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A Naxi Cremation
Photographer and Writer: Zhang Xu

In 1990, I went to the home of the Naxi nationality at the intersection of the
three provinces of Yunnan, Sichuan, and Tibet to wundertake an on-site
investigation of traditional Naxi culture. In July of 1990, I attended the
funeral of an eighty—-year—old woman in the village of Sanba in Zhongdian county
Yunnan province.

Cremation was once widely practiced among the Naxi people. But in the second
year of the reign of Emperor Qing Yongzheng, (1724), following the replacement
of local warlord control by a centralized government, great changes occurred in
many aspects of Naxi culture. Funeral customs were affected, and Naxi in areas
including Lijiang and Weixi replaced cremation with ground burial. However, the
custom of cremation has been maintained among Naxi people living in Sanba
village.

After obtaining the agreement of the master of the cremation ceremonies, T took
a series of photographs of the funeral over the course of three days. The
pictures selected here illustrate the entire course of the cremation ceremony.
Through these pictures, we are introduced to a group of people, descended from
the nomads who entered northwest China many centuries ago, who have maintained
their traditional customs in a certain village through the present day.
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Placing the Deceased into the Coffin

Following a ceremony to call the soul of the deceased that lasts throughout the
night, the coffin is moved from the back of the house to the front door. Here
the relatives are moving the deceased from inside the house into the coffin.
This is called ”“the ceremony of placing the deceased into the coffin”. The
coffin is 1.3 meters long. The deceased must be positioned with the legs bent,
like a newly born infant
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Slaughtering Oxen

Here the grandchildren of the deceased have led three oxen and one sheep to be
sacrificed to their grandmother. According to local Naxi customs, the family of
each daughter must sacrifice one ox to her departed mother, while the deceased
husband’ s family is only required to offer one sheep
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Chanting Scriptures

Here a Dongba shaman, the master of the cremation ceremonies, chants Scriptures
for the deceased in order to call back her spirit and direct her on the route to
rejoin her ancestors. The scriptures are written in the Dongba language, the
only pictographic language still in use in the world today.
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Sacrifice of the Living

The three oxen and one sheep are killed and laid in front of the coffin as the
Sacrifice of the Living. It is said that the souls of the oxen and sheep will
accompany the deceased into the next world
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The Ceremony of Washing the Horse

The Dongba shaman’s helper sprinkles a bowl of “pure water” on a horse’s head,
body, and tail. When the horse feels the cold water, it shakes its body.
According to Naxi tradition, this signifies that the soul of the deceased has
mounted the horse’s back, ready to start the journey back to the land of the
ancestors in the far north under the guidance of the Dongba Scriptures.
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The Human Bridge

According to the rules of the Naxi, women are not allowed to enter the cremation
grounds. So when they reach the edge of the village, the women kneel down to
build a “human bridge” for the deceased to pass over. As the procession
continues, the men will also build a “human bridge” for the departed at rough
and bumpy spots on the road. The Naxi people believe that the soul will meet
many difficulties as it returns to the land of the ancestors, just as the
ancestors did on their journey from the north. Therefore the living should help
the soul to vanquish the devils it meets along the way.
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Sendiné the Soul

The people escort the deceased to the cremation grounds deep in the mountains.
This spot is carefully chosen according to environmental factors including the
layout of the mountains, geological features, placement of trees, and soil
characteristics.
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Cleansing the Body

The deceased is stripped and butter is applied to the entire body. According to
Naxi cremation customs, the deceased is placed facedown if female and faceup if
male. This is because the Naxi believe that the sky is Yang (male), and the
earth is Yin (female).
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Lighting the Fire

The master of the cremation ceremonies lights the fire after examining the
direction of the wind. Here the coffin is placed on seven pieces of wood because
the deceased is female. If the deceased is male, nine pieces of wood are
required. This symbolizes the Nine Brothers and Seven Sisters who created the
world and the Naxi people according to “The History of Human Migration” recorded
in the Dongba Scriptures.
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The Cremation

The body is given to the flames. The four short posts that support the corners

of the coffin are incised with a step pattern,
will climb on the way to Heaven

representing the ladder the soul
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Stirring the Flames

The burning coffin has collapsed. The master of the cremation ceremonies
constantly turns the wood of the coffin in order to hasten the burning.
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Ashes to Ashes

After two hours, the body and coffin have been reduced to ash. Only the skull
remains. The deceased has turned into smoke to rise into the sky and merge with
the clouds. The Naxi people believe that in this way, the soul of the dead rises
to enter a new, bright world. The deepest significance of cremation is that it
allows the deceased to become one with Nature
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