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Culture, a key to enlightening one’s mind, is crucial in promoting
the exchanges between people worldwide. The short documentary
series entitled China Bouquet, filmed by art.china.cn, an affiliate of
china.org.cn, is a compilation of a multitude of short stories with
a focus on Chinese culture. It presents the common but typical
experiences of people from all walks of life to international readers.

China Bouquet is the epitome of Chinese culture, encompassing
history, scenery, and culinary flavors and personages in their respective
fields, such as the Liangzhu Cultural Ruins dating back over 5,000 years
ago, quadrangle courtyard houses, China’s tea drinks, purple clay pots
favored by global tea drinkers, resurgent traditional makeup, mysterious
womens scripts, the cooking method with a perfect blend of water and

fire, delicious and healthy medicinal diet.

China Bouquet series is published in _
Chinese and English with appealing
illustrations by Sinolingua

after the documentary




is offered online. The book series delves into Chinese values,
cultural sense, and ethics behind each story. For example, “The
Oldest Scent in China” depicts how Chinese people rely on natural
forces to brew Yellow Rice Wine with dexterity. “Mega Rice Paper”
shows how workers did their utmost to produce an 11-meter-long

» o«

and 3.3-meter-wide “Mega Rice Paper”. “New Scenes at Yungang”
combines the early history of excavating the grottoes with

\ _ the upgrading practices of a modern city, fully

demonstrating how the Chinese maximize
the use of resources to achieve
sustainability. “Redefinition of
Kung Fu” recounts how workers
from different walks of life
understand “kung fu”— the
accumulation of time and
sweat. Compared with the
visually striking documentaries,
the book series will bring

you food for thought,



as if you were savoring green tea, leaving you with an endless
aftertaste.

The series encompasses various stories, ranging from history to
contemporary Chinese people’s lives, through which the audiences
can appreciate the unique aesthetics, philosophical thought, and
ethics among Chinese to better understand Chinese people’s code of
conduct and life principles. Thanks to the effort of Sinolingua, the
audiences can read the stories while watching the documentaries
by scanning the QR code at the end of each story. This will enable
international friends to know about China via one more type of

media.

Xu Bocheng, Editor-in-Chief of art.china.cn from china.org.cn,
Chief Director of the Documentary China Bouquet
May 26, 2024
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Women have used the Women’s Four-Character Classics to
teach girls how to be intelligent and behave well. Women’s songs have
reverberated across the mountains in Jiangyong County, Jiangzhou
City, Hunan Province, brimming with various emotions for hundreds
of years. Their lyrics are inscribed on folding fans, handkerchiefs, and
waistbands with a special type of script. It is quite astonishing that this

script is exclusive to women. What secrets hide in this script?

In Jiangyong’s history, there was a practice where young girls would
find friends of similar ages to bond as sisters, known as laotong. They
exchanged messages in Niishu, akin to how good friends today might
exchange diaries. When they married, their friends would sing Niishu
ballads. In the film Snow Flower and the Secret Fan, the characters Lily
and Snow Flower, portrayed by Chinese actress Li Bingbing and South
Korean actress Gianna Jun, respectively, are a pair of sworn sisters, also

called laotong, during the Qing Dynasty (1616-1911). Their intertwined

«92.



1d1I2S SNOLIAISAIA S,USWOAN ©

destinies and mutual attachment can be seen as a representation of

that historical period.

Niishu was like a holy book for women, passed from mother to
daughter and sister to sister. However, when a woman passed away, her
writings would be burned, resulting in few documents being handed
down through the generations. The earliest evidence of Niishu is a
bronze coin dating back to the period of the Taiping Movement (1851-
1864), a peasant uprising in southern China. Inscribed on the back of
this coin were the words “all the women in the world are sisters” in
Niishu, a script that represented the social ideal of progressive women
at that time. Zhao Liming, a 76-year-old expert specializing in Niishu
and a professor in the Chinese Department at Tsinghua University, has
devoted her lifetime to studying it. She deduced that the reason why
the coin from that time was inscribed with Niishu scripts was that some
women who used Niishu joined the force of the Taiping Movement as it
passed through Hunan Province and proceeded to Nanjing.

Jiangyong is located on the border between Hunan and Guangxi,

a small and remote town hidden in the mountains. Due to its harsh

«03.



living conditions, in ancient times, the central government limited its
involvement to setting up official agencies to manage affairs or exiling
ministers. Since Jiangyong was far from the central government’s

location, this provided ideal conditions for the birth of Niishu.

Jiangyong is where the Yao ethnic group is concentrated. This
ethnic group in Jiangyong evolved from a matriarchal society. The
Yao females are hardworking, audacious, and imbued with wisdom
and creativity. Unlike the mainstream male-dominant culture in other
places, females have a certain say and social status, which provides the
cultural environment for the birth of Niishu.

The geographical and cultural conditions facilitate the birth of
Niishu.

