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Introduction:


Chia Yi became a tutor of the Prince of Ch’ang-sha after he was banished. Being that Ch’ang-sha is a low, damp place, he was already feeling depressed as a result of the banishment location. Three years after he was banished, an owl flew into his house and perched in the corner of the room he was sitting in. He saw this as a sign that he would not live much longer. He wrote a rhapsody to console himself (Mair). Here is part of that:

“I should have liked to ask the owl: Where am I to go?
If lucky, let me know; if bad, tell me the worst.

Be it swift or slow, tell me when it is to be.

The owl sighed; it raised its head and flapped its wings

But could not speak.-Let me say what it might reply:”
This quote is from about 200 B.C.E., and shows some of the symbolism that surrounds owls in the Chinese Culture. As an ill omen of death there is no wonder it is commonly linked to burials and the afterlife. 

Just like the army of terra cotta bodyguards that Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi had constructed and was buried with, owls also found their way into Chinese “spirit objects” known as mingqi. These Mingqi is used as a surrogate or substitute for items that the dead would need in the afterlife (Kesner).  This paper will examine the owl in Chinese Folklore and its use in Han Dynasty mingqi as well as comparing those vessels to earlier owl vessels of the Shang Dynasty used for ritualistic wine offerings for the deceases.
Owl in Chinese Folklore:

Owls are one of the oldest vertebrate animal species on the planet. Owl fossils have been found dating back to about 60 million years ago.  The Chauvet Cave, in the valley of the Ardèche River in France, is filled with paintings, engravings and drawings created more than 30,000 years ago. The owl is one of the animal images that appear in the cave. The owls of the present era have changed little from the owl of the European prehistoric time. The owls have been adopted as the symbol for many different things. Some cultures see the owl as a sign of a blessing and others cultures see them as the instigator of a curse. The Chinese Culture is no different when it comes to the mystic meanings surrounding the owl.

In China, the character for owl is a combination of the conventional picture of a bird, with claws, and hidden in a tree (Figure 1).  The Screech and Horned owls are often the owl found in China’s art. To the Chinese the owl is considered evil, because a young owl is believed to consume its mother. According to C.A.S. Williams, author of Chinese Symbolism and Art Motifs, the owl’s voice resembles the voice of a spirit or demon calling to its kind. It is also said that the voice of an owl sounds like the digging of a grave (Williams).
The Chinese symbolism associated with the owl is quite common to the rest of the world. The Chinese, Roman, along with some African and European cultures saw the owl as an ill omen. Sometimes called the harbinger of death and the messenger of the night, the owl was often seen in a negative light (Williams). Specifically in Roman mythology, the owl is often known as "the bird of the night" because of its nocturnal nature. It was said that to hear a "hoot" of an owl is a precursor to imminent death. Great leaders, like Julius Caesar, Augustus Caesar, Commodus Aurelios, and even Agrippa were all predicted by the call of an owl. The Roman people even went as far as to nail a dead owl to the door of a house to release them from the curse which its cry had brought. The Chinese traded heavily with the Roman Empire, this may have had an effect on the use of the owl as a common funerary accessory in Han Dynasty burial ceremonies.
However, the Chinese also traded with Greece and specifically Athens, which was known as "the city of the owl". The owl was the symbol of the goddess Athena. Athena held claim to being the goddess of wisdom and strategy. The myth of the owl and Athena was that the owl sat on the goddess's blindside so she may see the whole truth. This gave the owl an aura of wisdom (Cenzato). The Chinese adapted to this view when they would export goods and porcelain to Athens. Some goods have been found with owls as a tribute to "the city of the owl". 
History of Mingqi:


The Han Dynasty, which lasted from 206BC-220AD, is established as the age at which mingqi or “spirit utensils” becomes popularized and the practiced the most. This four hundred year period is seen as a time of stability and economic prosperity. When the expansion of the Chinese empire moved far west towards the Tarim Basin, travel become safer for pilgrims, traders, and adventurers as they moved toward the Roman Empire (Map/Figure 2). During this time, the “silk road” became how the Chinese would export luxury items and goods to and from the Mediterranean Region. 


Many of the Han Dynasty ceramics are the mingqi vessels. They are referred to as “spirit objects”, “spirit utensils”, or “spirit articles”. According to Qinghua Guo, the term “ming” means visible while qi means object. Ming also has the same pronunciation as the Chinese word for “hell”. The mingqi artifacts were specifically made to accompany the ceremonies and activities of the Chinese funerary rites during that time.  These statues and figurines were molded after items that were essential for everyday life so that the deceased would have it to take with them into the afterlife (Rotondo-McCord). They ensure that a tomb’s inhabitants preserved their social and economic status as they made their way into the afterlife. According to Lisa Rotondo-McCord, Assistant Director for Art/Curator of Asian Art at the New Orleans’s Museum of Art;

“These relatively inexpensive ceramic models allowed survivors to provide a full complement of furnishings and provisions for the deceased; dozens and, at times, hundreds of mingqi were interred within a single tomb. .. Mingqi provide the modern-day viewer a window into the fashions, beliefs, practices and burial customs of the Han elite.”

