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1 

Images of Animals on Bronze Vessels During the Shang 1 

Dynasty 2 

 3 
This paper is an attempt to look at specific Shang dynasty bronze vessels, 4 
decorated with zoomorphic motifs, from the position of an art historian. In 5 
my opinion, the animal images, decorating or entirely shaping the forms of 6 
bronze vessels produced by the Shang communities, are closely related to 7 
the rituals they developed. Although the meaning of the latter still raises a 8 
number of questions, the figures of animals, regardless of the degree of 9 
reality of their representations, are, to my mind, a language of symbols, the 10 
meaning of which should be sought in the deep relationship of Shang people 11 
with the world of nature and its spiritual dimension. 12 
 13 
Keywords: China, animals, art, Shang dynasty, bronzes. 14 

 15 

 16 
Introduction 17 

 18 
During the first historically confirmed Chinese Shang Dynasty (c. 1600-19 

1046 BCE), an advanced system for the production of bronze ritual vessels was 20 
developed as an essential element to maintain the political and social structure 21 
of the state.

1
 Many of these items coming from the first phase of Shang 22 

development, i.e. the Erligang culture (c. 1600 - 1300 BCE) with the capital in 23 
Zhengzhou, and the second – the Yinxu culture (c. 1250 – 1046 BCE), with the 24 
capital in  Anyang – present a wealth of animal images. Sometimes they are 25 
patterns intertwined into the repertoire of other decorations, and sometimes, 26 
they are full-figured sculptures with extremely sophisticated shapes.  27 

The importance of these forms has often been considered in the context of 28 
their connection with alleged shamanic practices during the Shang Dynasty. 29 
Such a position was presented in particular by Kwang-chih Chang (“The 30 
Animal in Shang and Chou Bronze Art”),

2
 and lately by Sarah Allan (“The 31 

Taotie Motif on Early Chinese Ritual Bronzes”).
3
 In turn, Elizabeth Childs-32 

Johnson suggested an interesting concept of Shang ritual animal images 33 
(especially the taotie mask) as a “royal, metamorphic symbol of power” related 34 
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to the hunted wild animal (“The Metamorphic Image: A Predominant Theme in 1 
the Ritual Art of Shang China”).

4
  2 

The shamanic theme itself, although very attractive, raised a number of 3 
doubts, as presented by Feng Qu (“Anthropology and Historiography: A 4 
Deconstructive Analysis of K. C. Chnag's Shamanic Approach in Chinese 5 
Archaeology”),

5
 pointing to the flaw in the method adopted especially by 6 

Kwang-chih Chang, inadequately borrowing Western anthropological sources 7 
to analyse phenomena related to the development of the Shang society, as well 8 
as using decidedly later source texts (written at least 8 centuries after the fall of 9 
the Shang dynasty) to interpret a much earlier material culture. 10 

This paper is an attempt to look at specific bronze vessels, decorated with 11 
zoomorphic motifs, from the position of an art historian. I do not question the 12 
theory of shamanistic practices among the ancient inhabitants of the Chinese 13 
Plain, but I approach this with a distance from the understanding of these 14 
activities, according to the principles defined by the anthropologists of Western 15 
culture. In my opinion, the animal images, decorating or entirely shaping the 16 
forms of bronze vessels produced by the Shang communities, are closely 17 
related to the rituals they developed. Although the meaning of the latter still 18 
raises a number of questions, the figures of animals, regardless of the degree of 19 
reality of their representations, are, to my mind, a language of symbols, the 20 
meaning of which should be sought in the deep relationship of Shang people 21 
with the world of nature and its spiritual dimension. Therefore, when analysing 22 
selected bronze pieces, I focus primarily on finding the reasons for implementing 23 
such specific animal or animal-like forms. Although in many cases my opinions 24 
are based on assumptions, I dare say that often the starting point for the creation of 25 
these forms were specific hopes placed in zoomorphic visualization, such as 26 
gaining the strength and skills characteristic of “summoned” animals or obtaining 27 
contact with ancestors or to gaining/maintaining that power. With these premises 28 
in mind, I present a picture of an ancient material culture, deeply rooted in 29 
complex belief systems, that built a common belief system for the diverse social 30 
groups of the Shang Dynasty. 31 

 32 
 33 

Taotie Motif 34 
 35 

One of the most common forms of ornamentation on bronzes from the 36 
Erligang period was the animal mask motif – intuitively referred to as taotie. It 37 
appears, inter alia, as an essential part of the composition adorning the 38 
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exclusive – once undoubtedly owned by the Shang elite
6
 - fangding vessel 方1 

鼎 (c. 1500-1300 BCE), excavated in 1974 in Duling 杜岭 in present-day 2 

Zhengzhou. Fig. (1). The square, massive bronze with large handles and 3 
supported on “bottle-shaped” legs presents a rather restrained decoration on the 4 
outer walls, consisting mainly of rows of rounded protrusions running around 5 
smooth quadrilateral surfaces. However, at the height of three-quarters of these 6 
planes, there are ornamental stripes with the image of an animal mask in the 7 
centre and at the corners of the vessel.  Undoubtedly, the most important 8 
element of this pattern are the convex eyes, which, as Sarah Allan suggests – 9 
referring generally to this type of Shang bronze depictions – could have had 10 
“visual power” with which they facilitated communication between different 11 
levels of the cosmos.

