
The conception of the issue

Frequently found in the artistic representation from the 
Han Dynasty is a type of human figures with wings 
growing from the shoulders, feathers covering both legs, 
and big ears extending above the crown of the head. This 
image represents the “Yuren 羽人 (feathered beings, or 
winged humans)” mentioned in literature. He is also 
referred to as the flying immortal. Not only is the concept 
of the immortal a frequently seen theme in literature 
from the Han Dynasty, but the flying immortal embodies 
a special symbolic meaning in Han thought and in the 
world of religious belief. 

The origins and types of the feathered beings

The basic form of the feathered being is a combination of 
a human being and a bird. This type of image emerged as 
early as the Shang Dynasty. Recovered from a late Shang 
Dynasty tomb in Dayangzhou, Xingan, Jiangxi, is a jade 

carving in the form of a feathered being. It has a human 
torso and human face, a bird’s beak and a bird’s crown, 
with wings growing from the midriff. Many images of 
feathered beings can also be found in pictures and bronze 
vessels from the Warring-States Period. For example, the 
ewer decorated with a hunting scene from the Warring 
States tomb no. 59 at Liulige, Huixian City, Henan, and 
the fragment of a pictorial bronze from the Warring-
States tomb at Gaozhuang, Huaiyin, Jiangsu, both contain 
the image of a feathered being with a bird’s head and a 
human torso. 

Are the feathered beings from the Han Dynasty related 
to the feathered beings from the pre-Qin period? There 
are two different opinions. Xu Zhongshu says: “Feathered 
beings, flying beasts and deities holding snakes are the 
earliest images from the west that circulated in the form 
of relief carvings, sculptures or legendary tales throughout 
Egypt, Minoa, Babylon, Greece, India and such lands 
three to four thousand years before the Common Era.” 
According to him, during the 5th century BCE, these 
images spread to the river plain of the Amu Darya in 
Central Asia, and from there they were further transmitted 
to China. He also concludes that “the depiction of 
immortals in the form of winged beings is not part of the 
indigenous imaginative tradition of the Chinese people.” 
Furthermore, immortal beings from the Han Dynasty “all 
have prominent noses and sport wings. The prominent 
nose clearly indicates a characteristic ethnic feature of 
people west of Iran, and the fact that it is a foreign import 
is obvious.” According to Sun Zuoyun, feathered beings 
belong to the indigenous tradition of the Chinese people. 
The feathered beings from the pre-Qin period are slightly 
different in visual appearance from those of the two Han 
Dynasties. The former are primitive in appearance while 
human feelings and emotions are more fully articulated in 
the latter; still, they are based on the same religious belief 
system and artistic tradition that stemmed from the Shan 
Hai Jing (Classic of Mountains and Seas). The origin of 
their ideology can be traced back to the worship of the 
bird totem among the tribes of the Eastern Yi.

Are the feathered beings from the Warring-States of 
native origin or are they imported from abroad?  What 
is the relationship between the feathered beings from 
the Han Dynasty and the bird-headed feathered beings 
depicted in pictorial bronze vessels from the Warring-
States Period? This is a question that cannot be adequately 
answered based on the existing data. However, the 
sculpture of a feathered being mounted on a phoenix 
(fenghuang) from the Chu tomb no. 2 excavated in 2000 
from Tianxingguan, Jingzhou, Hubei, probably helps to 
narrow the gap between the Warring-States bird-man 
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Figure 1  The wood feathered being 
figurine unearthed from 
tomb no . 2 o f the Chu 
State in the Warring-States 
Period at Tianxingguan in 
Jingzhou, Hubei Province.

Figure 2  The bronze figure of a feathered 
being of the Western Han 
Dynasty unearthed from the 
South Yufeng Village within 
the ruins of the Han Chang’an 
C i t y i n X i ’ a n ,  S h a a n x i 
Province.

Figure 3  The bronze f igure of a 
feathered being of the Western 
Han Dynasty unearthed in the 
Eastern suburb of Luoyang 
City, Henan Province.

and the feathered being from the Han Dynasty, as this 
feathered being has a human head and human torso, 
bird’s beak, bird’s claws, and feathery wings growing 
from the torso (Figure 1). This provides a new clue to 
the immediate origin of the feathered being of the Han 
Dynasty, illustrating that the Han Dynasty feathered being 
could have come from Chu Culture and shared the same 
ancestry as the Chu feathered being, while its ideology 
could have originated from the techniques for prolonging 
life, and from the practices for achieving immortality and 
overcoming death that were gradually becoming popular 
in the Chu State during the middle and late Warring-States 
Period. 

