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Title of Thesis:

Views of Animals in Ancient China — Environments and Attitudes of Antiquity Visible in Bird Imagery

Summary of Thesis:

This research considers how the ancient Chinese conceptualized their relationship with their
environment and related attitudes through a discussion of the formation and transmission of  imagery
of birds.

Chapters 1-3 — Owl Imagery

The owl was notorious in ancient texts as a bird of ill omen, with much of the literature
disparaging its call in particular. The fact that owls mostly hoot in the dark of night is likely responsible for
this negative image. Originally, however, the owl was considered an intermediary that connected
humans with the gods, and worshiped for its mystical existence having both positive and negative
connotations. For example, primeval images are visible on cht yi (&%), large leather bags in which
sinners were carried, and it was sometimes customary in the eastern regions of China for participants in
summer solstice rituals to drink a soup made from owls sacrificed during the ceremony. Lore
surrounding mystical existence, like the owl used to be transmitted orally by experts such as wu (Z%: a
kind of shaman). From the Chungiu era, however, intellectuals began to document and spread this
information and, in the process of organizing and systematizing this knowledge, robbed the animal of its
mystique and codified it as evil.

Negative imagery is absent, however, from carvings/engravings and bronzeware in ancient
China. Stone reliefs of the Han period portray scenes of owls carrying the souls of the departed to
heaven. Most have been excavated in Eastern China, in part because forested area, the owl’s natural
habitat, was preserved there even as it rapidly declined nationwide from the Warring States Period.
Forested cemeteries could have led townspeople to link the owls that lived there with the ghosts of the
departed in the tombs. An additional factor is the relocation of intellectuals responsible for knowledge

transmission to large cities, away from the natural environment.

Chapters 4-5 — On Birds of the Spring

In Shr Jing (#§#%) and monthly ordinances, doves were a symbol of femininity and
marriage because of their appearance in the spring, when women picked mulberry leaves. In addition,
the elderly decorated their canes with ornaments of doves, symbolizing good cheer to ward off the
decline of old age. These images show that seasonal birds were classified according to the principle of
yin and yang. Another seasonal bird was the cang géng (& B%: oriole), whose call was believed to herald
the coming of spring, suggesting that birds’ cries were sometimes perceived by the ancient Chinese as
meaningful words. Descriptions of how such sounds from the natural world were conceptualized help

reveal to us the soundscape of antiquity.
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That being said, the specific birds that heralded the seasons likely depended on historical era and
region, but intellectuals’ emphasis on codified imagery in religious scriptures means that some have
been lost to history.
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