7
  12 

 13 
Figure 1. Ding bronze vessel decorated with an animal mask motif (taotie). H: 14 
100 cm, L: 62.5 cm. Early Shang Era (ca. 1500 BC). Zhenghzhou, Henan 15 
Province National Museum of China, Beijing 16 

  17 
Photography: Bogna Łakomska 18 
 19 

Presumably, the vessel was treated as a transmission link between those 20 
who made sacrifices and the spirits of their ancestors who receive them. 21 
Thanks to specific “eyes”, the dead – as it was probably believed – had an 22 
insight into the life of the living. Considering that this was connected with 23 
special visual abilities, i.e. senses that the average person does not possess, 24 
perhaps the stimulus to create some taotie patterns – such as the one on the 25 
vessel from Duling – were the eyes of a tiger, an animal with excellent vision 26 

                                                      
6
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in the darkness, which had already been given special recognition before.
8
 1 

Elizabeth Child-Johnson, in her text devoted to the taotie theme, expressed the 2 
opinion that the source of the image commonly found in Shang art was a 3 
“hunted wild animal” (especially tiger, buffalo, deer, and wild sheep reserved 4 
only for royal hunting).

9
 Its visualization in the form of a mask (also put on the 5 

face) was to be a metaphor for the power flowing during the rituals and 6 
sacrifices of these animals – on the ruler as a kind of spiritual interlocutor and 7 
the chief priest. It was meant, however, not only to guarantee the king the 8 
highest religious and political rank but above all to obtain and keep a blessing 9 
from the spirits of the royal ancestors. 10 

Most of the depictions of the eyes decorating vessels from the early Shang 11 
Dynasty (including a bronze from Duling) were symmetrically integrated into 12 
the network of flowing lines forming a banded cloud composition; hence, the 13 
presumption that the purpose of such representations was to evoke an 14 
association with the heavens, of which, like “cosmic telescopes”, ghost eyes 15 
emerge, intensely monitoring life on earth. 16 

In the case of the Duling vessel, apart from the clouds, one can see another 17 
drawing placed between the convex eyes of the mask – this resembles the head 18 
of a buffalo or a deer – the figure has a clearly marked nose, eyes and ears or 19 
horns (which correspond to the pattern of clouds). This brilliant realization, 20 
although similar to many other early Shang taotie masks composed in a belt 21 
arrangement, seems to be unique. After all, as Sarah Allan notes, each vessel 22 
was an individual project between its author and contractor and, depending on 23 
the effectiveness of the design and the quality of workmanship, it was 24 
characterized by a greater or lesser aesthetic impact.

10
  25 

The taotie mask, especially in the later period of the Shang dynasty, was 26 
significantly expanded. In two specific cases, it turned into images of quite 27 
recognizable animals – a buffalo and a deer, decorating – each separately – the 28 
outer walls and round legs of two square dingos (Fig. 2, 3). The vessels were 29 

found in the royal tomb M1004 in Xibeigang 西北岡 near Anyang, probably 30 

                                                      
8
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Outside the Square: The Sky and the Power of Belief in Ancient China and the World, c. 4500 BC – 
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belonging to Fu Ji 父己 – the eldest and prematurely deceased son of King Wu 1 

Ding 武丁 (d. 1192 BCE or 1189 BCE) and Queen Fu Zi (Hao) 婦子 (好).
 11

 2 

(Fig. 2,3)
 
 3 

 4 
Figure 2. Ding bronze vessel decorated with a buffalo head relief. H: 73.3 cm, 5 
L: 64.1 cm, W: 110 kg. Xibeigang, Anyang. Late Shang Dynasty period (ca. 6 
1300 - 1050 BC). Museum of the Institute of History and Philology Academia 7 
Sinica. Taipei 8 

 9 
Source: https://museum.sinica.edu.tw/en/collection/7/item/9/ 10 
 11 
Figure 3. Ding bronze vessel decorated with a sika deer head relief. H: 60,9 12 
cm, L: 54 cm, W: 60,4 kg. Xibeigang, Anyang. Late Shang Dynasty period (ca. 13 
1300 - 1050 BC). Museum of the Institute of History and Philology Academia 14 
Sinica. Taipei 15 

 16 
Source: https://museum.sinica.edu.tw/en/collection/7/item/10/ 17 
 18 

The bronze with the dominant relief decoration of the buffalo head is 19 
larger and heavier (73.3 cm high and 110 kg weight) than the vessel decorated 20 
with the image of a deer (60.9 cm high and 60.4 kg weight). Nevertheless, both 21 
dings are distinguished by an excellent sculptural arrangement and the 22 
surprising realism of the animals depicted, which even allowed the species to 23 
be precisely identified. In one case, it is a wild marsh buffalo and in the other, 24 

                                                      
11

Child-Johnson 1998: 25-28. Childs-Johnson 2014: 179-180. Currently, both objects are in the 

collection of the Museum of the Institute of History and Philology Academia Sinica. See IHP 

exhibition catalogue 2002: 22-25. 
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it is a sika (spotted) deer.
 12 

Both masks were to embody the spirits of the 1 
ancestors, guarded by antithetically fantastic birds and dragons (the latter 2 
mainly in a band arrangement above the mask) – always in a smaller and 3 
somewhat subordinate form. Moreover, as if to seal the relationship between 4 
the properties of the bronze vessels and the features of animals whose images 5 
decorate them meaningfully, the authors of both cauldrons engraved – a “logo” 6 
– on the bottom of each bronze: a legible and realistic drawing of a buffalo and 7 
a deer (Fig. 4, 5).  8 
 9 
Figure 4. 5. Engravings of a buffalo and a deer. Details from the ding bronze 10 
vessel decorated with a buffalo head relief and from the ding bronze vessel 11 
decorated with a sika deer head relief 12 

  13 
Source: https://museum.sinica.edu.tw/en/knowledge-base/item/53/?lang=en&item=53 14 
https://museum.sinica.edu.tw/en/collection/7/item/9/ 15 
 16 

The meat of these animals, most likely – after being hunted – was ritually 17 
cooked and, after the funeral ceremony, placed in cauldrons together with the 18 
deceased to the grave. In this way, it was probably believed, a transformation 19 
took place: the spirit of the deceased “consuming” the contents of the vessels 20 
took on the features characteristic of specific animals.

