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It is well known that the Naxi people in Yunnan, China, have been
strongly influenced since ancient times by Chinese culture. The Han Chinese
have had huge cultural and economic influences on the Naxi, as they have
on other ethnic minorities in the south of China, and recently their massive
impact is overwhelming the Naxi in terms of modernization. Yet the Naxi
have retained some cultural traits to this date, and some are even recovering
their foothold through cultural re-interpretation.

The Tompas, the priests of the “Tompa religion,” regarded as the “ethnic”
religion of the Naxi, traditionally used the Tompa script exclusively for their
religious purposes. But the use of the Tompa script almost ceased with the
decline of the “Tompa religion,” particularly during the course of the political
reform movements from 1949 through the Cultural Revolution, and later dur-
ing the modernization of China. But the recent rise of the tourism industry in
Yunnan in the 1990s and after has brought an epoch-making turn to the fate
of the Tompa script: first, by proving its commercial value in tourism orna-
ments, and later by reinforcing consciousness among the Naxi of the Tompa
script as their ethnic symbol.

This paper, after surveying the decline of the 7ompas’ activities and
social roles towards the end of the 1970s, describes the rehabilitation of
Tompa studies in the 80s, which were mainly concentrated on the preserva-
tion of old 7ompa documents. Then the author describes in detail, mainly on
the basis of interviews with persons concerned, the appearance of the Tompa
script in the tourism market, and the development of the revitalization move-
ments of Tompa culture, Tompas, and the script. In the discussion of these
developments against their social background, the favorable attitudes of both
the local governments and the political authorities towards the movements are
stressed. The use of the Tompa script, however, as a working orthography for
the Naxi language, which itself is shrinking in everyday usage, is exposed to
some serious theoretical questions such as in relation to the existing Latinized
(Pingying) orthography of the Naxi language developed in the 1950s. The
author further speculates on possible future conflicts between the extended
Naxi Tompa script movements and China’s minority nationality policy, which
is, particularly nowadays, reluctant to encourage nationalistic or ethnic aware-

ness among the minorities.
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