










Introduction 

Att lovers often tend to  destroy what they most admire. How 
many masterpieces have lost all meaning and power after being exposed 
to uninformed admiration and popularity? Many instances will come to 
mind. But fortunately this coin has two sides. Sometimes this passion 
for art of which 1 am complaining can help to reveal a new area by 
focusing attention on objects vanishing unnoticed by the outside world. 
This is exactly what has happened to the Yao taoist paintings during the 
past four years. These unique art objects might have been thrown away 
in despair by worshippers who (for reason of poverty o r  political 
pressure) could no longer practice the prescribed rituals, or burned at 
the order of some Christian missionary groups, or destroyed by 
communist zealots. Instead, they have been spared such a fate thanks to 
the interest shown in them by curio collectors and connoisseurs of Asian 
art. As a result, the sacred paintings of the Yao have made their way to 
international recognition. 

Their value to their original owners was a purely religious one. 
But, as they became more widely known, they acquired also a consider- 
able monetary value, increasing in proportion to the growing interest 
shown in them by would be buyers. Since 197 5 ,  their price in the open 
market has risen no less than fifteen fold. This has no doubt led to a 
better understanding of their true worth on the part of the Yao and 
those through whose hands they pass. Orders to bum these treasures as 
'Satan's paraphernalia' are less often heard since they certainly would 
not be fonowed nowadays. In Laos, one may venture to hope that 
even a zealous revolutionary may one day decide that Yao paintings 
are worth preserving for exhibition in a future 'Psople's Museum'. But, 
by that time, it is likely that not many of them will be left to acquire. 
As a matter of fact, the present abundance of these paintings stems from 
severe changes in the life of the Yao, caused by the Pathet Lao take over. 
Whether they fled to Thailand, or remained in their villages in the hope 
of surviving the drastic measures imposed on them by the Lao communist 
bureaucracy, many Yao people nevertheless found it impossible to 
continue their traditional religious practices. As a result they decided 
to dispose of their most treasured possession: that is, the set of taoist 
paintings which every true devotee should ideally possess. 

Some dealers estimate that at least three to four hundred sets 
must have been sold already. But this abundant flow to the international 
market is already diminishing, and will dry up entirely if political 
pressures are eventually relaxed. One must remember that, only ten 
years ago, Yao religious paintings would have been kept with diligent 
care beyond the reach of prying eyes; and, until recently, only a few 
anthropologists had been allowed to see them, d~-ing religious ceremo- 



nies they were privileged to witness. As indicated above, the sudden 
appearance of these paintings in antique shops is not an accident, but is 
largely due to the dire circumatances of the hew life' which the Yao 
face in revolutionary Laos. 

However, once r e l e a d  to art dealers and connoisseurs, a new 
danger arises: the series risk being dispersed world-wide as individual 
paintings, with no indication of their provenanm and history. I t  will 
thus be virtually impossible to date and classify them in the future. 

This book has been written in order to help connoisseurs and 
collectors to underst and and appreciate the treasures they have acquired. 
It contains the essentids of what is known on the subject, presents a few 
hypotheses, and raises some questions. Later historians of art and 
religion will no doubt resolve most, if not all, of the problems I have 
touched on. For the time being, the important thing is to provide some 
initial basic data, on which those who are better irnformed than I may 
wish to speculate; and that is what I have tried to do. I have also tried 
to provide art dealers whith a few keys to the identfication of a complete 
series, before they sell it off as individual paintings to separate clients. 
In my opinion, a kind of identification card should be attached to any 
individual painting. 

My subject matter has never previously appeared in book form. 
Before beginning to write about it a t  some length, I had to make a 
choice: should 1 produce a detailed and rather dry scholarly dissertation, 
or else a typically elliptical art book? 

I have tried to resolve this dilemma by juxtaposing as many com- 
parable pictures as space allowed, so that their similarities and divergen- 
cies would be immediately apparent. This book is thus in a true sense a 
study in iconography. I confess that this approach f o r d  me to refrain 
from comment on art forms and styles. A consideration of these points 
would have called for a bigger mass of data that can be shown here. I 
hope, though, to fdl this gap in a later and more comprehensive book. 

In what follows, I also tried to provide some short and apposite 
notes on the ethnic and religious background of the Yao. I would refer 
those interested in reading more deply on the subject to a subsequent 
companion volume to the present work: Les Cavaliers du Roi P'an ('Xing 
P'an's Knights")). 

In the course of t h i s  work, I had to transcribe two different 
language% Yao and Chinese. For Yao, 1 have used the Internationa1 
Phonetic Alphabet (I.P.A.), chosing symboIs close to the welI-known 
Wade-Giles system, which I have used for Chinese words. The lay reader 
might have had difficulty with the Yao rornanization devised by the Rev. 
Cox and used by Sylvia Lombard in her Yao-English Dictionnary . The 
official transcription now used in the People's Republic of China might 
also have been a burden for the lay reader. Consequently, I thought it 
better to use neither. 

To distinguish between Yao and Chinese in my transcripts, I have 
used two different sets of italics. For instance, the other taoist name for 
Lao-tzu is written To Ta in Yao and Tawte in Chinese. For simplicity's 



sake all diacritics and tone marks have been omitted. I have however 
introduced Chinese characters here and there as appropriate. 

My warmest thanks are due to all those-the Yao themselves as 
well as helpful art dealers and collectors-who kindly allowed me to 
photograph and study the collections illustrated in this book.' Their 
names, when possible, are noted under every picture, and they well 
deserve this mention. Without their generous assistance, it would have 
been out of the question to undertake this study. 