Niishu, created by females, is solely used and passed down by
them. In ancient times, women were not allowed to go to school. To
depict their daily lives and express their inner feelings, the women in
Hunan villages created this special script, Niishu, drawing insights from
Chinese characters, fully displaying their charm and wisdom.

The Chinese character, an ideographic writing system based on
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pictographs, is one of the oldest writing systems in the world. Niishu

Mlﬂ evolved from Chinese characters. Unlike the ideographic writing
%;3;;( 9 of Chinese characters, Niishu is a monosyllabic phonetic script

pronounced in the Jiangyong local dialect, using about 500 characters

to express the content fully.

1d112G SNOLIRISAIA S,USWOAN e

The basic strokes of Niishu are dots, vertical strokes, oblique strokes,
and arcs. The pattern of Niishu resembles that of the character %,

with the top right part higher than the lower left. The script is italicized,




resembling a rhombus. It is as tender as a soft willow swaying in the
breeze, brimming with femininity. It is even nicknamed “long-feet
script” or “mosquito-pattern script” by local women.

Most of Niishu consists of poetic works that can be chanted. They
are mostly seven-character verses, while only a few are five-character
ones. The verses rhyme in every other line. They are often a mix of
elegant and colloquial language, with exceptions in the character count

and rhyme scheme.

Niishu serves two main functions. First, it acts as a channel for
females to express their inner emotions. Most Niishu works feature
women’s inner feelings, such as the sufferings inflicted upon ancient
women or their pent-up sadness and depression. Therefore, Niishu’s
workis also called “bitter literature”. In ancient times, men were allowed
to venture out for business. At the same time, women could only find
solace in their sworn sisters, sharing feelings, venting out emotions, and
providing mutual relief via Niishu. Niishu offered females the chance
to communicate with each other and share feelings and thoughts

with their sisters to ease loneliness and find comfort in their minds.
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Second, it serves as a means of expressing their daily lives. In ancient
times, the women in Jiangyong were only allowed to do needlework
and housework at home; therefore, they had more spare time. During
their free time, they created Niishu, which could be written on paper
and folding fans to read for entertainment. This was a way of depicting

their lives. During festivals or on their sisters’ wedding days, they would

gather to read Niishu, sharing their lives and feelings.

Jiangyong women used their own script to tell stories, comfort
each other, express sorrow, and give praise. They created a spiritual
utopia for women.

In the 1950s, Zhou Shuoyi, a researcher in Jiangyong, discovered
Niishu while working in the local cultural center. This marked the
beginning of the academia’s focus on Niishu. In 1982, Zhou included
Niishu in The Chronicle of Cultural Relics in Jiangyong, where it was
named “long-feet mosquito-pattern character”. Subsequently, Zhou
collected a plethora of raw materials related to Niishu locally. The
Collection of China’s Niishu, compiled by Zhao Liming and annotated by

Zhou Shuoyi, was published in 1992. Ji Xianlin, a well-known scholar

e Q7.



in China, wrote a preface to the book, “When they were subjected to
the suppression of theocracy, monarchy, clan and husband, leading
lives akin to enslaved people, how could they learn? Almost all of them
were illiterate and were deprived of the right to have their own names.
However, they were not livestock but humans. They had thoughts and
feelings, with a strong consciousness and the ability to distinguish
right from wrong. They were eager to convey feelings and reveal their
sorrows. But, since they knew nothing about characters, they had to
create scripts with unique talent. They were like seedlings pressed
beneath a big rock, yet they managed to find their way to see the light

and the sun through tenacious efforts.”

In 2004, Zhou Youguang, a well-known linguist in China, wrote
a recommendation for Niishu in its bid to be included in the World
Intangible Cultural Heritage List: “Niishu is like a wild rose hidden
deep in the mountains of Chinese culture. It remained unknown to
the public for a long time. Cultural explorers discovered the script only
when it was on the brink of withering.”

Tao Aimin, an artist whose work focuses on female themes, first
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learned about Niishu in 2008. She felt she had discovered a new world
and was eager to inject elements of this inspiration into her art. She
traveled thousands of miles deep into the mountains to learn Niishu
from Hu Meiyue, one of the few inheritors. Hearing Hu’s chanting, Tao
said, “I think she experiences a kind of release to express herself freely
when she speaks or sings in Niishu. As all her feelings are conveyed

through singing and narrating, she acquires a kind of freedom.”

Afterward, she integrated Niishu into her installation artworks. She
collected several thousand washboards and created the artwork titled
Niishu by using the rubbing and traditional thread-binding method.
She has a unique understanding of Niishu, stating, “It has a special
form, displaying softness and verve. Its pointed and oblique script style
appears to point to the sky, emitting a unique scream. Each script seems
to represent an individual spirit seeking freedom. It adds mystery to my
work, Niishu, making it reserved and profound. This work showcases a
specific type of illegible visual language.”

Niishu is the only female-specific script in the world, known as the

“miracle in the history of Chinese characters”. This is because China
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has a diversified and inclusive writing system. Niishu is the result of the

fusion of Confucian culture and ethnic minority customs.
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