13
 However, the “ritual 21 

consumption” took place the other way around, which is perfectly 22 
demonstrated by the depictions on four bronze vessels discovered in the 23 
provinces of Anhui, Sichuan, and Hunan, from the late Shang Dynasty, and – 24 

probably a bit earlier – a clay shard found in Shangcheng 商城 near Zhengzhou 25 

(Henan) (Fig. 6). 26 
  27 

                                                      
12
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Shang China”. Op. cit. 1998: 25, 27. 
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2016: 51. Cf. Chang Kwang-Chih, “The Animal in Shang and Chou Bronze Art”. Op. cit. 1981: 

538-540. 
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Figure 6. Drawing of a figure with a human face, based on a fragment of a 1 
clay vessel found in Shangcheng, Zhengzhou (Henan), Shang Dynasty (ca. 2 
1600-1300 BC). 3 

 4 
Source: Sarah Allan 2016: 46, Fig. 1.26. 5 
 6 
 7 

Hybrid creatures and the question of metamorphosis 8 
 9 

This is important because, as researchers note, the themes appearing on 10 
bronzes (as well as other items) of the Shang era are almost never narrative, 11 
although they are arranged in corresponding relations, but without mutual 12 
interaction and usually in a static manner.

14
 Four vessels with the image of a 13 

human head placed in the mouth of a tiger and a fragment of a clay vessel with 14 
a cut-out band decoration showing a smiling human figure, placed between the 15 
mouths of snake-like creatures, are unique in this respect.

15
 Although the 16 

bronzes were found far away from the so-called “Central Plains” (Zhongyuan 17 

中原), where the pattern of the taotie mask was the most common, the 18 

relationship between the first and second representations seems to have a 19 
common source, which was the idea of transforming a human being into a 20 

spirit, or a transition to another world. The vessel for storing drinks with you 卣 21 

lid, from the collection of the Cernuschi Museum in Paris (c. 1200 BC - 1050 22 
BC)

 16
 is not only a great example of such craftsmanship, but also a spectacular 23 

implementation of probably this concept (Fig. 7). The bronze is in the form of a 24 
hybrid animal: the head and the two hind legs, on which the vessel rests, 25 
belong to the tiger, while the curled, scaly tail that also supports the bronze, 26 
seems to be both the body of a snake and the trunk of an elephant, whose head 27 
is decorated with double horns – belonging to a buffalo and a wild goat (argali) 28 
– exactly as can be found in taotie patterns. In addition, the neck (i.e., the lid of 29 
the vessel) is crowned with the figure of a standing goat, and the handle rising 30 
above it on both sides completes the decorations in a form somewhat 31 

                                                      
14

Robert W. Bagley, Shang Ritual Bronzes in the Arthur M Sackler Collections. The Arthur M. 

Sackler Foundation, Washington D.C and The Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1987: 30. Elizabeth Child-Johnson “The Metamorphic Image: A 

Predominant Theme in the Ritual Art of Shang China”. Op. cit. 1998: 54. Sarah Allan, “The Taotie 

Motif on Early Chinese Ritual Bronzes”. Op. cit. 2016: 49. 
15

Cf. Chang Kwang-Chih “The Animal in Shang and Chou Bronze Art”. Op. cit. 1981: 534-535. 
16

Beguin Gilles, Michel Maucuer, Helene Chollet, Arts de l'Asie au musée Cernuschi, Paris-Musées 

Association / Findakly, 2000: 36-38. See also: https://www.cernuschi.paris.fr/en/https%3A/w 

ww.cernuschi.paris.fr/fr/collections/collections-chinoises/periode-des-shang/la-tigresse (access 10. 

07. 2022). 
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resembling elephant heads. Moreover, the entire body of this extraordinary 1 

creature is covered with ornamental motifs of snakes and kui 夔 dragons (one-2 

legged demon).  3 
 4 
Figure 7. You bronze vessel, Shang dynasty (c. 1200 B.C.E. – 1050 B.C.E.). 5 
Hunan Province (probably). H: 35.2cm, Musée Cernuschi. Paris 6 

  7 
Source: Public domain https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fichier:La_Tigresse,_bronze_vessel_to_p 8 
reserve_drink._Hunan,_11th_BC._Cernuschi_museum.jpg 9 
 10 

Nevertheless, what can be seen from the front is of crucial importance, 11 
namely the moment when a beast with a tiger head and pointed ears (like a 12 
domestic cat), deprived of a lower jaw, grips the human figure with its front 13 
paws, whose head, turned in profile, is already partially in the mouth of an 14 
animal. At first glance, it looks dramatic, but after a deeper reflection, one 15 
comes to the conclusion that the silhouette of a man leaning his feet on the 16 
tiger's paws grasps this inhuman creature rather confidently, as if fully 17 
consciously submitting to the process of “absorbing”, that would end in a 18 
spectacular metamorphosis. This idea is additionally reinforced by the fact that 19 
the two most exposed patterns adorning the costume of the devoured figure are 20 
snakes – ancient symbols of regeneration and rebirth – visible on the buttocks 21 
and thighs. Though we do not know the precise use of this container, it 22 
undoubtedly played a key role in rituals of “transformation”, presumably with a 23 
great deal of help from the alcohol once stored inside the vessel. It is quite 24 
possible that the figure of a man immortalized in bronze is an image of a 25 
person who not only supervised the ritual of “metamorphosis”, but also 26 
participated in it personally.