Among my many Yao informants, Chao La (the outstanding Y ao 
political leader) introduced me t~ the Yao taoist masters: Tang Fu Wang 
and his father, Tang Yao Ts'ing, and more recently to Tang Tsan Kun. 
It is thanks to these highly articulate teachers that 1 have been able to 
present, within the limits of my own understanding, what I hope is an 
authentic view of Yao religion. 

The work on which this book is based was done partly in Laos 
(under war conditions), and partly in Thailand, in the course of other 
anthropo10gical research among the Yao people. It gives me pleasure to 
acknowledge my gratitude to my sponsors in the Ministry of Education 
of the former Kingdom of Laos, and t o  the National Research Council 
of Thailand for their enthusiastic and unstinting support. It is no fault 
of theirs if circumstances have delayed the publication of this book, 
born in travail on an ocean of tumultuous and sometimes unfriendly 
seas. M y  thanks are. also due to the National Research Centre of France 
(C. N. R. S.) which has sponwred all my research since 19 65,  and further- 
more to the Documentation and Research Centre for Southeast Asia and 
Indonesia (CeDRASEMI) in the person of its Director, G. Condominas, 
for the support given to my long-range field studies during the past 
fifteen years. AU this help I am grateful to acknowledge now. 

Finally, I must acknowledge the contribution of my friend 
Donald Gibson. He has a long acquaintance with the Yao, and for this 
reason was glad to clarify and to some extent rewrite my original text. 
He also read through the final version of the text- I am most grateful to 
him for this help, given in time he could ill spare. All the same, 1 must 
of course take responsibility for any errors of fact or style which this 
book may contain. 

My readers, both Iay and pmtessional, may wish to know that 
this book is the first in a series of publications about the Miao-Yao 
-ethno-linguistic family. The series is to include dictionaries and transla- 
tions, as well as the results of historical and anthropological studies, all 
of which form part of the CeDRASEMI's Mitz~Yao h j e c f .  The purpose 
of this collective Project is to shed more light on a group of peoples of 
whom little has been known until now, but who nevertheless have been 
able to maintain their individual triial culture and identity as liv&~ 
evidence of an important stage in the development of Man in Asia. 



Cllapter 1 : The Yao and their History 

Who are the Yao and how did they come to inherit such a 
magnificent art from the Chin= religious tradition ? 

Most visitors to Northern Thailand have met these engaging and 
colourful people. The women in their turbans, their flowing gown with 
a red woolly collar, their hand embroidered trousers On their backs 
their youngest child, slung in a decorated cloth babycarrier, the older 
children running beside. The men in indigo jackets, with silver buttons. 

But who are they, and where did they originate ? What are their 
religious beliefs and rituals ? In the following pages, some answers to 
these questions are suggested. 

The Yao people are linked with the most ancient period in 
Chinese history. All Chinese scholars, and most people interested in 
China's folklore, have read the story of P'an Hu, the Palace dog who 
married a Chinese Emperor's daughter. As told in the Chronicles of the 
Later Han Dynasty, Hou Han Shu ( l&Sf !, written by Fan Yeh in the 
Vth Century k D., the protdhinese Emperor Kaehsin (243 5-2365 
B.C.) had promised to give one of his daughters in marriage to anyone 
who could rid him of General Wu, the chief of the marauding Chuan 
Jung ('Dog Jung') tribe. A five-coloured dog named P'an Hu, a familiar 
pet of his Court, succeeded, and brought back General Wu's head to the 
Emperor. The dog and the princess were subsequently married and their 
children (six boys and six girls, who intermarried) became the fo~.fathers 
of the Yao tribes. 

The name of 'YaoY( P i is not found in Chinese documents earlier 
than the T'ang dynasty (618-906 AD.), at which time it first appears in 
the expression mo yao A 3  meaning hot subject to compulsory service', 
to indicate the ancestors of the modern Yao. The first part of this 
expression was no longer used in the Sung dynasty (960-1279 A-D-X 
That is how these people, previously called Man, or Nan Man ('Southern 
Barbarians'), or Shan tse ('Sons of the Mountains'), or P'an Hu Chung 
(%IS 'Race of P'an Hu'), gradually came to be called Yao. 

Pan Hu's story is of course pure mythology. Some earlier 
commentators1 have already pointed out that the "five coloured dog' 
may be a metaphorical term for a senant, or (if one sticks to the word 

I. As, for instance, d'Hervey de Saint-Denis in his Ethographie des Peuples 
Etrangers, G e n m  1883, in the pages wnceming the Yao. or f i n  Hu Chung. 
This bak is an annobted translation of Ma Tuan Lin's chapter on the Southern 
and Northern Barbarians in hi Wen hsien t'ung k'ao 'Comprehensive Study 
of Civkation', first printed in 1322. 



ehr % ), used here for 'dog') possibly a tribesman of the same- 
Jrurg *& ('Dog Jung') people as his victim. For example, in his 
Myths and Legend of China (London 19221, E.T.C. Werner includes the 
story which he recorded from She tribesmen living 'in the mountainous 
country not very many miles inland' from Foochow, as a Jung myth. 
Other authors believed that the legend could account for the origin of 
all the southern Chinese ethnic groups. But a more careful look will 

acknowledge that the only groups or tribes (that is the ShE in the hills 
of Chekiang, Fukien and Chaochow. and the Miao on Hainan island) 
who claim P'an Hu as founding ancestor, are definitely of the same 
ethnic stock as the Yao. Be that as it may, P'an Hu's legend has become 
a symbol which both the Chinese and the Yao have found expedient 
to use, each for their own purposes. On the one hand, later generations 
of Chinese extended dog ancestry, at first given only to the forefathers 
of the Yao, to every non-Chinese tribal people, and classified all their 
ethnic n ame  under the 'dog' ( 3 cMm).radical. On the other hand, 
some of the tribal people have retained the Chinese version of the story, 
so that they could claim that one of their two original ancestors was a 
Chinese princess. According to Chinese imperial customs, such a 
prestigious ancestry entitled them to special privileges. That is why, 

among the modem Yao, eating the flesh of dogs is taboo and how they 
explain the traditional wedding veil, which, as among the Chinese, 
completely covers the bride's head, as a device to hide from her the 
bestiality of the groom2. By maintaining this pseudehistory of Pan Hu, 
thc Yao (and related groups) gave themseives, as it were, a bargaining 
counter in negotiations with the Chinese Empire. 