In other words, these spirit objects were seen as a necessity to the deceased and a dedication to their social status and worth. 

The Han Dynasty mingqi are usually low-fired earthenware. However some were made of bronze, wood, and stone (Guo, Q). They have become the most visible type of Chinese funerary art because of their durability and the sheer volume at which they were produced. Many different types of mingqi were created and replicated for funerary ceremonies. The wide varieties of mingqi were produced from a board range of techniques and craftsmanship. Miniature architecturally realistic mingqi building (Figure 3) suggest that they were modeled after real buildings and included elements like, courtyards, towers, and even pigsties (Guo, Q.). The Han dynasty military elite would end up with mingqi in symbols that represented power. Miniature earthenware “watchtowers” were constructed and served as Han military defenses for the elite. Mounted Warriors were used as a mingqi symbol of the Han military power (Rotondo-McCord). Even a ready to ride war horse would be used to symbolize their military power like Figure 4. 
Other animalistic forms were created as mingqi during the Han dynasty. The sculptors created representations of real, as well as, supernatural creatures to serve as guardians of the deceased (Hentze). These creatures were indicators of the person’s status in life, both socially and economically. Animals, like dogs, camels, birds, and lions, are brought to life by the realistic details that are incorporated in the sculptures. There are dogs with their ears perked, as if listening to the noises around them. Guardian lines are covered with decorations and a large snarling smile (Colburn Clydesdale). These burial figurines of graceful dancers (Figure 5), mystical beasts, and everyday objects reveal both how people in early China approached death and how they lived. According to Charles Hingman author of Encyclopedia of Ancient Asian Civilizations musical instruments and human beings could be represented as mingqi. The instruments could be strung but not tuned to the proper notes. The human being mingqi would replace human sacrifice and be class representations of servants, family, or friends. This paper will be examining the owl as mingqi vessel and its purpose to serve the dead. 

Examination of the Figurines:

    
Two pieces from different museums will be examined in order to compare and contrast the styles of the owl as a funerary item. Other figures will then be added to create an opportunity to compare and contrast the styles of the figures being examined more intensely. 
   
 The first piece being examined (Figure 6) can be found as part of the East Asian collection in the Stoke-on-Trent Museum in the United Kingdom. The owl vessel is dated to the Han Dynasty (206BC-220AD). It is an unglazed earthenware vessel. It appears to have a grayish hue with brown and black highlights caused by age. The body and head are detachable from one another. The pieces that make up the body are joined together in the center of the form; the seam appears to be down the stomach of the owl. The wings of the owl are closely attached to its side and become part of the shape of the body. Wings and feather designs have been incised into the body of the owl. The owl stands upright with the body balancing on 3 "legs"; two feet and a tail. In the head, the sculpture appears to have attached the two parts of the head behind the ear tuffs and down the side of the face. Features and details were added to the face to create eyebrows, a beak, huge unblinking eyes, and feathers on the tips of the ear tuffs. The owl looks stocky with a head that is a just slightly smaller than its body. The head makes up about 25% of the overall height of the object. The shape of the head leans towards a spherical form.  
    
The second vessel (Figure 7) is from the Philadelphia Museum of Art. It is also a Han Dynasty owl however its features are different. Like the first figure, the second stands on its feet and tail in a three point stance. The construction of the body appears to be similar with the seam running down the owl front. It is also a vessel in which the head detaches from the body. Both owls are incised to create feather like details on the bodies and on the heads. The body of the second piece, Figure 7 has feathers that appear round and scale like, whereas the Figure 6 has straighter, skinny feathers. The main distinction between the two vessels is the overall shape of the body. 
 
The first piece (Figure 6) has a head with a smaller diameter than the body. The second vessel (Figure 7) has a similar sized head however the neck of the two pieces is different. The first has a shorter neck with straight sides, whereas the second has a neck that is elongated and fluted at the top. Both pieces share a finish that is basic and one color. This finishing technique is characteristic to the Han Dynasty (National Gallery of Australia).  The two vessels also differ in the shape of the ears; one has cat-like ears, while the other has ears that are more rounded. Over all the two vessels are more similar than different. However other mingqi vessels and even vessels of owls are very different.
Figure 8 is another example of Han Dynasty owl mingqi vessels. It is more robust than Figures 6 and 7. Its head is much larger in proportion to its body as well. When looking at the features of this owl the sculptor decided to use an additive process of creating wings, eyes, beak, and ear tuffs. Some detail is incised into the clay like the other Han owl vessels. The clay is glazed in a similar one color technique which gives the owl a more plain appearance. Its head is removable, but unlike the others figures (6 and 7), its head rests directly on its body instead of its neck. This owl’s gaze is also upward and not straight ahead. Despite their surface differences these vessels are very similar. Owl vessels from earlier Chinese periods were very different from the simple Han Dynasty spirit vessels that accompanied their owners into the afterlife. 
Comparison of Figurines: 

