation songs."” It is also well known under two other titles:  Nyicyssy
Teyy, or “Scripture of Ghost-spelling,” and Zyzy Hninra, or “The Beautiful
Zyzy.”"® The following two excerpts are from this tale:

After Hninra [a beautiful ghost] had left, Awo Nyiku [her husband]
quickly summoned 90 bimo from the upper end of the village and 70 sunyi
from the lower end of the village to his house to read texts and perform
rituals.

“Let me chant out loud with a full and strong voice. Zyzy Hninra,
you use flattering words and a pretty appearance to baffle human beings,
and you use your witchcraft to mislead common people. You’d better
submit to magic arts immediately! Zyzy Hninra, you are the spirit of the
trees on the wild mountains and the licentious bird in the sky. Now your
witchcraft has lost its effect and you’d better submit to the magical arts
immediately! I will dispatch the flood dragon to the sea so that you will
not be able to hide yourself in the water! I will dispatch the divine snake to
the earth so that you will not be able to hide yourself in the earth! Casting
curses toward ghosts like the waves fiercely rolling away!

(Episode 10)

Many tribes and clans were all destroyed by the ghosts descended
from Zyzy Hninra, so the bimo and sunyi of every tribe and every clan all
curse her with a thousand curses, and all say that Zyzy Hninra was the
origin of ghosts. Yya kekemu!"

(Episode 13)

"7 There are two kinds of epos in the Nuosu tradition. One is syji yiehxo ,
“narrative epos,” in which the story is told in the third person. For example, Gamo Anyo
(Liangshanzhou 1993:536-63; see also Shi, Gan, and Bai 1998) takes its name from its
principal character, in this case a beautiful woman who probably lived during the Ming
Dynasty. The tragic story of the heroine has been sung by bards for several hundred
years throughout Liangshan. Scholars have recently collected and collated this material
in a book. The other kind of epos in the Nuosu tradition is mgojju yiehxo, “lyric epos,” in
which the story is sung in the first person.

' Zyzy is the name of a kind of bird.

" The ending formula, literally “Casting curses toward ghosts like the waves
fiercely rolling away!”
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The idea of a fixed text of Zyzy Hninra is unfounded and innaccurate,
because it fails to account for the diversity inherent in the tradition. We
must be aware that what we consider the most typical oral text in Nuosu
society has, in form and concept, culturally indigenous origins and is thus
the product of a long historical process. We also need to recognize that
textual form and meaning were never static: the forms and concepts of
sacred texts handed down in bimo circles over centuries have been
continually changing and influencing oral culture. The mythical story of
Nyicy Bbopa may be understood as floating down different streams that flow
from the same headwaters, the wellspring of bbopa stories.

Nyicyssy Teyy —> “Scripture of Ghost-Spells” > Incantation text
Nyicy Bbopa —> “The Origin of Ghosts” —> Origin Narrative
Zyzy Hninra > “The Beautiful Zyzy” - Epos

Figure 1. Book titles for different variations derived from the same text

Nyicy Bbopa is an oral-derived text that recounts historical legends
and heroic songs about the warrior Hxoyi Ddiggur.*® The story accurately
mentions several historical places and describes a war between two famous
ancient tribes believed by many Nuosu to have in fact taken place in Nimu,
their ancestral homeland. Many generic elements overlap and interact in a
performance of this typical Nuosu epos. Nyicy Bbopa exemplifies a
particular bbopa song-type: its style is quite different from most of the
bbopa songs that use similar narrative strategies (e.g., a movement from
heaven to the earth) or mythic story-patterns. It is also much longer than
other bbopa songs. It is clear that the beginning and ending formulas closely
follow the general incantation song style. The bimo chants the story by heart
without reference to a written text, and the story itself reveals much about
traditional Nuosu customs and patterns of thought. As bimo Qubi Dage has
said, storytelling is the best way to explain a profound meaning with a
simple device.

An incantation may be defined as a kind of ritual song that exhibits a
given set of stylistic characteristics (cf. Bamo Q. 1996). Among the classics

* Ggelu 1986.  Hxoyi Ddiggur takes its name from its principal character, a
warrior-retainer of the famous nzymo Miajy. In the course of recounting the exploits of
its hero, the heroic song gives detailed descriptions of life in his era, which was probably
sometime between the Dong-han and Tang periods. Several versions of his story were
recorded at various times during the Ming and Qing periods at different places in
Liangshan.
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in the bimo repertoire, Zyzy Hninra, one of the bbopa teyy and an older epos,
is found both in written form and in living oral recitation. The version of
Zyzy Hnira discussed here is a long bbopa song composed of thirteen
episodes totaling 1,455 lines. It is a traditional epos; the plot is wholly
continuous, the protagonist is a female, and the other main characters are
historical figures. As the need arises, a Nuosu individual invites the bimo to
his home to perform the ritual exorcism of ghosts. While the bimo begins
reciting the story, his bisse, or assistants, slaughter goats as a purifying
sacrifice. They draw all kinds of ghosts and write all manner of spells on the
wooden ghost boards that depict the ghosts being captured and then sent
back to the ghostly realms in the direction of the ghost mountain Ndabu
Luomo. Zyzy Hninra is most readily identified with a poetic narrative
composed, performed, and transmitted orally. There are other instances,
however, in which a textual performance is oral in only some of those
senses. For example, a passage of an incantation song may be composed
during the writing of curses on the ghost boards, then transmitted and
performed orally. Conversely, it may be composed and performed orally but
enter into writing during the ritual process. Ghost boards, spirit pictures, and
other visual patterns create a connection between text and performance,
between thought and word, and between sound and voice (cf. Harrell, Bamo
Q., and Ma 2000:58-64).