At the beginning of this century, when the civil and military 
administrators of French Indochina first came into contact with groups 
of Yao who had moved into Tonkin and North Laos, they were handed 
a Chinese document, known since then as the Yao (or Man) Charter. 
The Yao call this document: Kia sm Dong Xh IZ Its full title reads in 
mandarin : P'irrg-hang e-tikk Rub fangden yo~&yuan 

Zf 2?%SBm B Sii& 'King Ping's Charter : permanent safe-conduct for 
crossing the mountains'. It reproduces quite faithfully P'an Hu's story. 
But it is at variance with Fan Yeh's version. The most important 
variation changes the identity of the Chinese Emperor concerned from 
Kaehsin to King P'ing of theCh'uKingdom (528516 B.C.)3, and that 

2. Werner's d d p t i o n  is worth quoting here : 
" ... a large and paculiar headgear constructed of bamboo splints resting on a peg 
inserted in the chignon at the back of the head, the weight of the structure in 
front being counterbalanced by a pad. serving as weight, attached to the end of 
the splints, which projected as far down as the middle of the shoulders. This 
framework was covered by a mantilla of red cloth whih, when not rolled up, 
concealed the whole head and face. ... One account says that at the original 
bridal ceremony the bride wore he  red man& to prevent her seeing her husband's 
ugly features, and that is why the headdress is worn by the women and not by 
the men, or more generally by the former than the latter, though others say that 
it was originally worn by the ugly children of both sexes. Werner op.cit. pp. 422. 
See also Ho Lien Kuei. I19571 - 
3.  Some versions do not specify any particular dynasty or kingdom. Strangely, 
the only other King P'ing is to be found in the Chow dynasty (770-719 B.C.) . 



of his enemy from General Wu t o  King Kao 5 It gives P'an Hu twelve 
children, six boys and six girls, as in the Chinese version, from which it 
then differs, by stating that they found spouses outside the family, 
instead of intermarrying. 

The story serves as an introduction to an imperial edict in which 
King Ping : fmt, posthumously grants P'an EIu the title of 'King Fan' 
(P'an Wang), w Pien hung in modern Yao ; second, exempts his 
descendants from all taxes and lcvies ; and third, allows them permane-nt 
freedom to cultivate 'by the sword and fire' (i.e. 'slash and bum') all 
the mountains of the Empire4. 

Did Fan Yeh have a copy of this Charter when hc wrote the 
chapter on the Nan Man in the Hou Han Shu ? Or did he rely on an 
oral tradition ? The oldest available version of this Charter seems to be 
a Ch'ing dynasty copy of a document dated a century later, in the 5th 
year of thc medieval Sui dynasty (595 A.D.). All thc other versions date 
from the first year of the Ching Ting era (1260)' under the E-rnpe~dr 
Li-tsung of the Southern Sung Dynasty. 

Many questions are raised by the variation between Fan Yeh's 
account and the 'indigenous' Yao Charter. If Fan Yeh's account was 

the fmt one to be ever writtcn, we may think that the Yao version of 
the Chinese story was later recordcd by local Chinese administrators as 
an agreement with independent or rebellious t r i i  people. It must have 
been used by both sides as a way of achieving peace-, which explains 
why its appearance virtually coinaides with the emergence of the name 
of 'Yao', with the connotation of 'not subject to the corvee' (mo yao). 
The -widespread discmination among the Yao today of King P'ing's 
Charter must be related to the numerous Yao rebellions in that period- 

Dr. Lam Tin Wai5 found, in the Chinese annals, records of no less 
than 3 8 Yao uprisings during the three centuries of existence of the two 
Sung dynasties. The Yao priviIege of avoiding taxes and the corvee, 
among other things, appears to have been at stake in these events. 

For instance, in his chapter on the Yao, the great Chinese ency- 
clopedist of the XIU* century, Ma Tuan Lin6, quoted a memorandum 
dated 1 1 63 A.D. to the Sung Emperor, Hsiian-tsung , which denounced a 
new form of f x a l  evasion in Hunan province: 

'Fields are freely exchanged and sold at will between both parties 

He actually had to transfer his capital to avoid the marauding Chiian Jong. This 
possibly explains the reason why Fan Yeh daied that story back to King Kao W n  
(2435 3445 BC) . In the Yao version, Kng Kao is actually the adversa y of King 
Piing. AU this is vety confusing and probably r e i l d s  the perpiexity of the Chinese 
a d m ~ t o r s  when trying to establish a suitable hiorical document for the Yao. 
4. This is only a rough summary of this rather lengthy document. The full version 
is to be found in La Revue Indochinoise (1906), original text in Chinese with 
a French translation (unfortunately anonymous). Another publication (without 
hanslation) will tw found in Shiratori Y., Yao Documents, Tokyo 1975. The 
oldest Sui Dynasty version was published by Yamamoto T. Man-mku no san- 
kanbo-tokuni kdensetsu to ijii keiro ni tsuite- ('Charters of Man people' : Shan - 
kuan-pu), Tokyo bunka kenkyu-jo kiyo, 7 : 191-269. Tokyo 1955. 
5. See Lin T'ien Wei (Lam Tin Wai) : Sung-tai Yao-ruon p'ien-nien chi-shih 
"Chronology of the Yao uprisings in the Sung period". 