17
 27 

 28 

                                                      
17

Kwang-Chih Chang suggested the hypothesis that the silhouette of a “beast” devouring a human 

figure may be an archetypal symbol of the separation between two worlds, such as death and life, 

and the animal itself may be a kind of “shaman's assistant”, facilitating its transition from one world 

to another. See Chang Kwang-Chih, “The Animal in Shang and Chou Bronze Art”. Op. cit. 1981: 

546. 
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Realistic images of argali goats 1 
 2 

Figure 8. You bronze vessel, Shang dynasty (c. 1200 B.C.E. – 1050 B.C.E.) 3 
Hunan Province (probably). H: 45,1 cm, L: 41 cm, W: 10, 6 kg. The British 4 
Museum. London 5 

 6 
Source: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/A_1936-1118-1 7 
 8 

While the figure of a tiger decorating the you vessel from the Cernuschi 9 
Museum collection looks quite fictional, the vivid images of two wild argali 10 

goats, that are an inseparable part of the zun尊 bronze (owned by the British 11 

Museum) are an example of a drive towards realism (Fig. 8). The vessel, which 12 
is 45 cm high and over 10 kilograms weight, was probably made in one of the 13 
manufactures in the Yangtze Valley in Hunan province, where other bronzes of 14 
this type were also found (e.g., in Ningxiang or Changsha). It is a wine 15 
container, presumably offered to the deceased during a funeral ritual as a drink 16 
to “help” him or her make his/her posthumous journey. The vessel has 17 
excellent proportions and a balanced sculptural composition. Oval sprue is on 18 
both sides is embraced by the partial silhouettes of goats. The figures of 19 
animals, with their heads turned in opposite directions, look dignified, as if 20 
they are on guard. Their long, rounded mouths, fancifully curled horns and 21 
split hooves are the features that indicate argali – the largest wild goats, 22 
inhabiting mainly mountain and rocky areas that are difficult to access. The 23 
impressive size of these animals, and especially their impressive horns used for 24 
defence, must have aroused not only respect, but are also probably associated 25 
with safety.

18
 Argali show excellent ability to repel attacks, therefore it seems 26 

understandable to use their images to decorate ritual vessels, especially to 27 
accompany the deceased on a safe journey through the afterlife. 28 

In addition to the joined half-silhouettes of goats, covered with scales, the 29 
zun vessel from the collection of the British Museum presents another 30 
zoomorphic motif, namely the taotie pattern placed on both sides of the outer 31 
walls of the sprue, at the level of argali necks. Naturally, the dominant element 32 

                                                      
18

Elizabeth Child-Johnson “The Metamorphic Image: A Predominant Theme in the Ritual Art of 

Shang China”. Op. cit. 1998: 30. 
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of the visible mask are eyes with convex and round pupils, vividly resembling 1 
the large pupils of both goats. The emphasis placed on the role of sight in 2 
nearly all depictions of animals, both during the reign of the Shang dynasty and 3 
the development of earlier cultures and societies, is remarkable. As if trying to 4 
suggest that the strength of this sense, which watches over our safety, is of 5 
dominant importance in the lives of all beings. After all, it is mainly with its 6 
help we can orientate ourselves in space, analyse cognitive processes, and, in 7 
special cases, even “see” the world of spirits. 8 

 9 
 10 

The meaning of eyes and bird figurines 11 
 12 

This kind of “seeing”, assigned to only a few, certainly played an 13 

important role in the developing Shu 蜀 State in the Chengdu Plain (Sichuan 14 

Province). It was an area that was apparently independent of the rulers of the 15 
Shang and developed a unique culture that was largely based on mysterious 16 
spiritual beliefs and practices.

19
 The heart of this vast kingdom, between 2050-17 

1250 BC, was presumably Sanxingdui 三星堆, where, between 1986 and 18 

March 2021 a total of eight large pits,
20

  filled with several thousand different 19 
artifacts made of gold, bronze, jams, and ceramics (not counting over 4,000 20 
shells) were discovered. They were probably ritual pits because most of the 21 
objects gathered in them were deliberately destroyed, set on fire, and buried.

21
 22 

The pits revealed, among others, dozens of surprising bronze eye-shaped 23 
forms, giant bronze masks with protruding eyeballs, as well as animal bronze 24 
figures with exaggerated eyes (Fig. 9, 10). Such an intentional emphasis on one 25 
motif was most likely the result of a specific cult, perhaps – as some point out 26 
– solar, in which the eyes symbolized the sun and all the power associated with 27 
it.