Qubi Dage’s performance employs a remarkable variety of ritual
objects. This young, knowledgeable bimo illuminates the relationship of
each item by chanting, a process known as bbopabi. His chanting is vivid,
poetic, imaginative, and metaphorical. Before initiating a ghost story, six
different bbopa songs are performed: (1) “The Origin of Bimo,” a recitation
of the patrilineal genealogy of the bimo; (2) “The Origin of the Cock,” for
divining with the skull of a cock; (3) “The Origin of Herbs,” for sending
smoke to inform gods and ancestors about the ritual; (4) “The Origin of
Water”; (5) “The Origin of Lurca Stone,” for purifying the ritual site with
water and steam; and, finally, (6) “The Origin of Fire,” for lighting the fire
in the hearth. The recitations inform the spirits attached to these objects and
elements of the purpose of the ritual, and counsel them to help the bimo
fulfill his ritual duty. Once the ritualist/performer has convinced the spirits
that he knows the origins of each and every one of them, and is able to
control them, he begins reciting the epos and tells how the first ancestor of
the ghost called Zyzy Hnira was crushed and overcome by the power of a
bimo incantation. It is the performance of the narrative that rescues the
client in this world from the calamities that have befallen him or averts
impending disasters. After this recitation, the bimo summons his protective
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spirits and many generations of his ancestors before proceeding with the
important scripts of the particular ritual.

Orality/Literacy

The juxtaposition of orality and literacy is “a false dichotomy”; as
John Foley has pointed out, “oral traditions are many and various, and they
bridge the supposed gap between orality and literacy, between performance
and texts” (Foley 1999:18, 21). In the case of Nyicy Bbopa, “scripture”
seems at first to refer necessarily to written texts and their status as inscribed
objects. But that is not the end of the matter. It is crucial to understand the
rich multiplicity of scripture as a part of the living oral-aural communication
experience. “Scriptures” among the Nuosu have never been considered
mere fexts to be read silently with the eyes but words to be recited loudly
with fubi or “voice.” Their vitality lies in their being activated and
reactivated in performance and interactive reception.

Poetic narratives in the old Nuosu language and written styles like
bbopa continue to circulate within the clans. Frequent oral performances
imply that there is normally little reliance on written texts. Fixed written
texts are passed from one bimo generation to the next, normally as part of
the training of the apprentice. Usually, a bimo recites bbopa only on the
ritual ground, according to the episodes he learned from the written text or
memorized. In my field observation, almost every bimo chants bbopa songs,
even the long epos, without having the transcript at hand.

The written text of Nyicy Bbopa does not play an important role in its
performance. In its absence, the chanting of the oral text is more intense and
more demanding. Discovering the ways a bimo takes the main elements of
plots, settings, episodes, and tropes from the written text and molds them
according to his individual style and his insight on the ritual ground is a
fascinating study. As narrators, bimo are not content to simply reiterate
received word-for-word verbalizations from the past, but adopt new ideas
and develop new forms that build upon the old ones. There is, then, a shift
between text and no-text, between memorization and extemporization.

By comparing the scripture-text version with the recorded-text versions
of two different performances by bimo Qubi Dage, we find many recurring
riffs embodied in the performance process, especially in transitions between
scenes. The diction is notable for its freshness and vividness; skillful
prosody and neat tropes are highly polished by the bimo compilations. The
comparison of texts and performers that follows illustrates the reality that,
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far from being mutually exclusive, orality and literacy interact significantly
in the textual performance.

Two types of sacred text: oral and written

For the bimo there are two types of “scripture”: kemgo kehxa eyyma
(“oral text”) and feyy eyyma (“written text”). Nyicyssy Teyy, “Scripture of
Ghost-spelling”—another name for Nyiy Bbopa—is an example of teyy
eyyma. Ritual texts are the most valuable of a himo’s tools. They are the
principal authority and vehicle for the symbolic meaning of the incantation
ritual. Oral texts, as the term kemgo kehxa implies (literally, “words pierced
mouth, voice clutched tongue™), derive their power from the language itself,
from the vibrancy of spoken words, and from other oral genres.

