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The Image Types and
Artistic Features of the
Chinese Zodiac in

Tang Dynasty

Dong Haipeng

Shaanxi Normal University/China

Abstract

The society of Tang Dynasty
popularizes the faith in Chinese zodiac with
much recorded literature as well as plenty of
images about the Chinese zodiac in the
relics of Tang Dynasty. Based on a large
amount of data, the images of the Chinese
zodiac in the Tang Dynasty include vatious
types of pottery figures, murals, and artifacts

of zodiac animals. And they have their

artistic characteristics.

1 See, for example, Chen Anli 1988; Zhang
Yun, 2002; Li Xingming 2003; Jiao Lin 2011.

See section “References”.

Key words

Tang Dynasty, Chinese zodiac images,

artistic characteristics

The Chinese zodiac, also known as
zodiac signs, is the animal image of the birth
year of a person. As early as the pre-Qin
period, people used animals to match the
twelve earthly branches to represent their
birth year. The Eastern Han Dynasty
witnessed the formation of the twelve
Chinese zodiac: the rat, the ox, the tiger, the
rabbit, the dragon, the snake, the horse, the
goat, the monkey, the rooster, the dog, and
the pig. The “three religions” of
Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism in
the Tang Dynasty all involved the Chinese
zodiac. In the eyes of the Tang people, the
twelve zodiac, the twelve gods, protected
people with their zodiac animals, which led
to a pervasive belief and a culture of Chinese
zodiac with a large number of zodiac
images. Previous studies on Chinese zodiac
relics in Tang Dynasty' are relatively simple
in their understanding, for they rarely

discuss those zodiac images from the

perspective of iconology. From the historic



records and archaeological data, the images
of the Chinese zodiac in the Tang Dynasty
can be divided into three major types:
pottery figures, paintings and artifacts with

their distinct artistic characteristics.

Pottery Figures of Zodiac Animals

Zodiac images made in earth, stone,
iron were commonly used for funeral
objects in tombs. The reason why Tang
people used them in tombs was mainly due
to the principle of “honoring the dead as the
living”: Whether alive or dead, they hoped
to be protected by the Chinese zodiac.”

1950s,

Since the archaeologists have
discovered 35 tombs with zodiac pottery
figures as funeral objects in Shaanxi, Henan,
Hunan, Hubei, Jiangsu, Shanxi, Sichuan,
Liaoning, Fujian, Xinjiang and other places
with Shaanxi having the most, Henan the

second, followed by Hunan and Jiangsu,

2 Huang Yongnian 2021:157.

3 The pottery figures of Chinese zodiac of
Tang tombs in Shaanxi Province are mainly
found in Xi'an City, the ones in Henan
Province are mainly in Luoyang and Yanshi,
those in Hunan Province are mainly in

Changsha and Yueyang, while the ones in
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with other places having relatively few

objects. ’

Archaeological data show that the
pottery figures of the Tang Dynasty are in
two types: unpainted and painted. At
present, there are 15 unpainted groups and
11 painted ones of pottery figures of
Chinese zodiac taking up the relative
majority while celadon, white marble, stone
and iron figures are rare. The celadon zodiac
figure was found in the Tang Tomb of
Chengjia Lake in Changsha, Hunan
Province and the Tang Tomb of Wanxian
County in Sichuan.* The white marble figure
was discovered in Yaojiajing, Beijing. The
stone figure was found in Liquan, Shaanxi
and Luoyang, Henan. As for the iron zodiac,
it was only found in Xingyuan Village,
Yanshi.> Due to the different materials,

there were differences in the manufacturing

process.

Jiangsu Province are mainly in Yangzhou and

Wuxian.

4+ Xiong Chuanxin et al. 1980:506-511; Gao
Yingmin 1980:503-514.

5 Liu Kewei 2008:282-297.
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In  modeling, figures of

pottery
Chinese zodiac of the Tang Dynasty has two

types:
animal head and human body. The realistic

the realistic ones and ones with

figure is a sculpture of the animal shape,
which is rare in the Tang Dynasty. At
present, only a group of squatting figures are
found in the tomb of the Tang Dynasty
Daoist Tomb (M1038) in the northern
suburbs of Luoyang City.® The latter is very
common, accounting for about 97% of the
total number. And they have different
postures such as cross-legged sitting and
standing postures. Among the unearthed 35
groups, there were 22 standing groups,
accounting for 63% of the total. The rest are
the cross-legged sitting or knee sitting. The
unpainted figures in the Shanghai Museum

are standing and sitting ones from the Tang

Tomb of Wanxian County in Sichuan.

¢ Luoyangshi 1996:8-16.

