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Abstract

Cultural phenomea developover hundreds, even thousarafsyears, butre capable
of destructionin a slort time, everwithin a decade. One exampletige traditional
culture of the Li ethnic grou@he Liare the indigenous residenidf Hainan Islandin

southernmos€China Their language is only oral, and there n® written script. The
Li have developeda uniqueculture, retaining certairfolkwayssuch as thie unique
tattooing customfor thousandf years,and up tothe foundation othe new China
in 1949 theycontinued to livex primitive communal life


http://www.ifla.org/iv/ifla73/index.htm

Butthe diversity of the Li culture ispidly vanishing.Thewomen with tattooswve see
nowadaysare over 60 years olftenin their 70s and09g, and few Li peoplean
sing the folk songwhich relatetheir history and storiesthe whole Li culture is on
the verge ofextinction The library of Hainan Universjt has previouslypaid
relatively little attention to localdocumentationbut in the past three years, the
situation has changed dramaticél. The development of local documatbn has
gradually become priority for library work, andthe library hasassumedan active
role, beinginvolved in various adwities to salvage, excavate, stuayd develop the
Li traditional culture.

Not onlyhavewe pad more attention to collections on Li cultugocusng especially
on photgyraphic audiovisual,and multimediacollections) but with the help of Prof.
Ching-chih Chen, of Simmons College, US4 took part ina training opportunity in 2005 with
Global Memory Net (GMNet) in Boston to learn the advanced digital libtecypnology We

have a key project todigitize our multimedia collectionsin order to develop a
database and information servioa the Li traditional culture

In addition the library is increasingly cooperaing with the local governmerdl
departmentspther university and public libraries, museuyrend archivesas wel|
and international exchange is becomingpre activetoo. In a word, in this paper,
the authos want to tell you what efforts we have taken and will take to try to
congruct a dynamic platform from localation to intermtionalization en route to
salvaging the vanishing Li culture.

Introduction
¥ The vanishing culture of the Li ethnic group

There are 56 nationalities in Chjrad which
the mainstreanHan nationaty is the largest, Li Ethnic Minority Group
all the remainingnationalities arecalled
minority ethnic group, including the Li
ethnic group.

The Li are the indigenous residentof
Hainan Islandn southernmosChina Their
language is only oral, and there is no writti !
script. Li peoplewere mostly illiterate in the ;
past,they made knots on ropes or countea

beans to keep records and notBlse earliest document on Li recordeg the Han
nationality goes back som&,000 yearsandthe Hans ofcentral Chinagound the Li
particularly exoticbhecause of the & costumesincluding the way they arraged their
hairand tattoedtheir bodes




The areathe Li inhabited wasvery far awgy from the central government and the
transportation was very backward before thendation of new China in 194@or
exampe, the city of
Sanya,in the south of
Hainan Island,s called
fithe end of the earth
by Chinesebecausédhe
island was so remofe
In these circumstances,
the Li have develoged a
unigue culture, retaining
certain folkways, such
as their unique approach
to marriage (a relic of a
maternal clan society),
and their tattooing
Li Ethnic Minority Group culture, for thousands of
years
As for the primitive folkwy s , ekp&ainh bysway of an exampl&Vvhen a L girl
reached adulthoodt 12 to 13 yeasold, she had tdetattoeed andher parents built a
single roomc a | | e d forfiheribesmwe the family housa this room, the girl
started tchave assignationwith any man she likeceven aftershe wasmarried, she
still ivedwi t h  h er moandwasralesteritesaimanl ogherman(generally
excluding her husbandintil shebecamegregnantThatvirtually ensuredhather first
baby would notbe her husba d 6 s Qnteshk dachada baby, ke would startto
live with her husbandand from then on, shwas not allowed trysts with amyther
man,except orthe speciali festival onMarch 3d. In the pastpn 3d March, every
Li people could date wittvhoever he or shéancied

Li Ethnic Minority Group: tattoo

* Unigue in China
* A long history of 3,000 years
= Now is vanishing

As to the tattooing custonthere is a folklore to interpret the origin of the tattoo,
tattodng is a practice handed down from the ancestoisa woman did not have
tattoo on her body before her death, she would not be acdgptesl spirit ancestos
after she diedandthuswould becone a homeless and wild gho®ecause of such
strange customshe Li have been regardelly the central authoritie® be quite alien
for thousands of yearsnd so up until 1949,they were still living a primitive
communal life

In constrasto such primitive fOIkways, Li hand-made brocade: costumes and
Li costumes and brocadee considered bedcover
pear | in chinabs c

The Li people have the earliest weavir
technology in Chinese history. L |jezs
handmade textile technology reehed a




considerably high levein the 5th centuryand became welknown in the Song
Dynasty (a thousand years agoln the early Yuan Dyasty (12711368), Huang
Daopo,the legendary weaver in Chinese histdearnt advanced téle skills from

the Li peopleand invented a cotton fluffer, a pedal spinning wheel and looms, which
were the most advanced in the world at the tiftere is no doubt that the advanced
textile skills of theLi people to a great extent, pushed the development oha&i
traditional textile industry forward.