Some oral texts, Qubu Ddoma Teyy (‘““The Analects of Bimo Master
Qubu™), for example, consist primarily of rules and instructions for training
bimo, mainly in the form of oral proverbs. During ritual performances,
especially rituals against ghosts, however, the himo never recites according
to the written text. Orality plays a fundamental role in Nuosu tradition, and
this 1s so whether the mode of expression for a text is oral or is principally
“carried” by some other mode—writing, painting, and so on. Thus, the
category “scripture” may be subdivided by medium into two types.
Although the division between oral text and written text can be said to mark
the divergent frontier between orality and literacy, kemgo kehxabi (chanting
an oral text) and feyybi (reciting a written text) converge in a single
performance. The chanting of Nyicy Bbopa abundantly demonstrates that in
practice no boundary separates teyybi from kemgo kehxabi; instead, they are
merged. But even this merging does not necessarily exhaust the interaction
between modes. The sound of the word emerges more clearly through the
following himo song known as Bibu®":

Bimo depend on their books,

The brown text pages,

Transmitted to sons and grandsons,
With their wise and perceptive words,

*' Bibu (“The Genealogy of Bimo™) is a popular scripture that the  bimo usually
chants at the beginning of a ritual. It traces the origin of the himo, recounts their history,
and invokes the guiding presence of the famous bimo masters along with the bimo’s own
ancestors. Bibu is a text handed down from one generation of Nuosu bimo to the next.
The verses quoted herein were preserved by the Liangshan Prefecture Museum of the
Yizu Slave Society.
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From the father to the son to hold dear,

The vytu and the kuhlevo™

Passed from elder to younger generation.

Perceptive people become mediators;

Brave men wield the knife and spear;

Rich people herd their cattle and sheep;

Our generations are intelligent and continue the bimo tradition
And chant the sound of texts.

Two kinds of performer: literati and non-literati

As a traditional mode of poetic narrative, bbopa has been shared in
common between literati and non-literati. As lettered persons, the bimo are
greatly respected in traditional Nuosu society; some scholars call them the
“village intellectuals.” From the Bibu Eyyma, or “Scripture for Offering
Sacrifice to Ancestors,” we know that bimo had no written scriptures during
the early period; their chanting was handed down orally. Not until the time
of Qubu, a legendary figure in the Nuosu tradition, did the bimo begin to
document their scriptures in writing, thereby initiating the literate period.”
From then on, scriptures served as the groundwork for the bimo’s
performance of the recitations. For the literate bimo, mastering written
scriptures and being highly skilled in all the oral traditions are prerequisites
for carrying out ritual performances and communicating with gods, ghosts,
and ancestors. In an oral/aural context, the professional education of the
Nuosu bimo has depended on writing, and books circulate within bimo
circles.

As a textual performer, the bimo has authority to chant or recite
scripture, or to ritualize different kinds of texts. Bimo are: (1) ritualists of
the indigenous religion of Nuosu society, (2) authentic singers of the epic
manuscripts identified among the Nuosu people, and (3) qualified
performers of the ritualized poetic texts defined by bimo institutions.
Culturally their role in Nuosu society has multiple significances (cf. Bamo
A. 2001). Becoming a bisse, or a student of a bimo, requires some recitation
of written texts, but writing is secondary to oral training. Even for the bimo
himself, writing is not a major part of his tradition. The most important and

> A bimo’s ritual implements (Bamo A. 1994).

* Qubu, also known as Qubu Shyzu, a well-known bimo master in Nuosu ancient
history, lived 99 generations earlier than the current bimo master Qubi Shuomo. The
creation of five kinds of bimo ritual implements is attributed to Qubu, and Nuosu bimo
regard him as the founder of Nuosu written culture.
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fundamental aspect of bimo training is learning face-to-face performance.
Traditionally, a new apprentice masters a ritual text or song by vocal
mimicry—following his teacher’s chanting word by word on the spot. The
results of this traditional method of learning ritual texts are embodied in
Jjyke Kehxa, a six-year old bisse, who by imitating his father, Jjyke Ggufu,
was able to recite more than sixty texts by oral dictation, including fluent
versions of Zyzy Hninra.

In most social rituals, another group of bbopa performers act as
“storytellers.” These are the zomo zosse.”* As a verb, zo means ‘‘to
encounter,” and Zomo zosse means literally “storytelling-mates,” or
“storytelling-partners,” indicating that the performance is conducted by two
storytellers paired for ceremonial occasions. These storytellers perform
bbopa, as well as other oral genres, in song-and-dance duet form, usually at
weddings or funeral ceremonies. Their bbopasha, or “origin-narrating,”
always involves two voices in duet, echoing and supporting one another.
The Nuosu regard zomo zosse as traditional singers, orators, and storytellers,
according to the specific ritual context.

The zomo zosse style of bbopasha is markedly different from that of
bbopabi conducted by a bimo or a bisse. Older, and often more experienced,
storytelling partners recite their bbopa at an unhurried, almost methodical
pace around the floor hearth. They much prefer subtle shifts in pitch or
pacing to flashy gestures and wild intonation. The personal style of my
informant Abi Quti is more animated and his pace much quicker than either
his father or uncle. Abi Quti likes to start slowly, gradually increasing the
narrative tempo. Like his elders, he tends to maintain a very serious
expression while telling an origin narrative, never betraying so much as a
smile.