(ie. the Han and the Yao); and many rich Chinae families even give 
their land in trust to Yao famiJies, in order to free themselves of any 
liability to tax- on it.' 

The maintenance of Yao privileges must have been often 
discussed by the Chinese administration, e s p d y  when, as shown in 
this quotation, the Yao were close neighbouw of the Han Chinese popu- 
lation. 

As one can see from these few hints, the early history of the 
Yao is still obscure. Consequently, 1 haitate to guess at where and 
when the Yao first emerged as a distinct ethnic group. Nowaday~ we 
find them widely scattered in parts of South China, and speaking a 
variety of locally influenced dialects (Map I). Of these, the most 
important are: the mien and mu#; the pu nu; the iu ngkn and the 
la& k/;a. The Yao of presentday Thailand and Laos are most closely 
related to the mien group, which is by far the most numerous. Unlike 
other Yao groups, the wide distribution of the Mien Yao over South 
China seems to have been more recent; an identical vernacular tradition 
of their migrations is kept by the whole group, in places as far apart as 
Kwangtung Province in China and Northern Thailand. It  is embodied 

* * in a thanhgmng ritual - called tzo dang ( 352 1 - in honour of the Lords 
of the Sanctuaries, miu hung l .a E ? , one of them being their first 
ancestw, P b  Hung, ie. P'an Hu. This tradition deserves mention here 
because it is also illustrated in 4 the series of Y ao paintings. According 
to it, the Mien Yao were driven away from the Nanking Administrative 
Circuit (Nm -g tao&SH ) in the second half of the XIV fh century 
A.D. when, following a period of civil war, the fmt Ming Emperor, 
Hung-WU, defeated his rival and acceded to the throne. Chinese local 
chronicleq translated by Ling Zeng Seng7, also state that the Yao living 
in the mountains of Hunan and Kwangsi took advantage of disorders 
and troubles in China and had invaded Chinese territory, ptundering 
cities and ravaging the country. Repressive expeditions started in the 
Sixth year of Hung-wu (1373 A.D.). 

The Yao account is significantly different. It first touches on 
the Creation of the World by P'an Ku~, the restoration of the human 

6.  Wen&en tun+kbo, chapter on the Nan Man (Swthern httwiam). I quote 
from the French transbtion by d'Hervey de Saint Denis. 

7. Lin Zeng Seng (alias Lin Shun Sheng) Recherches ethnographlques sur les 
Yao & la Chine du Sud, Paris 1929. 
8. According to a wide-spread Taoist tradition, Pan Ku is the cosmic man born 
from dw migind chaas through the interaction of he TI and Yang, antqcmbk 
and complementary powers of Nature. As Sky and Emfh became more distinct 
from one another, his body e x p d d  to form the Universe, "hi work occupied 
eighteen thousand years, during w h i  he formed the sun, maon and stars, the 
heavens and the earth, himself inmeasing in stature day by day, being daily six 
feet taller than the day before, until his labours ended, he died that his work might 
live. His head became the mountains, hisbreath h e  wind and douds, his wia 
the thunder, hi limbs the foor quarters of the earth, hi blood the rivers, his flesh 
the soil, hi beard the constellations, hi skin and hair the herbs and trees, hi 
teeth, bones and marrow the metal, rocks, and predous stones, his sweat the 
rain, and the insects creeping over his body human beings ...." Werner op-cit. 
p. 77. 1932 



race by Fu Hsi's marriage to his sister after the universal flood, and the 
Han Chinese recognition of the Twelve Yao Clans by King P'ing's 
Charter. Then passing to the accession to the throne of the Ming 
Dynasty, the Yao version of these events goes on to say9 : 

"..... Let us now turn to the birth of the Ming Dynasty, which 
destroy4 the Empire and killed tens of thousands of people among the 
Hundred Clans (ie. the Han ~hinese) ...!o Our Holy King seated in 
his Golden Palace, was the one who had established the Ten Protected 

Areas" (shih p o  tutg +rXR ) in the administrative Circuit of Nanking, 
with their irrigated rice fields in the plains which we had cultivated for 
no less than 1,854 years. 

"Let us now pass to the Yen and Mao years (1386-87 A.D.) (of 
the reign of Hung-wu) when the King of Heavens rebelled, and the King 
of Earth let loose a flood of troubles ruining the people in the EmpireI2 . 
As the reign of Hung-wu began, the holy King gave way. The Blessed 
Descendants of the Twelve Yao Clans, abandoning their rice fields and 
property, retreated to the 80,000 mountain tops of the Nan Hai where 
they cultivated mountain after mountain. 

