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Traditional Naxi Papermaking and the Culture it Transmits
Photographer and Writer: Zhang Xu, Bai Feng

Dongba culture is the ancient tradition of China's Naxi
nationality. It has been preserved and become known through Dongba
shamani sm, an animistic, Nature—-worshipping religion that
incorporates elements of Ben, Buddhism, and Daoism. Its major
rituals include sacrifice, prayer, and exorcism. Dongba shamans
are the keepers of Dongba culture. Over 30,000 Dongba scriptures
have been written by these shamans over the ages using Dongba
pictographics, the only pictographic script still in use in the
world today.

0Of the 280,000 Naxi people, there are less than twenty remaining
full Dongba shamans. They are all over seventy years old, and it
is likely that within the first ten years of this century, they
will all have passed on. Preserving Dongba culture, and
preventing its rapid demise into no more than a museum exhibit,
has become a burning necessity. It is essential to immediately
record the life and work of these Dongba shamans while they are
still capable of expressing and passing down their traditions.

* * *

It is said that the Baidi area of Zhongian County, located in
northwestern  Yunnan  Province's Diging Tibetan  Autonomous
Prefecture, is the birthplace of Dongba culture. Seventy—three
years old He Zhiben of Gudu village in Baidi is the area's most
famous 1iving Dongba shaman. The Dongba tradition has been handed
down through his family for ten generations. He Zhiben is not only



a master of Dongba scripture, who still celebrates the Dongba
rituals. What's more, he has carried on the almost forgotten art
of making the paper upon which the ancient Dongba writings are
copied.

This series of slides records the process by which He Zhiben and
his sons hand—- make this paper, and shows him using it to write
Dongba pictographs. It also is evidence that the preservation of
this papermaking technique by the Naxi people of Baidi may allow
Dongba pictographic writing, the world's only extant pictographic
script, to survive in its original form.



Traditional Naxi Papermaking in Baidi, Zhongdian County
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Baishuitai (White Water Platform), located in Baidi village of
Zhongdian County, Diqing Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan
Province, China, is a holy site of Dongba culture. On the mountain
opposite 1is Amingling Cave, where Dongba master Dingba Shiluo
meditated and taught long ago. A local Naxi proverb says, "One
can't be a true Lama without going to Lasa; one can't be a true
Dongba without coming to Baidi."
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Daphne Odora, indigenous to Baidi mountain, provides the material
for handmade Naxi paper.
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Elder Dongba shaman He Zhiben of Gudu village is well known in the
area. He is a master of Dongba pictographic writing, and hand
makes the paper on which the Dongba scriptures are copied. Here he
removes and processes the bark in his courtyard, discarding the
outer black layer and keeping the inner light green layer. Great
care must be used in working with the bark, which contains toxins
that will injure the skin on contact. These same toxins prevent
insects from eating paper made from the bark, allowing it to be
preserved for a very long time.
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He Zhiben's youngest son dries the bark. It takes one or two sunny
days to dry the bark, and fade its color from light green to pale
yellow.
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He Zhiben's eldest son boils the dried bark in a pot. This
generally requires six to twelve hours. The bark must be stirred
frequently, and some plant ash should be added during boiling to
soften it.



: i e,
el " W e

06 FIRAIERAET o ETefa, ZM A HIROARHE — Rk, ArFREEM
8 B R AU,

The eldest son pounds the bark with a handmade wooden pestle.
Sometimes it takes a second pounding to reduce it to pulp.
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He Zhiben’s eldest son uses his hands to mix the pulp with water in
a wooden mold. Finally, the pulp and water are evenly mixed.
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When the pulp is evenly distributed on the bamboo grate at the
bottom of the mold, the mold is slowly lifted and the water runs
out. The bamboo grate is taken out of the mold.
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Dongba shamanistic teachings are traditionally passed from father
to son, and on to the next generation. Although historical issues
have prevented He Zhiben from transmitting the complete Dongba
teachings, he has passed on the ancestral papermaking art to his
three sons. Here his eldest son lays the pulp—covered bamboo grate
on a flat wooden board, and uses his hands to press the remaining
water out of the pulp.
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The paper pulp on the board will be completely dry after one or
two sunny days. He Zhiben greatly enjoys hearing the crackling
noise the dry paper makes as it's peeled off the board, and often
undertakes this step himself.
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Dongba shaman He Zhiben copies an old Dongba divination written in
Dongba pictographs. This document is the only survivor of several
hundred ancient Dongba scriptures handed down in his family. It
escaped destruction during the Cultural Revolution because it had

fallen behind a cabinet.
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Dongba pictographs are the only pictographic writing system still
in use in the world today.