Many bbopa songs are shared between bimo, bisse, and zomo zosse,
between the literati and non-literati. But only the ritualist bimo can perform
the Nyicy Bbopa, since it is regarded as a classic bimo text and a primary
incantation. Even ordinary bimo who lack certain skills are normally
unwilling to perform such rituals.

* Zo and zomo are equivalent terms. The suffix -  mo occurs in many nominal
forms, often indicating largeness or seniority, and is sometimes opposed to -sse, meaning
“small” or “junior.” Thus, to recap, a bimo is a priest; bisse, a disciple; and gemo, a
senior artisan. Gemo may also mean “a large wardrobe,” while a gesse is a small chest of
drawers.
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Variability/Stability

The polarity between variability and stability has long been
recognized as being at the heart of the phenomenon of oral tradition and has
captured the attention of many scholars (cf. Honko and Honko 1999). This
kind of polarity inheres in bbopa, the richest form of Nuosu narrative poetry.
The relationship between variability and stability in Nuosu traditions, like
the debate over “a song” versus “the song” in many oral traditions, has
exercised great influence over the study of the these verbal arts. In Nuosu
traditions, there are rules that govern what is variable and what is invariable.
Depending, then, upon such elements as subject, function, and pertinence of
the ritual, the Nuosu generally divide their rituals into two categories:
ggahxa, “above the road,” are rituals performed for gods while ggajjy,
“below the road,” are rituals for ghosts and enemies.

The bimo say that there are 120 scriptures for incantations and 48
scriptures for sacrificial offerings. These two different genres illustrate the
rules of variability and stability in the recitation of scriptures. In a ritualized
performance, sacrifice scriptures contain very special hymns and odes. The
strict rules and formulas that govern this type of song symbolize a divine or
special format that the himo is not at liberty to alter.”> As the saying goes:
“If the sacrifices and spirit sticks are insufficient, the client may be harmed;
if the textual recitations are simplified, the himo may be harmed.”

Incantation songs,*® on the other hand, aim at a changing, uncertain,
and capricious ghost, and demand that the bimo rise to the occasion using
curses, spells, or incantation songs. For instance, in Nyicyssy Teyy the
Nuosu character for the ghost may have more than one hundred different
handwritten forms. The variant forms call attention to the dangers of not
taking these metaphors seriously and testify to an ongoing understanding of
textual truth and language power among those who cherish these texts. In

* In the bimo institutions, reciting a dedicatory hymn or offering an ode to the
gods and ancestors while chanting mulu musy bi (the invocation of natural gods, and
especially the Mountain Gods, to ensure the success of the ritual) is comparable at the
level of pragmatics to the performance of an incantation song against ghosts.
Furthermore, the genre functions similarly in both cases to activate and reactivate a kind
of ceremonial or ritual occasion.

* In bimo incantation ritual, the way of ttyybi (“to chant or recite the book”) often
involves exclaiming formulas that signal incantation songs—cymgo ggututu (“to chant
out in a loud and long voice”) at the beginning, and yya kekemu (‘“‘casting out curses
toward ghosts like the waves fiercely rolling away”) at the end of a canto.
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my field work, bimo recite this story in different fubi or “voices,” imitating
the sounds made by a bee, a tiger, an eagle, a deer, river water, rustling
leaves, a storm, rain, and thunder. Vocal mimicry brings melodic variety to
the chanting. The performance is lively, and the bimo amplifies and
embellishes the events throughout the storytelling. For example, in Nyicy
Bbopa the mother of ghosts undergoes seven transformations: from a white
river deer (episode 2) into a grove of trees with red blossoms (episode 5),
into the beautiful Zyzy (episode 5), into a red-winged kite (episode 9), into a
banded jackal (episode 9), into an otter (episode 9), and, finally, into a light
gray mountain goat with a red tail (episode 11). It is evident that as the girl
changes so also do the main threads of the narration. Each transformation
occurs at precisely the point where the bimo stops chanting curses and
begins specific incantations of the ritualized text. Recognizing this
correlation helps account for the many variations in Zyzy Hninra or Nyicy
Bbopa storytelling, and points to contingent, historical manifestations that
reflect different circumstantial expansions of the texts.

Function/Meaning

To recap, bbopa is a typical mode of Nuosu oral tradition. It
constitutes a narrative dimension of Nuosu expression and reveals a
traditional way of Nuosu thinking. The structure of the bbopa resembles
most forms of oral narrative, or bbudde, that we distinguish as myths,
folktales, or legends. Thematically, bbopa are typically stories associated
with the creation of the world, cultural heroes, gods and ancestors, ghosts
and demons, migration and history, the creation of life, the origins of
customs and laws, and the structure of caste and clan. As an aspect of the
dynamics of communication, bbopa in poetic meter constitute the
curriculum and school through which the Nuosu learn their traditional
culture. With regard to the circulation of transcriptions, performance, and
reception, bbopa are regularly used in religious rituals and folk ceremonies,
mainly rites of passage, either as textual commentary on the ritual or as
ritual dramatizations.