"We then come to the second Yen and Mao years ( 1  39&99 A.D.), 
when the whole Empire suffered a great dmught which lasted three 
years. Neither rice nor other grain remained in the Imperial public 
granaries and storehouses. The deepest ponds went dry, and not the 
smallest ripple was left in which the carp could swim. Firewood caught 
light of itself, and dry logs began to smoulder. The hearts of our people 
were troubled. There was no way in which they could make a livelihood. 
They ate any thing they could find. Lords devoured lords, and the people 
fought each other for survival. Sadness reigned in all hearts. The Blessed 
Descendants of the Twelve Yao Clans could stand it no longer. After 
much thought, they (hit upon the idea of) crossing lakes and seas They 
had so fured the course of the ships that after seven days and seven nights 
the prows would come to shore, the poops to the quayside. But after 
three months at sea, their course had led them nowhere. The prows 

9. These events are recorded in the many individual manuscripts used in the tzo 
&ng m o n h ,  all of which differ slightly. Here I pmtichly rely on two texts, 
one belonging to Tsiou Luang Ts'ing in Laos, and the other to Tang Tsan Kun 
in Thailand. I basad my translation on the first one, and 4 the second to r-lue 
points of doubt. 

10. Here I omit a sentence which is repeated below, and seems to be an inter- 
polation introduced by a copyist. In any case, it does not add anything of sub- 
stance to the text. 

11. A tung is literany a 'cave', a 'grotto' ; but the ward was also used to mean 
the smalIest adminisbative unit of a barbarian territory which had passed under 
Imperial conhl and adminkbation. Here shih paodng may be understood either 
as a place name, or (if literally translated) as 'ten protecied districts'. 

12, The historical sequence is not clear. Hung-wu's reign started in 1368, and 
suppressive campaigns against the Yao in 1373.1 have not yet found any event 
in the annals of 1386-87 that could be linked to the Yao migration to Nan Hai. 
The same problem arises over the great drought which the Yao claim occurred 
in 1398- 99. Further historical research will probably substantiate or disprove 
the story. 



of thc vcssels could not be brought to shore, nor their poops be berthed 
at the quay. The Blessed Descendants of the Twelve Yao Clans searched 
the Heavens with anguish in their hearts. But they saw no way out, as if 
they wcrc gazing at a mountain too high (to see thc pass). They leaned 
overboard to plumb the sea, but the watcr was too deep. Thus they 

feared lest evil winds would blow them away to the gate of the Dragon 
Kings of the Five Seas. At first, huddled amidships they sought a 
gateway. Was thcrc no one- who would comc to rescue the Blessed 
Descendants of the Twelve Yao Clans ? Since the beginning of  time, 
the Holy King P'an had sent the Five Banners of Horsemen to save our 
people. So he would surely save the Blased Descendants of the Twelve 
Yao Clans. 

They at first prepared rnoney from white paper, and made ready 
three animals for a major sacrifice. They beseeched the {Pantheon of) 
Ancestors wreathed in eternal incense, thcir Founding Ancestor and 
Forehcars, and the Five Banners of IIorsemen, to turn thcir heads and 
faccs upon them. They made a written promise of a great tzo dang 
cerenlony if these Holy Beings would enter their ships and protect the 
Blesscd Descendants of the Twelve Yao Clans. 

After this, before three days and seven nights had passed, the 
ships found their proper course. The waters opened a way and brought 
the vessels to the shorc, the horses to the streets. The prows of the 
ships went ashore, the tails of the horses- wavcd in tht: countryside. 
They settled down in Kwangtung province, in the Lochang district of 
hsiao chou (Shao-chow) Prefecture." 

Map I : Geographic distribution in C h h  of the four main Yao languagss. Note how the Punu language location is close to the Wu-ch'i 
'Five Torrents' area which some Chinese traditions make the country of origin of the Yao. A black dot further indicates the location 
of anthropological research work already published. 



This story of the Voyage across the Sea at the Mercy of the 
Waves, piu iu chia khoi ; HE : , has become a second origin myth 
for the Mien Yao. Significantly their close neighbours, the Mun or Man 
Lan Tien, do not seem to  have it. The text included in the tzo dang 
ritual is further substantiated by oral tales and folk songs. It also 
mentions the thanksgiving cercmony which the Yao held three years 
a f t e ~  their safe arrival in Kwangtung. And this ceremony has still a 
bearing on their life today. For example, the twelve clans were further 
segmented by legend in to different numbers of subclans whose names 
are derived often dircctly from this thanksgiving ceremony. Thus , the 
Tsiou clan distinguishcs a subclan called Beng Min Tsiuu iT , 
descended from the people who stood 'on the top of the cliff. fmm 
another called Beng Dia Tsiou :+&S ,descended from those who stood 
'at the bottom of the cliff during that ceremony. The Tang Clan divides 
between the Tang K'ang, named for the rack they used to offer pigs, 
and the Tang Swi, named for the citrus offered at the same ceremony. 

We may assume that after their odyssey they must have foreseen 
a shortage of eligible spouses from other clans, as their total numbers 
were too few. The purpose of this division into subclans was to enable 
the Yao to maintain the Chinese rule that one may not marry another 
member of one's own clan. Nowadays in the small and scattered 
communities of Southeast Asia, the rule of exogamy is no  longer 
respected at the level either of the c h  or of the subch .  One may marry 
within one's own scgmmt provided that the couple has no common 
ancestor for at least three generations. 

It can be argued that this tradition of 'crossing the seas' has no 
basis in fact. 1 would venture to disagrec with this view, and to think 
that one disregards the account at one's peril, until it has been proved 
to be wrong Many points in it have a strong flavour of history. The 
name of Nan Hai I SG5 ; , 'The Southern Seas', was formerly given to  
the southeastern coastal provinces of China, from Chekiang to K w a n ~  
tung So one may surmise that the course they took was that suggested 
in Map 11. 