22
 It is possible, however, that the eye theme was also associated with the 28 

legendary founder of the Shu Kingdom - Cancong 蠶叢, who allegedly had 29 

bulging eyes.
23

 30 
 31 
  32 

                                                      
19

Some researchers call them outright shamanistic. See Wu Weixi, Zhu Yarong (Zhao Baohua 

translation), The Sanxingdui Site: Mystical Mask on Ancient Shu Kingdom, Beijing: China 

Intercontinental Press 2006: 6-7. 
20

The first discovery in Sanxingdui was made in the spring of 1929 by a farmer repairing a ditch 

near his home; he found a pit full of jades and other stone artifacts. Another two, much more 

extensive, were discovered between July and September 1986, and the last six were discovered by 

Chinese archaeologists in the spring of 2021, as reported by China Global Television Network on 

March 20, 2021. See “China unveils new discoveries from Sanxingdui, over 500 items unearthed” 

https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-03-20/China-unveils-new-discoveries-from-Sanxingdui-

YMkx9az0Yg/index. html (accessed on 20.07.2022). 
21

Wu Weixi, Zhu Yarong, The Sanxingdui Site… Op. cit. 2006: 6-7. 
22

Ibidem: 56. 
23

Ibidem: 56. 
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Figure 9.10. Eye-shaped objects, bronze, L: 57 cm, and bronze mask with 1 
protruding eyes, L. 138 cm, H. 66 cm. Shu Kingdom (c. 1250 BC), Sanxingdui 2 
Museum 3 

 4 

 5 
Photography: Bogna Łakomska 6 
 7 

Given that the culture of Shu society had been dominated by practices 8 
apparently based on the use of some unique methods of communicating with 9 
various beings in the afterlife, it seems that the issue of “seeing” them must have 10 
played an extraordinary meaning. Perhaps, the most important of these types of 11 
beings, who were attempting to communicate, were mythological rulers such as 12 

Cancong, Zhuanxu 顓頊, and Yufu 魚鳧. The last two, according to the Shu 13 

chronicles,
24

 were attributed supernatural forces characteristic of birds, as 14 
evidenced by the numerous bronze bird figurines found in Sanxingdui (Fig. 11, 15 
12). Some of them are accessories attached to other things, for example, 16 
“divine trees” (Fig. 13), i.e., nine unusual bronze installations, the meaning of 17 
which is still unclear,

25
 and some are probably separate sculptures. 18 

 19 

                                                      
24

 hese are mainly Shuwang benji 蜀王本紀 (Shu Kingdom Chronicles) compiled by Yang Xiong 

揚雄 (53 BC-18 AD) and Huayang Guo Zhi 華陽國 志 (Records of the Lands South of Mt. Hua) 

written by Chang Qu 常璩 (ok. 291-361). 
25

Wu Weixi, Zhu Yarong, The Sanxingdui Site… Op. cit. 2006: 82-87. In 1986, eight such “trees” 

were discovered in pit No. 2, and in 2021, in pit No. 3, more were found, which Xu Feihong – the 

team leader responsible for excavations at this pit – suspects may be associated with one of the 

“trees” from excavation no. 2. See China Global Television Network: “New treasure: Bronze sacred 

tree unearthed from Sanxingdui Ruins site”, September 8, 2021: 

https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-09-08/New-treasure-Bronze-sacred-tree-unearthed-from-

Sanxingdui-Ruins-site--13ohPgCD6z6/index.html (accessed on 20.07. 2022). 
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Figure 11.12. Bird figurine, bronze, and Rooster figurine, bronze, H. 14.2 cm, 1 
Shu Kingdom (c. 1250 BC), Sanxingdui Museum 2 

  3 
Photography: Bogna Łakomska 4 
 5 
Figure 13. "Divine tree", bronze, H: 396 cm, Shu Kingdom (c. 1250 BC), 6 
Sanxingdui Museum 7 

 8 
Photography: Bogna Łakomska 9 
 10 

Most of the figurines present the birds in a rather fanciful form that makes 11 
it impossible to identify a specific species. Nevertheless, one of them depicts 12 
the extremely realistic figure of a rooster standing on a square base. A richly 13 
feathered tail, a straightened neck, eye-catching sideburns, and a slightly raised 14 
head adorned with a comb – all this makes this small sculpture radiant with 15 
dignity. However, the animal does not lack vigilance, as indicated by its round, 16 
wide-open eyes. The realistic study characterizing the figurine, however, raises 17 
the question of the reason for such a distinction. Who knows, maybe this 18 
unique object played a special role in forging mystical ties in the Shu 19 
community. Maybe it was a symbolic image of the ancestor of the entire clan, 20 
meaning safety and bravery – the rooster, as the guardian of a flock of hens, 21 
can perfectly sense a threat, alert, and fight a potential enemy. Moreover, this 22 
balanced image of the “watchman” could also herald a new day, or light, the 23 
coming of which was believed to end all activity of nocturnal spirits. 24 

The images of birds were undoubtedly one of the most numerous groups 25 
of bronze animal figures discovered in Sanxingdui. However, dragons, snakes, 26 
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and tigers were also among this remarkable menagerie. Some of them are only 1 
a few centimetres high while others are several dozen centimetres tall. Perhaps, 2 
the accumulation of such specific depictions of animals was an expression of 3 
the specific views of the Shu community. Perhaps, they were related to a then-4 
held, although still unfathomable, theory of the world. In any case, aside from 5 
the dragons, whose nature was somewhat fanciful, the remaining creatures 6 
visualized in the form of bronze vessels or figurines referred to very real 7 
species that once inhabited the Chengdu Plain. 8 

 9 
 10 

The case of rhinoceros 11 
 12 

Today, it may be hard to believe, but some three thousand years ago, 13 
rhinoceroses, especially the Sumatran sub-species, also lived in China. 14 
Undoubtedly, their massive figures and imposing horns were highly desirable 15 
hunting trophies. However, it seems that for the ancient inhabitants of the late 16 
Shang dynasty, the value of these animals went well beyond purely material 17 
matters. Although, at present, we have probably only one image of a rhinoceros 18 
preserved in bronze from this period, both its form and the inscription on it 19 
indicate that we are dealing with a vessel of an extraordinary class intended for 20 
ritual purposes. It is a bronze zun in the collection of the Asian Art Museum of 21 
San Francisco (Fig. 14). 22 
 23 
Figure 14. Zun bronze vessel in the shape of a rhinoceros (1100-1050 BCE). 24 
H. 22.8 cm x L. 32.8. Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. 25 