Originally, I intended to examine the bimo scriptures related to Nuosu
ghost beliefs and incantation songs because they seemed to address
questions of religion and oral-textual topics from the standpoint of a
ritualized interpretation of ghosts. The poetic rhythms and traditional
referentiality of this narrative storytelling fascinated me. By studying a
dozen of the texts employed by the bimo in rituals for expelling ghosts and
for healing, I noticed that although they were ostensibly cursing the ghosts,
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their narration became a so-called “fact” of a ghost’s origin, and informed
people how and why to expel the ghost and how to obey social regulations,
customs, and taboos.

What was the social structure of Nuosu society before 1956 and
what survives of it? Liangshan society was, and remains, a clan
society—clans being patrilineal, strictly exogamous, and geographically
scattered—and this is of fundamental importance. Known in Nuosu as
cyvi,”® the clan is the dominant social institution, especially as regards
marriage. After nine generations a black Nuosu® son can open a new clan
branch, thus enlarging the possibilities for matrimonial alliances; the
required period for a white Nuosu son is seven generations. Alliances are
also determined by the caste system. The Nuosu believe that clan loyalty is
the basis of social well-being—of peace and order as opposed to strife and
warfare—so in village life clan elders, called suyy or ddeggu, play an
important role in resolving disputes and ensuring social order.

Consider this example. In Episode 8 of Zyzy Hninra, Awo Nyiku
takes ill. One day he asks Zyzy Hninra about her genealogy and origins, and
she tells him a plausible story. His suspicions aroused, Awo Nyiku then
invites the bimo and sunyi to curse her. Why does he seek to destroy Zyzy?
In Nuosu society, bbopa (here meaning the “origin” of a particular person)
means not only parentage or ancestry, but also bone and blood, root and
caste. In this context, bbopa resonates with ritual performances such as the
Nyicyssy “Ghost-exorcism,” in which bimo cast their curses at a beautiful
woman who has dedicated her life to her beloved husband. Recalling
Episode 2 of Nyicy Bbopa, we now see that “White-river deer” is a social
metaphor. Zyzy had no origin, no ancestor, and no roots. Above all, she has
no noble blood, nor a strong clan to defend her. In addition to all this, she
has no experience of motherhood. Her childlessness means she has no stable

7« Beginning in 1956, the Communists instituted what they called the
‘Democratic Reforms.” This was a comprehensive effort to abolish what they saw as the
exploitative and oppressive aspects of what they termed the ‘slave society’ in Liangshan,
and to set the Nuosu, along with the rest of the citizens of China, on the road to socialist
modernization” (Harrell, Bamo Q., and Ma 2000:8).

* The literal meaning of cyvi has two parts: ¢y means “generation” and vi means
“bone.” The hierarchical order of castes, and even of clans, was demarcated by the
degree of “hardness of bones” or “the purity of blood.”

* The colors black and white here refer to social status. A black Nuosu is a
nobleman, or upper-class member of Nuosu society. A white Nuosu is a commoner.
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position in her husband’s clan;* she is like water that has no source or a tree
that has no roots. She is the victim of a rigorous caste-system of social
control. By falling in love with a woman of questionable ancestry and
dubious background—one whose social status was undefined owing to her
unknown origins—Awo Nyiku acted contrary to the morals and ethics of his
noble clan. This is why he falls ill: it is a metaphorical punishment visited
upon him by his ancestors.

As an origin narrative, the story implies much about the traditional
Nuosu conceptions of individual and community, man and woman, blood
and bone, and “the pollution of women.” These abstract ideas are all
illustrated by a dramatic account of an animal metamorphosed into a female.
It coincides with, and makes reference to, mythic narratives about why and
how black goats are selected for ritual sacrifice as “scapegoats.” The use of
color expresses the profound relationship between human and superhuman
beings, expressed through the symbolic agency of language. The storytellers
use language, whether it is lively and quaint or amplified and embellished, to
express meanings that fit commonly recognized patterns of the social
charter.

As ritual songs or chants, bbopa not only subsume genres, they
represent a typical mode of traditional narrative as well as provide insight
into a fundamental way of thinking in Nuosu society (cf. Bamo Q. 2000).
Bbopa reflect the Nuosu worldview, value, social charter, and clan politics,
not to mention ritual poetics.

Diversity/Identity

Among the Nuosu nothing seems more natural and universal than the
bbopa bi, or “origin-narrating,” performed at public ceremonies. For a
Nuosu villager, there is no river or stream in the Cold Mountains, however
“slow,” without its source of water, and there is no clan or family in Nimu
(the land of the Nuosu), however “small,” without its root of father-son
genealogy. As a subgroup of the Yi people, the Nuosu have maintained their
own indigenous cultures and zealously preserved their oral traditions.