From the foundation of new China in 1949, most custontisadfi were prohibitedby
the new Chinese governmeras corruptpractices and bad habitsincluding the
approacho marriageand tattoong custons we mentoned aboveThe Li had to learn
and speak Chinesandthe Li culture las been gradually assimilat@to the Han
mainstream All the more so after1988, when Hainan Island was separdtérom
Guangdong Province and established as an independent Hainanc€rand the
Chinese governmeiiin order to change the backward situatidrihis areaand speed
upits development designated Hainan Islara$the largestspecial economic zone in
China Dramatic changesave taken plagceand the modernization proceshas
impacted the Li traditional culture extensively and deeply.

As social productivity advances, lifestyles change and cultures mix tog#iger,
diversity of the Li culturehas beerrapidly vanishing especidly in the last three
decadesThe women wth tattooswe seenowadaysare over 60 years olfbften in
their 70s and 8Qsand few Li peoplean sing the folk songshich relatetheir history
and storiesand the new generation ke limited knowledge ofhandmade textile
techniquesThe whole Li culure is on the verge @xtinction

¥ Awakening tocultural diversity

In the later prt of the 20th century, the Chinese governmeérad gradually beome
awarethat the policiesof homogenisatiorare very harmfulto the developmentfo
ethnic minoritiesthey acknowledgd that cultural diversity is the common heritage of
humanity and that its defance is an ethical imperative, inseparalotan respect for
human dignityWith the advent of the new ©wiry, thefaster pacef modernizéion

and the globalizaton processhas created anrgent need to protect the intangible
cultural heritage, which is universally regarded as a mainspring of cultural diversity
and a guaraee of sustainable development.

Betweenl1997 and the present dathe governmentof China has issual a serials of
regulationsand lawson theprotection ofthe natural andntangiblecultural heritage
Since 2005Chinahas beertarrying outthe creation o& comprehesive, systematic
inventoryof all forms of intangible heritage in its territorjo date,518 items have
been proclaimeg f i r st i ,Mawhithgustp itemshave eemecognisedy
UNESCO.There are 9temsfrom Hainan Provincdisted in the natiorlacatalogue 6
of whichrelate tothe Oral and intangible culturef thelLi.



Starting the journey salvage the vanishing Li culture
¥Awakening to the | ibraryés functional

The traditional Li cultureonstituteghe code otultural life of the Li ethnic groupit
not only encompassedts own cultural diversity, buis also a vivid and direct
reflecton of thecultural diversity of Human Heritage.

Cultural phenomeadevelopover hundreds, even thousands of yearsabeicapable
of destruction ima short time, evewithin a decade.One example ishe traditional
culture ofthe Li ethnic groupmost of the cultural diversityf theLi no longerexists.

In the face othe vanishind-i culture,what shoulda library bedoing - andwhat is it
able todo, especiallyif it is the library of Hainan Universi®Because therkas leen
no provincial public library in Hainan until200§ it has formany years beeregarded
as not only the universitydo dibrary, but also as a provincial public librargo the
library hasshouldered both themission of both auniversityanda provincial public
library. Although its functional missionshave included thepreservation and
dissemination ofocal culture and knowledgehe libraryhas previously, foa variety
of reasons, paid relatively little attentioto the developmentof the local
documetation

Three years ago, there wejtest over300 categorie®f booksof local documeration
among the library collectioand only some 1@ereaboutthe Li ethnic groupto say
nothing of multimaterial cdlections

Fortunately, in thepast three yearsthe situation has changeddramatically The
development of local documextion hagyradually becoma priority for library work,
andthe libraryhasassumeadn active rolebeinginvolvedin the various actities to
salvage, excavate, study and depdraditionalLi culture It has beemmaking great
efforts totry to construca dynamic platform from locaation to internationalization
en route tesalvaging the vanishing Li culture