 26 
Source: http://searchcollection.asianart.org/view/objects/asitem/18907/4?t:state:flow=db3833f 27 
0-64a0-48fd-aebc-72e3a87ccb3d    28 

 29 
A medium-sized container in the shape of a rhinoceros (22.8 cm high x 30 

32.8 cm long) was once used to store alcohol – originally, it had a lid covering 31 
a round hole on the back; unfortunately, the lid was lost somewhere. The vessel 32 
is perfectly balanced and characterized by a disarming power of expression and 33 
a large dose of realism, which suggests that its creator could have seen a real 34 
rhinoceros with his own eyes. It shows an animal standing on four columnar legs 35 
ending with three hooves each. The pudgy belly emphasizes the massiveness and 36 
thick skin of the animal, and the two horny outgrowths – nasal and hind – 37 
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Indicate that we are dealing with a Sumatran rhinoceros. Large fan-like ears, 1 
which add a lot of charm to the image of a thick-skinned beast, differ slightly 2 
from the reality in which rhinoceroses have much smaller ears. However, their 3 
hearing is excellent, hence this perhaps artistic enhancement. The eyes, on the 4 
other hand, so often emphasized in other depictions of animals, this time, 5 
although enlarged, are not far from reality. Sumatran species are characterized 6 
by an impressive, multi-fold frame around the eyes, optically enlarging them. 7 
However, this does not change the fact that their eyesight is poor, so they rely 8 
mainly on smell and hearing. In addition, they are extremely agile. 9 

The casting of this excellent vessel was undoubtedly related to certain 10 
events mentioned in the inscription on its bottom: 11 

 12 
“On the day Dingsi,

26
  the King inspected the Kuijing (place). The King 13 

presented the Lower Minister Yu of Kui with cowrie shells. This happened after 14 
the King's return from a military campaign against Ren Fang.

 27
 It was the 15 

fifteenth year of the King's succession. On the day of the holiday.”
 28

 16 
 17 

丁子（巳），王省夔（京），王易（賜）小臣艅夔貝，隹（唯）王來正（18 

征）人（夷）方，隹（唯）王十祀又五，（肜）日。 19 
 20 

Based on this, we can presume that the container was created to 21 
commemorate the meeting of the unknown king (most likely one of the last 22 

rulers of the Shang dynasty, perhaps Di Yi  帝乙 or Di Xin 帝辛)
29

 with his 23 

subject – the minister Yu, who, in a fit of royal generosity, was given cowrie 24 
shells, which at that time were legal tender. The minister evidently had to merit 25 
something, perhaps by a brave act during the expedition, or perhaps by the 26 
excellent reception of his monarch. In any way, in memory of the royal 27 
inspection, as well as to meet the sophisticated, although routine rituals,

30
 a 28 

vessel was cast, the form of which probably reflected the rhinoceroses that 29 
once lived in the swampy areas of Liangshan (Shandong province). There, in 30 
1843, the vessel was discovered, hidden in an underground cache together with 31 
six other bronzes. 32 

 33 

                                                      
26

Dingsi is the fifty-fourth day of the ancient Chinese sixty-day ganzhi 干支 cycle. 
27

Ren Fang – Dongyi people who once lived in the lower reaches of the Yellow River basin.  
28

A slightly different English translation can be found on the website of the Asian Art Museum of 

San Francisco: http://searchcollection.asianart.org/view/objects/asitem/18907/4?t:state:flow=db3 

833f0-64a0- 48fd-aebc-72e3a87ccb3d (access: 02 08 2022). cf. Campbell 2018: 187.  
29

See interview with Xu Jie, director of the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco: 专访许杰：亚洲

不是地理或族群，博物馆要讲述的是关联的故事 “Asia is not about geography or ethnicity, 

museums want to tell related stories” https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1429889 

(access: 02 08 2022). 
30

As Roderick Campbell has noted, because during the late Shang dynasty both time and military 

expeditions of rulers became categorized according to the ritual cycle of kings, it seems that all 

sacrificial practices have become clichéd. See Roderick Campbell, Violence, Kinship and the Early 

Chinese State. The Shang and their World. Cambridge University Press, 2018: 187-188. 

http://searchcollection.asianart.org/view/objects/asitem/18907/4?t:state:flo
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Elephant and wild boar – realism with a touch of fantasy 1 
 2 

Ritual zun vessels, used to store alcohol, which were so willingly given 3 
animal forms in the late Shang dynasty, were not only exclusive objects 4 
indicating the status of their owners, but above all symbols of power, which 5 
was acquired, among others, thanks to rituals. Images of real tigers, buffaloes, 6 
deer, snakes, birds, rhinos, elephants, wild boars, and fanciful creatures such as 7 
dragons seem to reinforce this sense of power, especially when the liquid 8 
contained inside them (i.e., in those vessels) was drunk during the ceremony. 9 
Such an image certainly captured the imagination, and who knows if it did not 10 
symbolically send a message that the powers of wild animals were being tamed 11 
and poured into the bodies of those performing the ritual or deceased ancestors. 12 
 13 
Figure 15. 16. Zun bronze vessel in the shape of an elephant. H. 22.8 cm x L. 14 
26.5 cm, and zun bronze vessel in the shape of a boar, H. 40 cm x L. 72 cm. 15 
Hunan Provincial Museum. Changsha (1250-1050 BCE) 16 