The Yi are linguistically and culturally a diverse people. I cannot
agree, however, that “this great linguistic and cultural diversity raises the

* Nuosu believe in many different spirits . For example, women have a fertility
spirit (gefe), men have a protective spirit (quose), families have a hearth spirit (shaku),
and even property has a spirit (kepo). In this case, if a woman lost her fertility spirit, she
could not become pregnant, or her children would die young.
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question of what makes the Yi people a minzu [a ‘minority’ or
‘nationality’]” (Harrell 2001:7-9). Though for a long time few of them were
known to outsiders, “origin narratives” are recorded as classical poetry in
other ancient Yi books (cf. Bijie 1990-93). Seen in the light of Yi
terminological taxonomy corresponding to their ritual functions (cf. Bamo
Q. 2000), “origin-narrating poetry” is a major genre among the ten types of
Yi scriptural literature. The many origin-narrating songs and poems
collected by the bimo—who wrote them into the ancient books at different
times and places in the various dialects of the Yi subgroups throughout the
Sichuan, Yunna, and Guizhou provinces, and passed them down—reveal
that every Yi community possesses similar creative representations. The
seven volumes of Wushi Jilue (“The Origins and Genesis,” Bijie 1990-93)
compiled by local scholars in the Guizhou Yi area include 179 origin-
narrating songs—some longer, some shorter in length—on the creation of
the world and on the early myths and legends of the Vusa and Azi tribes of
the Yi.! Although for the most part disconnected, and in part obscure in
sense and allusion, these poetical narratives are original, profound, and
powerfully imagined events.

In the typical fashion of traditional verbal art, the origin-narratives
have changed and developed over the years. However, every song from the
river of time retains certain basic features and qualities, and even local color,
that reflect the deep sense of “root-bone”—the maintenance of father-son
genealogy, ancestor worship, and the promotion of knowledge. Although
bearing specific cultural markers—the Yi writing system, the bimo
institution, the worship of the first ancestor Apu Dumu after the Flood
period (cf. Bamo A. 1994), and the cultural hero Zhyge Alu—the circulation
of origin narratives surpasses the geographical scope of the Yi region in
China, and can be taken as a cultural pattern that helps us understand the
identity of the Yi. There is no doubt that “origin narratives” can be defined
as a traditional genre of poetic expression, in both ancient Yi records and in
the present-day living oral performance.

Institute of Ethnic Literature
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences

*' A Chinese collection of Yunnan Yi origin narratives entitled Chamu is similarly
extensive. Generally speaking, there are fewer texts translated and published from the
Liangshan area than from the Yunnan and Guizhou Yi communities.
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Appendix

Nyicy Bbopa (“The Origin of Ghosts”)

Episode 1

Cymgo ggututu.”> Once upon a time (the time has already passed), when heaven
and earth were in chaos; once upon a time (the time has already fled), in the age of the six
suns and seven moons. . . .

At that time the cock crowed at dawn, the swallows soared in the clouds, and the
dawn was brightening. Towards the direction called zyzy puvu, in the land of the noble
Nuosu Ajy clan, the old man arose and made the fire, the old woman arose and set the
pot, the maiden arose and prepared the dog food, and the child arose and tied bands to the
dogs. In the land of the Nuosu, the Ajis had been raising hunting dogs for three years,
and they had been weaving dog cages for three months. Three young men arose and
whistled to their hunting dogs to go to the mountains for the chase. The white hunting

** The beginning formula used in every incantation song; literally, “to chant out in
a loud and long voice.”
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dogs rose like sheep; the black hunting dogs rose like bears; the multi-colored hunting
dogs rose like magpies; the red hunting dogs rose like badgers; the yellow hunting dogs
rose like tigers; the gray hunting dogs rose like wolves. The three young men whistled to
their hunting dogs and left, they left for the forest.”

Episode 2

At this time, responding to a dog’s bark, a white river-deer’ was driven out of a
bamboo grove. As the deer was fleeing, he came round three hilltops while running out
of nine acres of woods; he jumped three gullies while wading through nine rivers; he
reached the bank of Anning River from the mountain Sypy Ggehxo.

At this time, responding to a dog’s bark, the deer butted into the chief hunter Nzy
Miajy. He drew his silver bow, fixed a golden arrow, and shot at the white river-deer.
But the arrow flew towards the clouds; no one knew where it fell.

At this time, responding to a dog’s bark, the deer butted into Moke Ddizzi.”> He
drew his copper bow, fixed an iron arrow, and shot at the white river-deer. But the arrow
flew towards the mist; no one knew where it fell.