Furthermore, m the mountains of these coastal provinces we still 
find groups of Sh; (see Map 111). According to  Ho Lien Kuei , they 
appeared for the first time during the Ming Dynasty, and were given 
this name (which means 'swiddeners') by the Chinese country folk in 
Fukien; and Professor Jao Tsung Yi (who collected an illustrated version 
of the Pan  Hu story among the she of Chaochow13 ) has even noted 
that, in the same Ming period, the She were usually called 'Yao Shp by 
the Chinese. Unfortunately, no Iinguistic data are yet to hand which 
might indicate that the She could have been the remnants of the Nan Hai 
Yao who did not join thc odyssey at sea. 

The Yao story docs not give the proposed destination of the 
seafarers. Did they intend to make a landfall in Taiwan, the traditional 
refuge of the losing side in China ? But in the event, having been driven 
to the Kwangtung coast, they may well have made their way up the 

in the sedes of Peichiang River and finally arrived in the mountainous district of 
among the She by Prof. Lochang, in the Shaochow Prefecture. That area has still import ant Yao 

Jao Tsung-Yi. the P'an Hu story settlements today. Let us for now accept that the story is broadly true. 
ends UP with the d i p r s a 1  of his The question then arises: how is it that the Mien Yao have spread from 
'On's reprodud The thc western hills of Kangtung Province to their present habitat 3 Another 
eldest leaves in a sedan to seek Yao ritual book can help us in this. It tells in verse of their adventure fortune (above). .... 

and of their subsequent migrations to Hu Kwang (Hunan) in the North, 
and to Kweichow, Kwangi and Yuman in the West: 

"They settled in the Lo Chang district of Kwangtung 
All of them thanked (the gods) for having eased their 

anxiety 
And, in the crossing ofthe sea, steered their boats in the 

right direction. 
The sleeves of their gown parted, and each group went 

their own way. 
One party went ahead to  the Hu Kwang Region 
And another moved off towards Kweichow 
A third tried to find a territory in Kwangsi. 
Where the mountains are wide there can be no concern. 
And there are still the borderlands of Yunnan ! " 

This is a reasonably accurate account of their geographical 
The second son leaves by boat distribution in China and the "peripheral states" today. Whatever may 
(compare this picture with the 
ones - illustrating chapter 19) ...., emerge from further historical research about the Yao's dlaim to have 

been plain-dwellers in the Ten Pao-tung of the Nanking Circuit at the 
beginning of the Ming Dynasty, they have now become in the main 
mountain peasants, subsisting by slash and burn (swiddcn) agriculture, 
and moving their villages every twenty years or so. And in this situation, 

13. Jao Tsung Yi, 'The She settlements in the Han River Basin, Kwangtung.' 
in Drake, F.S. edit. Pramdings of the Symp&um on H u  A r c h a d -  
gical and Linguistic Studies on Southem China, Southeast Asia and the 
Hong Kong Region, Hong Kong 1967 See also Ho L i i  Kuei 'Problems of the 

She ,in Min-isu wen- huei yen-chiu 'Ethnic C~lltural Studies', Taipei 1951, and 
She-& chien-shihSuc~inct H i o y  of the She People', Fuchow 1980 



Map IiI : The Yao in South China and mainland Southeart M. The dots indiwte Yao population (without distin~ishing between 
the four main language illustrated in Map I) ,  the squares indimte the Sh8. Note their position in cornparision with the Sea Odyssey 
of the Mien Yao illustrated in Map I I. 

anthropologists who have worked with them in Northern Thailand, have 
found them competent slash and burn farmers, and most careful to 
conserve their environment By cultivating the fields in long rotation. 
they usually allow the tropical forest time to regenerate. 

They produce mainly rice for their own consumption, and maize 
with which to feed their poultry and pigs. Opium, which was introduced 
at the time of the XIXfh Century SineBritish Opium Wars, provides 
their main source of cash income. With the money earned by the sale of 
their opium b e s t ,  their pie and surphs rice, they may occasionally 
move down to the town and become merchants. However, the majority 
prefer the isolation and security of the mountains where their culture 
is not subject to any outside pressure. 

In their villages they tend to maintain an extended family in the 
same household as long as possible, and to retain lineage bonds whenever 
such households break up. The need for additional labour and endemic 
female sterility induce them to adopt as many children as possible from 
neighbouring tribes. With a complete absence of racial prejudice, they 
consider that cultural background is far more important than blood 
origins. 

The efforts of the Mien Yao to  preserve their own culture, in 
spite of the difficultia and sacrifices which this entails, is a matter of 
fact which deserves consideration. It explains their overwhehing vitality 

Tbe third son 'ride8 into the Ids  
on a dragon' (?) ...-.. 



T H A I L A N D  

Map IV  : Geographic distribution of the Y w  in Larw and Thailand prior to May 1975. For 
the migration roads from China through Law and Burma I rely on Chob K a h a  Ananda's 
inquiries (see bibliography 1. 

in CGna, where they form the majority of the current Yao population 
of 1,200,000 souls. It  also accounts for their move to the Tonkin area 
of Vietnam, where they represent a significant percentage of the 180,000 
Yao (Giao) said to be living in thewholeof the country; and for their 
even more recent migrations to Laos and Thailand, where nowadays 
over 20,000 of them make their home (See Map IV) 

The most recent episode in their struggle for cultural identity is 
their flight from Laos, and subsequent migration as refugees to Europe 
and the United States, where they work hard to make their way in an 
alien industrial society. 

And what is this culture which still sustains them, as it has in the 
past, amid d l  the vicissitudes they have encountered ? The paintings 
which form the main theme of this book provide a good standpoint 
from which to review it. 