 17 

 18 
Source: https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/elephant-shaped-bronze-zun-wine-vessel OwE 19 
yafU0AVT-Ng https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/boar-shaped-bronze-zun-wine-vessel-20 
unknown/oAFDHYp_yUKgGA 21 
 22 

Among such unusual zun bronzes from the late Shang period are two 23 
vessels from the collection of the Hunan Provincial Museum in Changsha (Fig. 24 
15, 16). A slightly smaller one (22.8 cm high, 26.5 cm long) found in 1975 in 25 
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Shixingshan 狮形山, near the city of Liling, depicts a standing elephant with 1 

its trunk raised. Similar to the bronze rhino shape, the vessel from the Hunan 2 
Museum has a round hole on the back through which alcohol was once poured. 3 
A separate lid, perhaps decorated with an image of a smaller elephant – as seen 4 
in the example from the collection of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 5 
Asian Art

31
 - has been lost. The form of the vessel, despite the deliberate (as it 6 

seems) shortening of the animal’s silhouette, is realistic, which does not change 7 
the fact that its entire surface is covered with numerous patterns of inevitably 8 
symbolic meaning. The elephant’s trunk is crowned with a head with the image 9 
of a phoenix, which in turn is covered with the curled tail of a tiger crawling in 10 
the opposite direction – its silhouette appears in the decoration many times, 11 
including on the legs and rump of the depicted animal. There are also fish and 12 
characteristic argali horns decorating the elephant’s high forehead. The whole 13 
set of patterns looks quite abstract and mysterious, as if the various elements of 14 
air, water and earth, expressed through the images of the phoenix, fish, tiger 15 
and goat, had the chance to be realized thanks to the space given to them. The 16 
very silhouette of an elephant, consisting of a spherical body supported on four 17 
legs like pillars, might reflect the structure of the universe. 18 

A second, slightly larger zun vessel in the form of a wild boar (40 cm H x 19 

72 cm L) was discovered in 1981 in Chuanxingshan 船形山 , near the village 20 

of Jiuhua (Hunan). An imaginary animal of stocky build stands on four legs 21 
ending in hooves and looks slightly above its long, upturned snout. Clearly 22 
marked bristles on the nape, lower canines, and high-set, standing ears, in the 23 
shape of triangles, as well as its genitals, leave no doubt what kind of animal 24 
we are dealing with. In the upper part of the body, there is a hole covered with 25 
a lid decorated with a reconstructed today figurine of a bird.

32
 The surface of 26 

the belly, neck, and partly the rump of the wild boar is decorated with motifs 27 
resembling scales and shells. Inverted silhouettes of the one-legged kui dragon, 28 
decorating the legs and buttocks of the depicted animal, are also visible. All 29 
this resembles the armour that boars can really boast of, especially if their fur is 30 
matted with resin. Whoever designed the shape of this vessel must have seen 31 
the animal with their own eyes. The boar not only has the most important 32 
morphological features but also adopts a pose as if sensing a scent. And yet, it 33 
is the sense of smell that is one of the most developed senses in these animals. 34 

The vessel is unique for many reasons: firstly, it is the only – so far – 35 
bronze in the shape of a wild boar from the Shang Dynasty; secondly, the 36 
ingenious composition that takes into account both the real pose and the facial 37 
expression of the animal, as well as the excellent performance of the final 38 
form, make it a true masterpiece; thirdly, four 1.4 cm diameter mysterious 39 
holes arranged on the same level – two on each side of the formed boar’s body, 40 
seem to be something original and deliberately planned, probably to pull a rope 41 

                                                      
31

See https://asia.si.edu/object/F1936.6a-b/ (access 17. 07. 2022). 
32

Information about the reconstruction of this part of the vessel comes from the website of the 

Hunan Provincial Museum. See https://www.hnmuseum.com/en/content/boar-shaped-bronze-zun 

(accessed 31 08 2022). 
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through them or to put wooden bars, supposedly to facilitate moving or 1 
displaying the vessel. 2 

The figure of a boar, like the image of a pig adorning a thousand-year-old 3 

terracotta jug from Wangjiayinwa 王家陰窪 (Qin'an 秦安, Gansu Province) 4 

(Fig. 17), certainly expressed prosperity.
33

 Nevertheless, while the pig was a 5 
domesticated animal, living literally under the same roof as the country’s 6 
inhabitants, the wild boar remained a free and dangerous creature. It can 7 
therefore be assumed that apart, from the meaning of wealth or happiness, the 8 
representation of a wild boar in the form of a bronze ritual vessel also carried a 9 
message of strength, courage, and bravery. In turn, the bird accompanying the 10 
wild boar, which is the handle of the lid, is most likely an old symbol of the 11 
journey to the afterlife, known at least since Neolithic times. However, its 12 
silhouette, which vividly resembled a rooster, could reinforce this message, 13 
additionally evoking associations with the guarding function of this animal 14 
announcing the dawn. 15 
 16 
Figure 17. Painted gourd-shaped pottery vessel with a pig-mask design. 17 
Yangshao culture (5000–3000 BC). Archaeological site: Wangjiayinwa, Gansu. 18 
Gansu Provincial Museum 19 

 20 
Photography: Bogna Łakomska 21 
 22 

 23 
Owl figures as spiritual guides to the afterlife  24 

 25 
In opposition to the rooster announcing the new day, there is the figure of 26 

an owl – a night bird, whose image was also used in the designs of ritual 27 
vessels in the late Shang dynasty. A great example of this is the two zun 28 
bronzes excavated from the tomb of Queen Fu Hao, now in two different 29 
collections: the Henan Museum in Zhengzhou and the Chinese National 30 
Museum in Beijing (Fig. 18).