At this time, responding to a dog’s bark, the deer butted into a world-famous hero,
the warrior Hxoyi Ddiggur.”® He drew his huge wooden bow and fixed a bamboo arrow.
While he was aiming at the white river-deer, it suddenly spoke out at the last second . . .:

Episode 3

“Hxoyi Ddiggur, don’t shoot me. Ddiggur, don’t shoot me. You were born a
human being in Momupugu; I was born a beast in the same place. So we share the same
birthplace. Ddiggur, don’t shoot me.” And she explained again and again: “I am the
divine beast with a single horn. Even if I am a beast to be aimed at, I am not supposed to
be hit. Even if I am hit, I am not supposed to fall down onto the ground; even if I fall
down, I am not supposed to be butchered; even if I am butchered, I am not supposed to be
cooked; even if I am cooked, I am not supposed to be eaten; even if I am eaten, I am not
supposed to be digested. Such a white river-deer as I would either break nine strong
bows or injure nine archers if they were to shoot me; either break nine long swords or
hurt nine butchers if I were to be flayed; either damage nine iron pots or hurt nine eaters

» These are magic words: such descriptions of hunting dogs imply a successful
chase.

** The transformations of Zyzy Hninra are in boldface type.
* The principal counselor of the ruler Ajy.

** Who was in the service of Ajy.
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if I were to be cooked; either snap nine white teeth or hurt nine gluttonous tongues if I
were to be eaten.”

“Hxoyi Ddiggur, don’t shoot me. Ddiggur, don’t shoot me. You were born a
human being in Momupugu; I was born a beast in the same place. So we share the same
birthplace. Ddiggur, don’t shoot me.” And she explained again and again: “I have been
looking for you for so long, since your parents asked me to send you their words. Your
father was melancholy, for he missed you very much. Your mother was not herself, for
she was always thinking of you. When your father missed you in the daytime he would
wander at the entrance of the valley and take seven wrong roads, while at night he was so
sad that he shed many tears that soaked his pillow and clothes. When your mother
thought of you in the daytime her mind was uneasy and her eyes were dizzy. She would
go to ten different places outside the village, while at night she cried so hard that tears
poured from the hands with which she covered her eyes, and the tears would soak three
layers of the soil.”

Hxoyi Ddiggur did not believe what the deer said. He drew his huge wooden bow
and fixed a bamboo arrow. While he was aiming at the white river-deer, he cast spells at
the last second:

“The sun rises in the east and my arrow flies like a dragon! The water in the
rivers flows to the south and my arrow is ever-victorious! The sun goes down in the west
and my arrow can sweep away all obstacles! The source of water is in the north and my
arrow will miss no targets!”

No matter how the deer begged and cajoled, he could not stop the flight of
Ddiggur’s lethal arrow. As the deer was hit, the arrow broke its neck and went directly
through its tail.

Episode 4

Hxoyi Ddiggur, when he was five years old, went to play on the dam with the
swineherd. He caught big snakes and played with them as if they were fish. He caught
toads and played with them as if they were pieces of stone. When he was six years old,
he hung around the hills with the shepherd. He caught gray leopards and rode them like
horses. He caught red tigers and made them plough like oxen. He caught wild boars and
rode them like horses. He caught old bears and made them plough like oxen, too. He led
jackals and wolves like one leads dogs. He caught muntjac and river-deer and yelled to
them as if they were domestic animals. When he was seven years old, he wove mats and
put them on as armor. When he was learning martial arts, he would dextrously sit on the
floor to prevent being hit by the stones flying towards him. On the battlefield, he would
prepare to meet an approaching enemy head-on when the spear was thrust toward him.
He walked like a jumping fish. He moved freely along a cliff among spears thick as
bamboo and arrows falling like stars.

" These verses are joined like a string, and the rapidity of the voice is like a close-
set chain of pearls.
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Episode 5

When the hunters ran to the place where the deer had fallen, they could not see
the deer’s shadow. At this time they heard the sound of a hunting dog barking in front, so
they went forward, following the sound to investigate. They found the whole pack of
hunting dogs barking around a clump of trees with red blossoms. Ddiggur thought
there was probably something hidden in these trees, and anxiously he fixed an arrow and
shot toward the trees. He shot off a branch that fell to the ground and disappeared, and
standing in front of him was a maiden, the incomparably beautiful Zyzy Hninra.”

Episode 6

Look at Zyzy Hninra: her plait is black and glossy with smooth, soft hair; her
forehead is wide and flat; her nose is in exactly the right place; her neck is slender and
upright; her lips are thin and delicate; her cheeks are soft and tender; her eyes are bright
and shining, with upturned eyelashes. Look at Zyzy Hninra: her fingers are delicate and
slender, her arms are soft and dainty, her legs are plump and round, and her dress is long
and graceful. Oh, Zyzy Hninra! Her appearance is as beautiful as the charming moon on
a Fall night; her carriage is as elegant and sharp as the river in the sloping fields; her
speaking voice is as melodious as a skylark in a vast field. She is indeed a pretty maiden!

Episode 7

One day, the head of another Nuosu tribe, Nzy Awo Nyiku, took his hunting
hounds to the forest to look for game, and soon was face to face with Zyzy. He was
stricken at first sight, and Zyzy Hninra followed Awo Nyiku to his own clan’s village,
where the two lived happily together.

