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In November, he went to take photos
of the Li ethnic group in Hainan prov-
ince, a group of more than one million.
The group’s traditional houses are built
like up-side-down boats. 

Chen was told that years ago, locals
didn’t wear their costumes and felt
ashamed of their own identity because
they were regarded as poor. With the
fast development of local tourism, peo-
ple now are proud of their culture and
are actively protecting it. 

Chen employs a traditional film cam-
era to take large frame photos that can
end up being presented as pictures
more than a meter high. His photo
equipment is much heavier than that
used with digital cameras. That’s why
driving to his destination is a conve-
nient way for him to take all of his gear,
which weighs more than 100 kilograms.

Chen uses “friendly and nice” to
describe the different people he has
met. He remembers two Tibetan wom-
en who helped him carry his heavy
equipment to the top of a mountain.
Locals treated him to delicious food and
provided beds for him, all for free. 

“Although each ethnic group has its
own personality, we Chinese are a big
family.”

All of his subjects are now gathered in
an online chat group. It consists of hun-
dreds of people from diverse ethnic
groups and, although they’re strangers
to each other, they communicate with
each other about their local cuisine,
landscape and daily life. 

Every year, Chen spends two months
driving and photographing. The rest of 
the time he works as a film director and 
commercial photographer to support his 
special project. 

The Beijing-based photographer is
planning a trip to the Xinjiang Uygur
and Tibet autonomous regions in
August to capture images of families
there. Apart from taking photos, he will
start using short films to document his
mission and better record the unique
culture of each group. 

“The more I learn about each cul-
ture, the more I want to record. They’re
fascinating.”

Contact the writer at 
dengzhangyu@chinadaily.com.cn

Chen says they told him that years
ago, when relatives who lived on other
mountains came to visit during winter,
one night’s stay would turn into months
because of the long, arduous journey
involved. Now, modern roads make it
easy to visit distant family members.

“In just a few years, great changes
have happened,” he says. 

The young replaced their old houses
with modern ones after returning from
working in the cities. Some even can’t
speak their own language since their
culture doesn’t have writing. 

Chen says he sometimes worries that
the speed at which he is taking pictures
can’t catch up with the pace at which
the cultures are receding. However, he
takes comfort that the government’s
programs to raise awareness is gradual-
ly awakening people’s desire to protect
their culture.

groups has improved greatly, adds
Chen. 

In Yunnan, the Derung ethnic group
is one of China’s smallest ethnic groups
in terms of population and known for
the facial tattoos sported by the women.

to see that the elders usually wear tradi-
tional self-made clothes, while the
younger generation opts to buy their
costumes. Sometimes, the youngsters
wear high-heels or sneakers because
they can’t find traditional shoes.

“I never force them to wear tradition-
al costume if they don’t have it. That’s
what happens,” Chen says. 

It takes a woman upward of one year
to weave a traditional dress. For the
Miao ethnic group, a bride often starts
to stitch her wedding gown as a teen.

To find his subjects — people from an
ethnic group keeping part of their tradi-
tional lifestyle alive — Chen has to drive
hundreds of miles to rural areas. 

Often, there were places that a car
couldn’t reach, so he had to go by
motorbike, even though, with the coun-
try’s fast development, the transporta-
tion to rural places inhabited by ethnic

F our years ago, when photogra-
pher Chen Lin traveled to a rural
village inhabited by the Miao
ethnic group in Southwest Chi-

na’s Guizhou province, he happened to 
encounter a local wedding, where the 
bride wore a traditional handmade 
Miao-style costume — with sophisticated
embroidery that had taken several years 
to finish — while the groom was in a 
modern suit. Chen was surprised
because, among the Miao people, even
the man usually wears a dazzling cos-
tume for his wedding, known for its sil-
ver decoration and fancy embroidery. 

The groom told Chen that he left the
village to work in a big city five years
ago. The young man thought the mod-
ern suit is more fashionable and conve-
nient to wear than Miao costumes. It
was then that the photographer recog-
nized the need to record the diverse cos-
tumes and architecture of China’s
different ethnic groups. 

“If I don’t start taking photos, I’m
afraid these things will fade into memo-
ry and, in as little as 10 years, it will be
impossible to see these traditional aes-
thetics,” says Chen, referring to the inev-
itable influence of modernization on
the lives of the ethnic groups.

Since 2016, Chen has devoted himself
to his five-year project to take photos of
the families of 56 ethnic groups living in
different provinces in China. His tally so
far is 37 of the groups. 

Each ethnic group has their own cul-
ture and language. The simple way to
identify them is by their appearance
and their houses. Chen decided to focus
on families in traditional costume, espe-
cially big families with four generations
all together. 

“Family is what we Chinese value
most. It was believed that having four
generations living under the same roof
is a signal of the prosperity and happi-
ness of a family. To live together may not
always be possible now, but I can frame
them together,” says Chen. 

The biggest family photo, in terms of
the number of people, was taken in Yun-
nan province, in which the father gath-
ered eight daughters who live in
different counties. Single families can
sometimes reach up to 50 members.