During the Xia, Shang, and Zhou Dynasties bronze vessels were used to hold ritual wine. They symbolized status, power and authority to the Chinese rulers and lords. These vessels would often appear in the form of owls and other animals. Most of these vessels were decorated meticulously with intricate running details around the body. These vessels were meant to express the mystery of nature, the value of liveliness and were sometimes gaudy (Bronze Vessels). These vessels allowed the dead to continue to make wine offering to the gods and their ancestors long after their deaths.  

By comparing the older Shang bronze zuns to the ceramic mingqi of the Han dynasty, we can discover many differences and similarities between the two. Both are made with forms that depict owls, probably because owls are closely associated with the spiritual world, darkness, and death (Bjaaland Welch).  Evidence suggests that birds, and particularly the owl, represented the sun, air, and spiritual resurrection, which would be vital to the deceased. Despite the subject matters being similar, the styles are completely different. The transition from a bronze medium to a ceramic vessel would lend itself to be more accessible to the lower classes. It would be less expensive, so a family would be able to acquire more of them. The Han vessels appear tall and thin, while the Shang vessels are a bit stouter as seen in Figure 9 and Figure10. Decorations are a major difference when evaluating the Shang vessels. Figures 11 and Figure 12 have hawk-like beaks and strong bodies that are decorated in coiled beast and intricate lines. Figures 9 and Figure 10 appear to have large concentric circles on the breast of the birds. All four of these figures use their heads for the lid, just like the Han mingqi. Two of the Shang vessels rest on two legs and a tail, as well as two of the mingqi. Figure 12 is very complex in the decorations used by the sculptor. Its wings appeared to made by coiled beasts or serpents. Also by looking at Figures 9, 11, and 12, the owls vessels appeared to be covered in armor or maybe even scale like markers to suggest feathers. 
 It appears that the Han sculptors preferred more simplified forms when constructing their vessels. There was less emphasis on detail and embellishments when constructing a mingqi vessel. The Han Dynasty sculptors crafted designs that were more true to the form of real animals, for example they did not have dragons incised into their designs or eyes that bulged abnormally from the owl’s head. The Han Dynasty vessels were much simpler in nature through decoration and construction. 

Conclusion: 

The owl was used by the Chinese people during the Han Dynasty in a way that was appropriate to its symbolism in both folklore and literature. The Han mingqi vessels sculptors would create simple but distinct owl forms to be placed in the burial chamber. These creatures would serve as guardians to the dead, or ushers to the afterlife. It is not a stretch that the owl would fit in this category because of its connection to death and to the ancestral life.  However, the shape and the style of these vessels have changed over time. When comparing the Shang Dynasty zuns to the Han Dynasty vessels the difference is tremendous, but the use of the owl vessel in funerary rituals remained.
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Figure 1

 Chinese Character for “Owl”
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Figure 2
Boundary of the Han empire and its Western Protectorates, ca. 220 A.D.
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Figure 4

Animal Pen with Figures
Eastern Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.E.-25 C.E.
Earthenware with green lead glaze
The MET
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Figure 3 

Saddled Horse
Han Dynasty, 
206 B.C.E.-25 C.E.
25–220

earthenware, slip decoration

saddle side view 10.0 (H) x 19.2 (W) x 17.2 (D) cm
National Gallery of 
Australia
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Figure 5

Dancer Mingqi figure

Western Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.E.-25 C.E.
Earthenware with slip and pigments
The MET
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Figure 6

Owl-Form Mingqi Vessel
Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.E.-25 C.E.
unglazed Earthenware

Stroke-on-Trent Museums, UK
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Figure 7

Vessel in the Form of an Owl

Made for a tomb

Han Dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE)
Earthenware (Height: 6 5/16 inches (16 cm))

Philadelphia museum of Art
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Figure 8
Owl-Form Tomb Vessel
Western Han Dynasty, 
206 B.C.E.-25 C.E.
Gray pottery
Davis Museum and Cultural Center, Wellesley College
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Figure 9
Owl-Form tsun Vessel
Bronze

14th-13th Century B.C.E.
Minneapolis Institute of Art
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Figure 10 

Owl YU- Vessel

China

Shang Dynasty 1600-1100 BCE
Bronze
Shanxi Museum
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Figure 11
Owl Vessel

China

1300-1050 BC.

Bronze

Figure 12

Owl-shaped ZUN

Late Shang Dynasty
14th-11th cent B.C.E.
Height, 260mm Width,140mm Weight,2.5kg
Quanwo Museum,Japan
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