34
 Both present the same type of cup in the shape 31 

                                                      
33

Bogna Łakomska, “Images of Animals in Neolithic Chinese Ceramic”. In: Athens Journal of 

Humanities & Arts - Volume 8, Issue 1, January 2021: 69. 
34

Yinxu Fu Hao mu 殷墟妇好墓 (Tomb of Lady Hao at Yinxu in Anyang), Institute of 

Archaeology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 中国社会科学院考古研究所, Cultural Relics 

Press 文物出版社, Beijing, 1980; Cortney E. Chaffin, “War and Sacrifice: The Tomb of Fu Hao”. 

In: Smarthistory, August 5, 2021, https://smarthistory.org/tomb-of-fu-hao/ (access: 18 09 2022). 
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of a fanciful owl with a slightly protruding chest and raised head, decorated 1 
with great tufts of feathers and a massive beak curled downwards. The straight 2 
legs end in claws and the hanging tail function as support. Just behind the neck 3 
there is a handle, and, at the back of the head, there is a hole with a lid 4 
decorated with solid figures of a bird (a smaller owl) and a dragon following it 5 
– both figures seem to function as a holder. The entire outer surface of both 6 
bronzes is decorated with various patterns, and from the inside – on the wall 7 

just below the rim, there is an inscription 婦好 Fu Hao, indicating the owner of 8 

both vessels. 9 
 10 
Figure 18. Zun bronze vessel in the shape of owl, H: 46.3 cm. Fu Hao’s tomb 11 
(Yinxu, Anyang, Henan). Late Shang Dynasty period (c. 1200 BC) National 12 
Museum of China, Beijing 13 

 14 
Photography: Bogna Łakomska 15 
 16 

It is probable that these two bronze images of a bird of prey able to move 17 
swiftly at dusk played a symbolic role as guides and protectors in the queen’s 18 
posthumous journey. It is possible that other bronzes buried with Fu Hao had a 19 

similar function, such as two types of guang 觥 – in the form of a gravy boat 20 

fancifully combining the silhouette of a tiger with an owl. Nevertheless, all the 21 
bronze sacrificial vessels (about 200), constituting the rich furnishings of the 22 
queen’s tomb, primarily testified to the rank of its owner, as well as presumably 23 
her sophisticated need to preserve the power she had during life in the world of the 24 
dead. Fu Hao was the beloved wife of the twenty-first ruler of the Shang – Wu 25 
Ding, and, as the characters on the oracle bones indicate, in addition to being 26 
the royal wife and mother of the king’s children, she also participated in war 27 
expeditions, bravely leading the army, and engaging in complex rituals.

35
 One 28 

                                                                                                                                            
 
35

Robert Eno, “Deities and Ancestors in Early Oracle Inscriptions”. In: Religions of China in 

Practice, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996: 50. 
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could say that in the patriarchal society of the late Shang dynasty, she was a 1 
woman of extraordinary standing. The choice of specific shapes of bronze 2 
vessels marked with inscriptions precisely specifying the owner emphasizes it 3 
even more. Moreover, assuming the hypothesis that, during her lifetime, Wu 4 
Hao had the gift or the privilege of metaphorical communication with non-5 
human or otherworldly beings,

36
 we can assume that many of the bronze 6 

vessels with zoomorphic iconography deposited in her grave once played an 7 
important role in the performance of mysterious “passage” rituals. Presumably, 8 

one such object was the bronze yue 钺 axe head found in the queen’s tomb 9 

(Fig. 19). The axe was undoubtedly used to kill ritual victims, and the motif of 10 
a human head placed between the mouths of two tigers decorating it, evoking 11 
associations with the decoration of ceramics from Shangcheng and the four 12 
bronze vessels mentioned earlier in the form of a beast consuming a human 13 
being, convincingly supports theories about the use of images of animals by 14 
those performing rituals for communication between the world of the living 15 
and the dead.

37
 16 

 17 
Figure 19. Bronze yue axe with a pair of tigers and a human head, Fu Hao’s 18 
tomb (Yinxu, Anyang, Henan). Late Shang Dynasty period (c. 1200 BC). 19 

 20 
Source: https://news.cgtn.com/news/304d444f346b7a6333566d54/index.html 21 
 22 

 23 
Conclusions 24 

 25 
The variety of bronze vessels from the Shang Dynasty decorated with 26 

animal images and formed (both realistically and fancifully) in the shape of 27 
animals creates the possibility of various hypotheses. There is no doubt, 28 
however, that these vessels were made for ritual purposes, and their forms were 29 
shaped in close connection with the celebration of specific activities. 30 
Therefore, it is almost certain that zoomorphic decorations must have played an 31 

                                                      
36

Sarah Allan, “The Taotie Motif on Early Chinese Ritual Bronzes”. Op. cit. 2016: 48. 
37

Chang Kwang-Chih, “The Animal in Shang and Chou Bronze Art”. Op. cit. 1981: 540, 546. 
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important role in this respect, and the repetition of specific images, especially 1 
of the tiger, buffalo, deer, argali goat, birds, tiger, snake, elephant, or wild boar, 2 
only reinforces the conviction of a deeper, religious need of such choice and 3 
not another. Elizabeth Childs-Johnson’s theory of the ubiquitous silhouette of 4 
an animal in Shang art as a “symbol of metamorphosis, gained theoretically 5 
through human identification with the hunted animal”

38
  is very convincing, 6 

and I think it is crucial to understand these representations as symbolic forms, 7 
the meaning of which has consolidated its consequences in art and Chinese 8 
culture for hundreds, if not thousands of years. 9 

 10 
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