Chapter 2 : Yao religion : Taoism 

The Y ao rituals commemorating P'm Hu, as well as their other 
protective divinities, are now recorded in Chinese characters, a skill 
which the Yao learned at the same time as they adopted their present- 
day religion For some reason or other, many observers in past decades 
have failed to see for what it is this whole body of rituals, and the books 
and baintin@ on which it relies. One or two of the dozen or so Chinese 
researchers who have been to the Yao hills during this time have noted 
in passing that some of the rituals they watched were 'taoist-like', but 
most other anthropologists have sought to explain Y ao religion in terms 
of archaic and indigenous tribal beliefs. This is surprising, because one 
needs only a minimum knowledge of Chinese religious practices to 
understand that Yao religion and rituals can only be a borrowing from 
a more powerful tradition. And this tradition is Chinese Taoism. 

Although most casual visitors overlook it, the Taoism of the 
Mien Yao quietly manifests itself in many ritual aspects of  their everyday 
life. But if one has the chance to be in their villages during the last two 
months of the Chinese calendar year (which they observe), when most 
of the great ceremonies are performed, one cannot fail to  be impressed 
by the discovery of a strongly structured religion. The paintings which 
are displayed on such occasions are also all the more striking and it is 
difficuit to ascribe them to a primitive tradition. Unfortunately, the 
common prejudice that mountain people are 'backward' has somehow 
blinded some of their most enthusiastic supporters. Ignorance of the 
Chinese script has also been a serious obstacle for most Western anthm 
pologists working with the Yao. 

To acknowledge the Yao religion as taoist raises as many problems 
as it appears to solve. When and where wasTaoism introdumd to them ? 

To answer these questions, one must not only be competent in 
Yao language and ethnography but also must understand the Chinese 
liturgical texts reproduced in Yao books. Besides this, one is then 
confronted with the massive 1,120 volumes of the Taoist Canon15 as 
the reference collection for identifying and dating Yao rituals. Then 

15. This number refers to the 1923-26 and 1962 reprints ; the last reprint in 
Taipei fl Wen and Hsin Wen Fens, 1977) has reduced it to sixty volumes. The 
cdlaction of Taoist documents gathered into the Canon (tao Tsang 3s ) started 
as early as the VIIIh century under Tang Hsiian-tsung. It was first printed by 
woodblwk in the XVfi century under the Ming Dynasty. 



comes the problem of relating Yao tradition to one or &her of the 
various taoist traditions. Fortunately, a number of Yao ritual books 
published in Y. Shiratori's Yao documents (Tokyo 1 97 5 )  recently came 
to the notice of an historian of Chinese Taoism, Dr. Michel ~trickrnann'~ 
To this competent specialist of Chinese Taoism, Yao books undoubtedly 
relate to 'a body of ritual texts that was first revealed to mankind during 
the Northern Sung. It was called the "True Rites of the Heatt of Heaven" 
( T'h-ksin -fa x ~ ~ Z Z  1 The liturgies of the movement were 
systernatised and codified during the reign of the great Taoist emperor, 
Hui-tsung.'. 

Emperor Hui-tsung ( 1 1 0 1 - 1 1 28 A.D.) was the last emperor of 
the Northern Sung dynasty. A great painter and calligrapher, his reign 
was ended by the invasion of the Jiirchen tungusic barbarians who 
founded the Kin empire (1  126- 1234 A.D.). Hui-tsung was made prisoner 
in his capital and died in captivity. But a Sung prince who had taken 
refuge in the Southeastern city of Hangchow gathered the remnants of 
the empire around a new Southern Sung dynasty, which lasted until 
1 279 A.D. before being overpowered by the Mongols of invading Kublai 
Khan. 

According to Dr. Strickmann, it was during this fifty year period 
that the T'krz-hsin Cherag-fa rites were widely diffused throughout South 
China: 

" T"kmhh Ckng-fa priests worked as ambulant missionaries 
bringing their exorcistic and therapeutic rituals directly into the homes 
of the common people. There is evidence that they received official 
suppo rt .... several magistrates who were initiated into the movement.. . 
made use of T'ien-hsin rites in the course of their official duties: for 
pacifying their district, reducing epidemics, and guaranteeing the 
harvest 17.' 

With the shifting of the political center from North to South, 
the Empire was coming into closer contact with Southern ethnic groups. 
Among these, the Yao must have been the fmt to have been encountered. 
(Even today, the Yao and the She" are the northernmost of all the 
Southern China ethnic groups.) Thus as a first step, the Han might have 

16.1 am mush indebted to Dr. Michel Slrickmann for hi enlightened mmmen- 
taries of Y. Shmtons Yao D a m e n t s ,  given in a wmrnunication to the Amer- 
can Oriental Society. Western Branch : 'The Tao among the Yao : Taoism and 
the sinification of South China', Los Angeles, 2 April 1979 ; and more briefly in 
his 'History. Anthropology, and Chinese Religion', a review article of Michael 
Saso's The Teachings of Taoist Master Chwng, New Haven 1978, in the 
Harvard Journal of Asiitic Studies, Vol. 40 Nr. 1, June 1980. p.242. 

I myself identified Yao religion as Taoism in 1972 in my 'Un curieux point 
d'Hioire: l'aventure maritime des Mien' (see bibliography) and again in my 
chapter on 'Les peupks non Han de la Chine' in Encyclopdie R6gIonaIe U ; 
Paris 1978 p. 81 1, 814. But my lack of erudition in Taoist literature prevented 
me horn linking Yao Taoist texts to their Chinese sources. For example, the Tien- 
hsin Cheng-fa school is specifically mentioned in a text inbducing Yuan Shih 
Tien T'sun "The Primordial Heavenly Worthy" but hsin 'heart' is orthographed 
hsing 'siar'. In any case the identity of this tradition among the Yao is beyond 
doubt. 

