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The National Palace Museum Research Quarterly 39: 1 23

Human-Head Bird Pottery Figurines Excavated from
Sui and Tang Dynasty Tombs

Hsieh, Ming-liang
Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan University

Abstract

Pottery figurines having the body of a bird and the head of a human are often found
among the funerary objects in Chinese tombs of the Sui and Tang dynasties. The present
study examines the distribution of this type of figurine and comes to the conclusion that
they generally have been excavated in Hebei, Hunan, and Hubei as well as the surrounding
area, representing a regional tomb figurine. Furthermore, judging from the location where
human-head bird pottery figurines have been excavated from tombs, it suggests that
they may have served the function of protecting the tomb chamber. Considering regional
consumer tendencies involving human-head bird pottery figurines may assist scholars in
the study of other figurine types for determining several differences in the “cultural circle
of funerary goods” within the Tang Empire. Thus, it has considerable reference value
for present and future studies of funerary goods culture in the Tang dynasty. In addition,
the present study discusses the cross-regional sales channels of human-head bird pottery
figurines using the example of Xing ware specimens excavated in Hebei. It is believed that
logistics involved in the sale and loan of funerary objects by so-called “funerary shops”
was probably a major reason behind the cross-regional spread of tomb pottery figurines.

Keywords: human-head bird, Tang dynasty pottery figurine, cultural circle of funerary goods,
funerary shop

(Translated by Donald E. Brix)
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