Episode 8

In the first year, Hninra was a beautiful wife, with a face like flowers and a
bearing like the moon, and in the second year she was a wise and capable spouse. But in
the third year, Zyzy Hninra began to change, to become nasty, evil, and cold, and in the
village people began dying, one after another, for no apparent reason.

She was born with two pairs of eyes, which were set separately in the front and at
the back of her head, with the front ones to watch the roads and the back ones to see
human beings. She was born with two mouths, which were also set in the front and at the
back of her head, with the front one to eat food and the back one to devour human beings.
She was born with two pairs of hands, set in the front and at the back of her body with the
front ones to collect firewood and the back ones to dig out human hearts. She would eat
the corpse whenever someone died in the village, and she would devour the remaining
bones when a corpse was burned on the mountain.

* Zyzy is the name of a kind of bird, while Hninra means “the beauty.” Her name
implies that she has no clan, and thus no origin—an important point.
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In the fourth year, Awo Nyiku took ill. One day he asked about Zyzy Hninra’s
genealogy and origin, and she told him a plausible story.

Episode 9

Awo Nyiku was very afraid, and began to plot to control Hninra. He pretended
that his illness was worsening. Hninra tried to cure him, and one day she turned into a
red-winged Kkite, and flew in an instant to an island in the middle of the sea to bring back
a swan egg; another day, she turned into a banded jackal, and in the blink of an eye
ascended a tall mountain, boring into a black bear’s chest to steal the bear’s gall bladder;
another day, she changed into an otter, and instantly dove to the bottom of a river to
bring back a fish’s heart. But none of this had any effect.

One day Awo Nyiku said that nothing could cure him except snow from the peak
of the great mountain Minyak Konkar. Zyzy Hninra was determined to save her husband,
and decided that, no matter what, she would go to that distant mountain to fetch the snow.
Before she left, Zyzy asked Awo Nyiku for a promise:

“After I go, don’t burn the stone used to exorcize evil spirits at home, or one will
get a headache. Don’t burn wood, or one will get asthma. Don’t burn the fire made to
exorcize evil spirits in front of the house, or one will feel dizzy. Don’t sweep the rubbish
in the house, or one will feel nervous. Don’t let a bimo speak in the village, or one will
become deaf. Don’t pick up the exorcizing branch, or one will get a backache.”

Episode 10

After Zyzy had left, Awo Nyiku quickly summoned 90 bimo from the upper end
of the village and 70 sunyi from the lower end of the village to his house to read texts and
perform rituals.

“Let me chant out loud with a full and strong voice. Zyzy Hninra, you use
flattering words and a pretty appearance to baffle human beings, and you use your
witchcraft to mislead common people. You’d better submit to magical arts immediately!
Zyzy Hninra, you are the spirit of the trees on the wild mountains and the licentious bird
in the sky. Now your witchcraft has lost its effect and you’d better submit to the magical
arts immediately! I will dispatch the flood dragon to the sea so that you will not be able
to hide yourself in the water. I will dispatch the divine snake to the earth so that you will
not be able to hide yourself in the earth! Casting curses toward ghosts like the waves
fiercely rolling away!”

Episode 11

At that time, Zyzy Hninra had suffered a thousand travails and was on her way
back from the snowy peak. Because of the spells and curses cast by the bimo and sunyi
she slowly changed into a light-gray mountain goat with a red tail, and the snow that
she had fetched for Awo Nyiku stuck to her hooves, caught in her wool, clung to her ears,
and fastened to her horns. She knew that her life was almost over, and she wanted to ride
the wind back home from the snowy mountain. She wanted to bring back the snow, to
express her undying love for Awo Nyiku.



TRADITIONAL NUOSU ORIGIN NARRATIVES 479

Episode 12

But Awo Nyiku summoned ninety young men, and shot with an arrow a tired old
goat, which they bound and took into a cave in the mountainside. Before long, the goat
that Zyzy Hninra had been turned into was washed out of the cliffside cave into a river,
and fell into a cloth fishing basket being used by three herders from the household of
Vusa Jjujjo. There it was skinned and eaten by people who knew nothing of it. As a
result, the people who died from eating the goat that Zyzy Hninra had turned into became
ghosts who injure people everywhere.

The goat was pulled out of the water. With a slate for a cutting board, nine
herdsmen skinned the goat and then the skin was stretched on the ground. Seven young
girls dealt with the goat intestines, putting the mutton on a bamboo sifter and cutting the
goat intestines with a reaphook. But many people died of poisoning after eating the
mutton.”

Episode 13

Many tribes and clans were destroyed by the ghosts of Zyzy Hninra, and so the
bimo and sunyi of every tribe and every clan all curse her with a thousand curses, and all
say that Zyzy Hninra was the origin of ghosts. Yya kekemu!™

* Eating mutton is taboo in everyday Nuosu life.

* The ending formula literally means “casting out curses toward ghosts like the
waves fiercely rolling away!”
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