¥ Story: Two old professors andenhancing the collections for salvagio

On the top floorof the library building of Hainan University, there is a special office
for two elderly people Almost every day they come to the officeowever bad or
goodthe whether is. For a long time in the past, few librarians knew who they were
and whatthey had been doing. Nearly thrgears agothe Director of the library
knocked orthe door of thisffice, andfrom that momenta specialdoorwas opened,

not onlyto a treasure houseithin in this library building but alsoto the start of
journeyto salvag the vanishing Li culture

mi



Today, we all know then asProfessorZhou Weiminand Professor Tang Lingling
each of whom ishot only over 70 years oldut alsohas ahigh reputation in the
university Although the areretired, for morethan 10years they have been engaged
in research on Hainafocal history and genealogy, focusirgspeciallyon the
traditional culture ofthe Li ethnic group They have coverediimog all of Hainan
Island to investigategndcollect first-handmaterialsand documentsand have been to
Taiwan HongKong and other countriesush as MalaysiaSingaporeCanadaand
America tohave scholdy exchanges

We @n seehow this office is filling up with their cherished collectiongcluding
more than Q,000 volumes of books on Hainan local history, over 200 series of
genealogies with 700,000 page®00 individual photographsf Li tattocs, andrare
collections ofbark clothes made by Li people, efthese collectionsare like a
treasure house in terms of notpiiie quantity but also the qualjtsnary of them are
very rare,including thegenealogiesamong them there isne callecthe Han family
genealogy The suname Han is the origindamily surname of the Soong Sisters
Soong Chinging and Soong Majing, who were respectively the first ladgf Sun
Yat-sen and Chiang Kahek, the provisional President and President of the Republic
of Ching1911%1949),andt he homet own of t heocdledimthg Si st er
city of Wenchangin Hainan Province

In the pastthree years, these two expehnive often beeninvited intothe library to

give instructionon the knowledge of Hainan Idchistory and how to colledbcal

documents, etandthe libraryhas set up a team to collect, sort out andysiocal

doauments we paya great deal ohttention © the collections on Li cultureas we
mentioned above, there are six items on Li intangible culistedl in the national
catalogue This causesus to focus especially onphotaraphi¢c audiovisualand

multimediacollections The libray collectionof local documents has begradually
enriched to a certaiextent ancdhow covers3500categories

Deepening he foundational functions: apath from collecting to study

¥ Story: Mr. Wang Xueping and compiling a seriesof books on the Li ethnic
group

Mr. Wang Xueping, Vice Chaman of the Standing Committee of Hainan Provincial

Peopl edbs Congress and member of the Standi
Congress, the former vice governor of Hainan Provinc@sanof the Li peopleand

hasdone a great deal to protecaditional Li culture At the end of 19903n order to

i mpl ement the policy of Asal vage, excavat
cultures, ando let the world know more about Hainan and thesthinic groupthe

Working Committee on Ethnic and Religious Affairs of the Standing Committee of

t he Hainan Provincial Peopl edbs Congress,
Affairs Department and the CPPCC Hainan Provincial @dtee decided to publish



aphoto collectiori’ fiTraditional Culture ofhelLi Ethnic Groum .

From July 2000, an editorial board for the book was set up,MittWang Xueping
as directora multrdepartment research team was organized with schadatuding
the two professorghou Weimin and Tang Linglingrhe research team investigated
the area where Li peopleve, villageby-village, oneby-one, aking thousands of
pictures Finally, aftermore than three yeadd efforts,two books were publishedne
is concentrated gpictures and the o#ér is concentrated on the text.

During the procesdyir. Wang, taking the manuscript of the book with him, visited
remote areas populated by the Li group, interviewed hundreds of people and invited
individuals from all walks of life to reew the manuscrip His work laid solid ground

for the bookésuccessful publicatiorCertainly these two booksere added t@ur

i braryos ¢ ard In@vcprovide s endrn@otisamount of data for
researcherdn addition,the vastnumberof valualde pictures in those books became
the object of digitalization in the next story we will mention.

As we haveindicated,the Li peopleonly has spken language and has no wait
script Writtings on the Li are scatteredamong the enormouscorpus of Han
documents,and arenot convenienfor the researcheio seekout and useSo from
2005 Mr. Wang Xuepingundertookto compile a series of books on the Li ethnic
group, wth the intent ofdrawing the materials fromancient documents published
before 1949 including overseas document@nd then arrange them intalifferent
topics anccompile 20 volumes of book®ntainingabout 8 million words.tlwill take

5 years to completehe library of Hainan University haseenparticipaing in the
compilation and is respnsible for the work otollecting materiglto date we have
completed the basic collecting waskdhavestarted to writet up.