Fig 1: The unpainted zodiac figures of Tang
Dpynasty in the Shanghai Museum

Fig. 2: Knee sitting zodiac figures in Tang

tomb of Wanxian County in Sichuan

The wide use of the figures with animal
head and human body as funeral objects in
the tombs is an important feature of the
Chinese zodiac art in the Tang Dynasty.
They are artistically vivid and expressive.
For instance, the zodiac rooster and horse
figures unearthed from the Tomb of No.
216 in Astana are quite realistic, dressed in
the Tang Dynasty Han traditional right-
handed daily clothes with exquisite patterns
on the collars and vividly wave-shaped
sleeves. This painted standing figure with

stretched hands and a peaceful face is well
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proportioned and exquisite; if regarded as

the vintage of Tang zodiac ﬁgures.7

As we know, the Tang Dynasty
sculptures are mainly Buddhist and Taoist
figures made of various materials. The
zodiac figure is systematically unique in
Tang Dynasty sculptures. Although buried
in the tomb and not as admired as the
Buddhist and Daoist figures or sculptures of

the nobles, it has an important artistic value.

Paintings of the Chinese Zodiac

The zodiac paintings were painted on
paper or silk in the Tang Dynasty. But what
we can see now are mainly in two types:
murals and line depiction. These two types
of zodiac paintings are very different in
style, but in essence, they both belong to
decorative paintings with obvious artistic

style.

Some of the zodiac murals of the Tang
Dynasty were painted in the tomb, while

others were painted in the Buddhist temple.

7 Zhang Chi. “The Cultural Relics of the
Twelve Zodiac Animals in the Ancient
Western Region that Huang Wenbi Saw
during His Investigation in Xinjiang,” pp. 91-
98.
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At present, there are three Tang Dynasty
tombs with 12 Chinese zodiac murals
unearthed in archaeological excavations,
namely, the Tomb of Houchen in the 22nd
year of Kaiyuan (734), the Tomb of Gao
Lishi in the second year of Baoying (763)
and the Tomb of Emperor Li Xuan in the
first year of Wende (888). The twelve zodiac
signs in the Tomb of Houchen are the
carliest tomb of Chinese Zodiac with animal
head and human body. The tomb is located
in Xicheng District, Beijing. Its eastern
dome are left with the remains of the
painting of the sun and the lower four walls
are painted with the twelve Chinese zodiac
murals of animal head and human body.*
The Tomb of Gao Lishi is located in
Pucheng, Shaanxi where the images of the
twelve zodiac are distributed on the east and
west walls in the form of screen paintings.
Judging from the images of goat, monkey
and rooster painted on the second, third and
fourth screen,’ the arrangement of the
zodiac signs starts from the northernmost

part of the east wall and is distributed

8 Wang Wuyu 1992:147-148.

9 Shaanxi 2002:21-32.
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clockwise. "’ The painting techniques and
sizes of the twelve zodiac figures painted in
the twelve niches on the east and west walls
of the corridor of Emperor Li Xuan and the
four walls of the tomb are the same as those
in the Tomb of Gao Lishi, both of which
are standing figures in the style of civil
officials with scepter boards. The Chinese
Zodiac murals painted in Buddhist temples
can be seen in the Dunhuang murals. There
are twelve apothecary generals wearing
armor and golden crowns with animal
images such as tiger, rabbit, dragon and
snake in the mural of pharmacists in the
north wall of cave 220, Mogao Grottoes,
Dunhuang in 642 (the 16th year of
Zhenguan's reign).'' Most of these murals
are matched with the stars and the four
gods, playing the role of marking time,
recording time, and eliminating evil for the
tomb owner. The twelve images of the
Chinese zodiac in the mural are all animal
heads and human bodies, with fat body,
wide sleeves and wide robes, holding scepter

boards in peace, which embodies the typical

10 Li Xingming 2005:chapter 6.

1 Tuo Huaging, “The Change of Oriental

Pharmacist's Pure Land

Murals,” p. 46.

in  Dunhuang

smooth, vivid and graceful artistic features
of the Tang Dynasty figure mural; the style
also exhibits the free and easy sketch
technique of Wu Daozi which was gaining

popularity in the Tang Dynasty.

Fig. 3: Monkey and rooster in the murals of

the tomb of Gao Lishi



12

Fig. 4: Horse in the corridor of Jing Tomb

12 Zhongguo wenwu 2000.
13 Chen Changan 1992.

14 Chen Changan 2007.
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There are lines depicting the images of
the twelve zodiac animals on or around the
epitaph covers and stones in the Tang
Dynasty. According to the statistics of
Unearthed Epitaphs in New China, * A
Collection of Epitaphs of Sui, Tang and Five
Dynasties,” Epitaphs Collected in Xi'an Beilin
Museum,"* and Patterns of Epitaphs in Zhao
Tomb,"” there are more than 300 epitaphs
inscribed with patterns of twelve Chinese
zodiac animals. Because of the special
cultural connotation of the twelve zodiac
animals, they are often matched with the
four gods and painted on the four edges of
the epitaph cover or on the four sides of the
stone, which symbolize heaven, earth and
the four directions. The image of the
Chinese Zodiac adopts various carving
techniques such as line carving and relief
carving. The carving bears different patterns
of clouds, curling grass, Buddha and
flowers, which makes the artistic effect of
the pattern of Chinese zodiac in Tang
Dynasty epitaph prominent and the artistic