Chen says in his photos, it’s common

get damp easily.”
The cloth shoes enjoyed huge

popularity among the Chinese pub-
lic until the 1980s.

“In their heyday, there were five
cloth shoe factories in Chengdu, the 
provincial capital, alone,” she says. 

But after sneakers took over, their 
popularity gradually waned. The 
last of the factories, where Lai 
worked, filed for bankruptcy in 
1998.

To make a living and help the cul-
tural heritage survive, Lai and her 

Traditional shoemaker steps up production to meet demand
CHENGDU — In the township of

Tangchang, Lai Shufang carefully 
inspects the new cloth shoes she has
made and trims the extra threads 
protruding from the edges.

Lai, 62, is a cloth shoemaker in
Southwest China’s Sichuan prov-
ince. Her family has been in the 
business for more than 80 years.

“My dad went into a famous shoe
store in the township to learn about 
the craft in 1938, and then he 
became a technical trainer for a 
State-owned shoe factory,” Lai says. 
“I also worked in the factory. After it
closed in the 1990s, I started a home
studio and continued the cloth shoe 
business.”

The business of traditional cloth
shoes went into hiatus in the 1980s, 
when sneakers broke into the Chi-
nese market, edging the cloth shoes 
out of the market.

But cloth shoes are making a
comeback these days, as nostalgia 
catches on thanks to increasing pro-
motion of intangible cultural heri-
tage by the government.

This Saturday, an online shopping
festival featuring products related 

to intangible cultural heritage will 
kick off on major e-commerce plat-
forms such as Taobao, JD and Sun-
ing, as well as on the popular video-
sharing platform Kuaishou. Lai’s 
son Ai Peng, who has joined his 
mother in the business, says he has 
applied to participate in the event.

“JD has asked us to prepare 3,000
pairs, and said they would promote 
the shoes for free. Taobao wants us 
to prepare 8,000 pairs,” Ai says. “The
demand is just overwhelming, con-
sidering that we only made 10,000 
pairs for the entire year last year.”

In the township of Tangchang,
traditional cloth shoes have a more 
than 700-year history. Production of
a pair of Tangchang cloth shoes 
requires 32 procedures and uses 
natural materials, such as flour, cot-
ton, cloth and wool. Craftsmen like 
Lai stew flour into a paste, and stick 
cloth layers together. The cloth lay-
ers are then dried as raw materials 
for shoe soles and uppers.

“Cloth shoes have more air per-
meability than those in the market 
with plastic soles,” Lai says. “They 
are easy to walk in, and they don’t 

co-workers continued making cloth 
shoes.

“It consumed a lot of time and
effort, and the shoes didn’t fetch a 
good price,” Lai says.

Five years ago, Lai reached the
age of retirement, and she made up 
her mind to close her store so that 
“life could be less difficult”. To her 
surprise, her son Ai Peng quit his job
and came back home to help Lai 
pass down the heritage.

Ai developed a deep passion for
cloth shoes when he was just a child.

“When I was little, I would always
play with the thread wheels in my 
mother’s factory, like it was the gold-
en cudgel of the Monkey King,” he 
recalls. “I also developed a passion 
for traditional culture because my 
grandpa would always listen to tra-
ditional Sichuan Opera and sip tea, 
which had quite an impact on me.”

More importantly, Ai says he
believes in the market potential of 
cloth shoes.

“I know that since 2014, the gov-
ernment has been paying increased 
attention to the protection and pro-
motion of intangible cultural heri-

tage, and the number of people 
willing to buy cultural products is 
on the rise,” Ai says.

Ai says despite a price hike, their
homemade cloth shoes are becom-
ing increasingly popular.

In the village of Zhanqi, where Lai
and her son live, authorities have 
been promoting rural tourism by 
restoring village houses to their 
original styles. Tourists can buy local
souvenirs such as cloth shoes, 
embroidery items, bamboo prod-
ucts and specialties such as soy 
sauce.

Last year, the number of visitors
reached 1 million in the village, and 
the revenue from rural tourism 
stood at about 10 million yuan ($1.4 
million), according to village official 
Gao Demin.

“Traditional cultural heritage
such as cloth shoemaking was once 
buried in the sea of industrialized 
products, but as people have begun 
to pursue a higher quality of life, 
they have come to understand the 
value of traditional art,” Gao says. 
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Lai Shufang (left), inheritor of the city-level intangible cultural 

heritage of cloth shoemaking in Tangchang township, Chengdu, 

Sichuan province, talks to a worker about it. LIU KUN / XINHUA

Photographer Chen Lin (left) takes a group photo with a family of four generations, the eldest member of which is 84 

years old, from the Lisu ethnic group in Yunnan in 2018.

A picture of diversity
Photographer Chen Lin is on a mission to record in vivid detail some traditional 

customs of China’s ethnic groups, Deng Zhangyu reports.

From Left: Family photos taken by photographer Chen Lin of the Wa, Achang and Nu ethnic groups in Southwest China’s Yunnan province. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

If I don’t start taking 

photos, I’m afraid these 

things will fade into 

memory and, in as little 

as 10 years, it will be 

impossible to see these 

traditional aesthetics.”

Chen Lin, photographer