17. Smdrman, 1979, op. cit. 



brought the Yao rebellions to  an end by granting the Yao Charter 
(1260 A.D.). This was, of course, not a Taoist document. But after 
that, there might have followed the Taoist missionary-administrators 
with their rituals for universal pacification to which the Yao of today 
still adhere. Or, as Dr. Strickmann puts it: 'Thus, it seems probable that 
the recently-subdued Yao had already been exposed to this rapidly 
expanding stream of Taoist practice by the XIIIth century - from which 
time dates the imperial charter granted t o  the Yao18 ' 

Now, if we maintain the working hypothesis that the Yao could 
have been converted to Taoism in the second half of the XIIIfh century, 
the question then arises: were the Yao already taoists when they 
embarked on their Sea Odyssey ? To answer this question, we must 
turn to Yao hoist practices. 

To distinguish their Taoist religion fmm other ceremonial 
activities, the Yao call it: tsong rsei, meaning Taoist liturgy, in contrast 
to lei nyei {"etiquette"). In the latter they include all the formal 
behaviour used in dealings with their ancestors, and the rules and 
ceremonies relating to marriage. It has a strong Confucian flavour in 
the best Chinese tradition As may be expected, the 'etiquette' is 
perceived as a body of communal rules that everybody in the community 
must follow. At first, Yao Taoism has also the appearance of a 
communal cult to which all must adhere. But a more careful look a t  
viliage practices reveals a quite different situation, because Taoism 
among Yao communities even today is still in a stage of active prosely- 
tism. That explains the care which its priests take to maintain its 
rituals. Its attractivenas as a way to salvation from one's sins has of 
course led to its wide-spread acceptance among the Yao, and has made 
it virtually impervious to the efforts of other missionary groups. But in 
a crisis, as for instance when Yao refugees in Thailand are asked to 
abandon their faith and em brace Christianity in return for more generous 
help, the Taoist priests complain that they feel deserted and abandoned 
by the faithful, as priests of any other religion would do in similar 
circumstances. This brings out the fact that in most Yao communities 
them is always a fringe element which stays apart from the active religious 
observances of the majority. In normal conditions, it is usually poverty 
which makes them stand aside. Taoist rituals are expensive, and the 
ability to perform them emphasizes the power given by a rare combination 
of initiation and full literacy which remains the privilege of only a 
minority of those who have been ordained. 

It should be remembered that the physical art of writing petitions 
or memorials to the gods is an essential part of Taoist ritual These 
messages are transmitted to Heaven by burning them after a ceremonial 
reading. During preparations for major ceremonies, many weeks are 
spent in writing these memorials, and the omission of one or the other 

18. Ibid. 



of them can upset the flow of the whole ceremony. 

From this, it can well be understood that the art of calligraphy 
stood in the first rank of the basic teachings which the Yao received 
from their Chinese instructors. The major rituals could not be performed 
without the writings. Nowadays, as soon as Yao boys reach the age of 
four or five, they begin to learn how to write Chinese characters with a 
brush. Fathers prefer to teach their sons themselves; but if they do not 
have the ability or the time, they may hire another villager or even 
better a casual Chines: visitor to perform this task. But despite the time 
and care they may have devoted to it, many Yao adults cannot in fact 
write correctly. They are thus unable to prepare for themselves the 
essential memorials to the gods, and also cannot undertake any further 
studies of rituals with a fully quaed ritualist. These semi-literates 
must therefore remain satisfied with the performance of simple oral 
rituals which they call sip mien SA5b "to deal with spirits (or gods)"- 

There are in fact two categories of priests in a Yao Taoist 
community. One has reached the hierarchy grades but is unable to 
perform important rituals; and the other is composed of qualified 
professionals who are recognised by their fellow villagers as sai chia 
E?bX "Masters", or tom sai chia A Bjc' "High Priests". 

The religious life of a Yao layman may start very early. Between 
the ages of five and twenty, and usually around seventeen, but sometime 
later, a Yao man is introduced to the Taoist Pantheon through the kwa 
tang "hanging the lamps" ceremony. Its main purpose is to entitle 
him to perform some rituals, and to confer on him a fmt "official" 
degree in the clerical hierarchy. As a result he will be granted a religious 
name fa Bua Z8 when he will drop his middle generation name's and 
replace it by the word fa 2 ,  "The Law (of Tao)" 20. For example, 

somebody whose adult name reads Tang (family) Fu(generation) On 
(personal) PBGS will  then be called Tang Fa On PC;&% , that is 'the 
faithful On of the Tang family', in aI1 religious documents and cere 
monies, including his own funeral. 

19. Like the Chinese, the Yao name consists of three monosyllabic characters. 
The first syllable is usually the clan (or family) name. The second the generation 
name. (All the descendants of the same segment in the same generation bear 
the same generation name. This is taken seriatim from a sequence of the four, 
five or six words which constitute the "descent label". All the people from that 
descent group will then acknowledge their close relationship by the mere ex- 
change of names.) The thud syllable is the personal name. This is the system 
Qovenning the names of adult men Children's names ; women's names, nicknames 
and so on also have their own rules. 

20. Taoism has incorporated quite a few Buddhist concepts. This is also charac- 
teristic of the T'ien-hsin Cheng-fa movement. Saso (1978) p.54 writes about 
it: The sect used mudras and mantras modeled after the esoteric hddhist orders 
.... '. Fa, "the Law" (but ako %te". "magif) is one =ample. All the Taoists g d s  
and adepts are said in Yao rituals to "have taken refuge in the True Rites", 
Kui- yi  Cheng-fa. 


















































































































































































































































































































