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The Earliest Extant Piece of Shang Dynasty
Jade “Feathery Man”

The Shang dynasty jade pendent carved
into the profile image of @ “leathery man”
uncovered from Xin'gan, Jiangxi is the
sarliest extant piece of its kind. The jade is
reddish-brown in colour and belongs to the
tamily of pyrophyllite. The “leathery-man™
is seen in profile with his mouth resembling
a bird’s beak: his headdress in the form of a
bird with pointed beak and jutting breast: his
back covered with scales and sides depicied
with feathery wings. Apparently similar
examples are among the finds of the Fuhao

Tomb in Henan and in the collections of

museums in China and the USA, but close
observation of them would reveal a number
ol differences including the absence of
feathers and wings. Probably, the Xin'gan
VErsion was no capricious improvisation of
the jade carver, but rather a reflection of a

long-established cultural heritage around
the drainage basins of Ganjiang and Poyang
Lake, and a vestige of prehistoric bird-
related cults in the Yue area. The prevalence
of bird-worship and bird-totem in south and
southeast China during prehistoric times is
turther supporied by the presence of bird
mages and feathery depictions on a number
of artefacts unearthed from Xin'gan and
Wucheng.

Bird-related cults in China can be traced
back 1o the Neolithic period, Cultures such
as Dawenkou, Longshan, Yueshi. Xile,

Hongshan, Hemudu, Majiabin  and

Peng Shilan

| Abstract |

Liangzhu all yielded artefacts with images
of birds. These cults flourished best in the
southern  and  southeastern  regions,
evidenced by the common adoption of bird
maoiifs i the late Neolithie linds of
Liangzhu.

Characteristically, the jade carved
“feathery man™ of Xin'gan coincides
perfectly with the “feathery people™
described in the ancient text Shan Har Jing
(Classic of Mountains and Seas). It was
recorded in this book that the land south and
southeast of the Central Plain, referred o as
the Yue since the Shang and Zhou periods,
was resided by some feathery people during
the legendary ages ol Tang. Yu and the
dynasty of Xii.

So far, most studies about the Xin'gan
“feathery man" were trving to reveal its
mythical significance by associating it with
winged-immortals and immortality which,
in lact, were derivatives of Daoist thoughts
in the much later perieds of Qin and Han. It
makes better sense to attribute the
emergence, evolution and vanation of this
image o prehistoric totemistic cult. Tts
relation with the ancient “feathery people™
is obvious. It differs greatly in connotation
1o those immortals frequently depicted on
Han bronze mirrors, pictorial stone tablets
and the southern bronzes.,