¥ Story: Involving in the establishing theHainan history & culture research base

As the largelscomprehensive universitijainan Univergy is increasingly aware of
important rolewhich it should playn the development dhelocal economy, culture
and educatioof Hainan. tis very necessary to stuttycal history and culture, so the
Hainan University History & Culture Rearch Base and the Hainan History &
Culture Insitute were established byhe Hainan provincial government and Hainan
University in January 2007 and integrated into one organization, located in the library.
Four primary researctopics have beedecideal for the research base

¥ Hainan Oral and intangible culturadiheritage

¥ Hainan naturaheritage and tangible culture

¥ Hainan history & culture and social development

¥ The history & geography of the Sou@hina Sea and the culture of sowuthst
Asia.
Thelibrary has paicipated in the preparatioof the base and was designated to be
responsible for the collection development of the research base, especially focusing



on genealogyandoral and intangible heritage collections. So, there is a long way to
go for the development of local documation It is very fortunate for the librarhat
thetwo professorZhou Weimin and Tang Linglinpavesaid they would donate all

of their cherished collections to the library in the future, which will enrich the
colledion of the library and the research base to a great extent.

A path from traditional preservation to digitalization

¥ Story: Collaboration with Dr. Ching-chih Chen in the Global Memory Net
(USA)

Dr. Chingchih Chen, Professor of the Graduate School bfdry and Information
Science, Simmons College, USA, is a sowgftér consultant and speaker to over 40
countries. She served as a member of both President Clinton's and President Bush's
Presidential Information Technology Advisory Committee (PITAC) frte882002,

and was actively involved in several PITAC subcommittees, including Digital Library,
Digital Divide, Future of Learning, Individual Security, and International Issues.

Dr. Chingchih Chen,of Simmons College, USAhas devoted her major efforits
recent years to digital library research and developntéait.Global Memory Net
(GMNet), is a multryear International Digital Library Project, qumted by the
NationalScience Foundation (NSF/IDLFAntencedto bea gateway to world cultural,
historical, and heritage multimedia resources.

In order to preserve, excavate and add valueg.=
the library collections,and also to learnabout
advanced djital library technologythe Library
started to explore in the early 2005 the §
possibilities  of collaborating  with  Prof =2
Chingchih Chen who is also a Honorary s
Professor of Hainan Universityn he Global
Memory Net. Prof. Chen has agreed favite
Ha nan Uni ver s iresgarchlibrariara Zhgng ia-longp(m@:flest author
thepicture in the right shows the GMNet visiting research team with Dr. Chereth a
dress, joining her project for a duration 06 months. Forthe purposes othis
collaboration, Hainan Universitggreed tgrovide Prof. Cherthe necessarynages
or multimedia contents on the Li or Miao Minr Groups for consideratioto be
includedin the GMNet.

Prior to the journey to Bostothere were onlya few of multimediacollectionsabout
theLi in the library and fewof thosecouldmeet Pof .  C¢rieemaim $erms ofboth
copyright ownershipand the contents ofmages andmultimedia, portraying Li
costume, religion, worshipping, funerédkesand folk musicHow could weprocee@

Firstly, we went through all of the collections thre Li in the library, and found that


http://www.memorynet.org/

the pictures in théwo booksi Tr adi t i onal Culture of

Li

Group of Chinao, c o0 mp i(abweedhavé yentidired abdve)n g

covered almost all aspects of the lifestyle and could meet the requesit Prof.
Chen. In addition to havinga professional photographer to-teke hundreds of
picturesthedirector of thdibrarywentt o Mr . offitlaam gedesalbccasios and
reached an agreement with Mr. Wgato permit the library an@MNet to digitize the
pictures and use the contdram the two books, thus smoothtgsolng theissueof
copyrightclearance

On the other handye planed to collect some new images to supphriie2 content.
There are Three BrothecslledYuanin the cityof Sanyawho for morethan 20 years,
have accumutad thousandsf piecesin acollectionontheLi cultureandbuilt up a
private museumSq, the director Zhn contacted them andrranged dr the author
Zhang to visit them. With the permissiontbé Yuan Brothers, we took some hundred
of picturesand brought them to the GMNifeir possibleuse

During Zhang Hongxi@ds st ay at us8lithose piotsredo csehte both
Chinese and Engh ACCESSbased local databas on the selected 410 imagasd
wi t h GMHHausedsveldped LINUX/MySQL/PHDased iM-C-S systemthe
collection of a multlingual AChi nese ITMe nolrii ddgveloped
(http://memorynet.org/collection/intro.php?project=hajnand now it represerg an open
window for the world to know more about the Li ethnic grodlustration on one of
the image displays of this collection is taken from & http://www.memorynet.orcas
the following

Images of the Li in GMNet

¥ Creating the multimedia digital databaseof Li traditional culture with two
language versions (Chinese and English)

Et
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