arrangement richer.!¢

15 Zhang Zhipan 2015.

16 Wu Yucheng 2006:38-39.
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Fig. 5: Epitaph of Mrs. Qipeng (721)

In Tang Dynasty, the patterns of the
epitaphs of the Chinese zodiac are rich and
varied and include all the image types of the
Chinese zodiac: realistic Chinese zodiac,
Chinese zodiac with animal head human
body and figures with zodiac animals.
Realistic zodiac includes running, standing
and auspicious animals, most of which
appeared in the eatly Tang Dynasty; !’
Chinese zodiac with animal head human
body includes standing, cross-legged sitting,
knee sitting and other different types, and
the typical costume is the robed official

garment holding scepter board; the figure

17 Wu Yucheng 2006:40-42.

with zodiac animals mainly appears in the
middle and late Tang Dynasty with the
animals over human head and in human
arms, and the figure is standing, knee sitting
or cross-legged sitting, wearing official

robes.

Fig. 6: Epitaph of Li (805)

There are four main carving
techniques for the patterns of the twelve
zodiac animals, ie. reducing the eatth's
Yang carving, reducing the earth's Yin
carving, reducing the earth's horizontal

carving and pure Yin line carving.' These

18 Jiao Lin 2011:105.
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four carving techniques are either used
alone or alternately, with smooth lines or
rough lines. The “sketch” technique in Tang
Dynasty painting is fully used, often
prioritizing meaning and spirit over form
and appearance, and achieving the spiritual
resemblance under a unity of form and
form." The depiction of animals in the
realistic epitaph of the Chinese zodiac is
mainly arbitrary running, which embodies
the flexibility of the Chinese Zodiac both in
the way of line carving and that of reducing
ground carving. The animal art image of
animal head and human body abstractly
combines the natural image of animals with
human body. Whether it is the facial
expression or the carving of the figure's
clothing, all abstract the artistic effect of

resemblance and non-resemblance with

simple and smooth geometric lines.?’

Chinese zodiac artifacts

Chinese zodiac artifacts are decorated
with Chinese zodiac. At present, there are
mainly bronze mirrors, silver boxes, bronze

drums, belts and so on.

19 Jiao Lin 2011:106.

20 Chen Anli 1988:48-50.
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The Chinese Zodiac on the bronze
mirror of the Tang Dynasty is a simple
realistic one. The eatliest one is to match the
simple Chinese Zodiac image with the
tangled pattern. During High Tang, four
gods and auspicious animals were gradually
added to the bronze mirror, and they were
engraved in the inner area outside the round
button, while the twelve running zodiac
animals were distributed in the outer area.”
In the middle and late Tang Dynasty, it was
mostly a combination of the eight trigrams
and the Chinese zodiac. The image of the
eight trigrams was located in the inner area
beside the mirror button, and the image of
the Chinese zodiac in the central atea ran
around. In addition, there are four gods,
eight trigrams and the combination of the

28 stars and the Chinese zodiac.?

21 Li Xingming 2003:45.

22 Li Xingming 2003:46.
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Fig. 7: The Mirror of Four gods of Chinese
Zodiac in Tang Dynasty in Luoyang

Fig. 8: The Unpainted Zodiac Bronze

Mirror in Tang Dynasty in Shanghai

Museum

Bronze mirror, as an important daily
necessity of the ancient people for adjusting
clothes and hats as well as an important
magic weapon in Daoism, makes its
application of the image of the Chinese
zodiac a vital manifestation of the art of the
Chinese zodiac in the Tang Dynasty. In the
same way as the zodiac figures, patterns of
epitaphs and murals of the Chinese zodiac
in the tombs, the images of the twelve
Chinese zodiac on the bronze mirror also
play the role of exorcising evil spirits,
symbolizing heaven and recording time.
Due to the limitation of the size of bronze
mirrors, the complicated patterns of the
Chinese Zodiac were cast in the space with
the limited back of the mitrors,
accompanied by the patterns of four gods,
auspicious beasts and eight trigrams, which
reflected the superb technology of casting
bronze mirrors in the Tang Dynasty. There
are various types of bronze mirrors in the
Tang Dynasty, including four God mirror,
auspicious animal mirror, eight trigrams
mirror, four God eight trigrams 24 animal
combination mirror, etc. The separating
patterns include floral, animal, leaf petal,
lotus and other types of two side continuous
patterns. The diversity of the artistic styles
and techniques reflect a strong "Tang

Landscape ".
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In addition, some gold and silver wares
of the Tang Dynasty also exhibit the
patterns of the Chinese zodiac. The image
of the Chinese zodiac is found in the “six
petal silver box with seven countries under
the control of the «capital” in the
Daozhengfang area of Chang'an in the Tang
Dynasty. The top and bottom of this box
are set with twigs and leaves, and the twelve
zodiac animals are carved with the inscribed
lines featuring the time of the twelve zodiac
animals. Animals of the Chinese Zodiac
stand or walk on twigs and leaves.” The
gold belt unearthed in Shifang County,
Sichuan Province in 1984 also has twelve
animals of Chinese zodiac. They are
arranged in order with meticulous carving,
in which there are incomplete pigs and
running animals stretching their four

limbs.** As for this issue, this essay will not

go into details due to the previous studies.
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