In recent years, many archaeological discoveries 
have revealed a wealth of visual materials related to the 
Han feathered being, illustrating that most Han Dynasty 
feathered beings are a composite of man and bird, and 
occasionally, a composite of man, bird and beast. Unlike 
the pre-Qin feathered being, the Han Dynasty feathered 
being often has a pair of big ears that extend beyond 
the crown of the head, and that can be regarded as a 
characteristic feature at the time. Their specific forms 
can be divided into four types. The first type comprises 
a human head and human torso, with wings emerging 
behind the shoulders and feathers sprouting from both 
legs. The second type comprises a human head, bird’s 
torso and bird’s claws. The third type comprises the head 
of a bird (or beast), torso of a human, and feathered wings 
growing from the torso. The fourth type has a human head 
and torso of a beast, with feathery wings growing from 
the torso.

The first type is most commonly encountered. For 
example, there is the small bronze figure of a feathered 
being from the Western Han Dynasty unearthed from 
the South Yufeng Village of Xi’an within the ruins of the 
Han Chang’an City in Shaanxi Province, and a small gilt 
bronze sculpture of a feathered being from the Eastern 
Han Dynasty unearthed in the eastern suburb of Luoyang, 
Henan Province (Figures 2 and 3). Both have feathery 
wings growing from the torso, large ears extending 
beyond the crown of the head; while the features are 
strange and mysterious the overall appearance is still like 
that of a human being. This type of image essentially 
corresponds to the characteristic features of an immortal 
as described in literature. Images of the other three types 
of feathered beings are not commonly found. A relatively 
early example of the second type can be identified in the 
lower section of the pall from the Han Dynasty tomb 
no. 1 at Mawangdui in Changsha, Hunan, where two 
feathered beings are depicted facing each other, perched 
atop feathery sashes that are threaded through the hole 
of a jade bi-disc; they both have a human head and the 
torso of a dove. Similar in form are the feathered beings 
with a human head and bird torso depicted on either side 
of the characters tianmen 天门 (Heaven’s Gate) inscribed 
in the lower section of the round bronze pendant, an 
ornament decorating a coffin that was unearthed from an 
Eastern Han tomb in Dongjingkan in Wushan County, 
Chongqing. The third type of feathered being can be 
found in the form of a bird-headed human figure kneeling 
on one side of Queen Mother of the West in her fairy 
court, a scene depicted on the upper balustrade of the 
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west wall of the small shrine no. 3 from the Eastern 
Han Dynasty in Songshan, Jiaxiang County, Shandong. 
The fourth type can be found in the Western Han tomb 
mural at Qianjingtou in Luoyang, and in the tomb with 
stone pictorial reliefs from the Eastern Han Dynasty at 
Qilingang in Nanyang, Henan. The feathered beings in 
these examples all have a human head, torso of a beast, 
and feathery wings growing from the torso.  

The emergences and carriers of the feathered 
beings in the Han Dynasty

The pictorial images of feathered beings that survive today 
are mostly recovered from mortuary contexts. In Han 
Dynasty tomb chambers and ritual shrine architecture, 
in burial furniture such as coffins and caskets, and in 
miscellaneous types of objects for entombment; in fact, 
the footsteps of feathered beings can be found almost 
everywhere.

A feathered being ascending on the back of a flying 
dragon is depicted in a mural on the ceiling of the main 
chamber of a Western Han tomb at Qianjingtou, Luoyang, 

Henan. A depiction of a feathered being mounted on a 
dragon can be found in the mural on top of the back wall 
of the main chamber of the Western Han tomb at the 
Xi’an University of Technology, Shaanxi (Figure 4). A 
scene of ascent to immortality is painted on the west wall 
of a mural tomb dated from around the time of usurper 
Wang Mang at Haotan in Dingbian County, Shaanxi. 
On the left side of the scene is the Queen Mother of the 
West, sitting upright atop a high platform. Further to the 
left is a feathered being; standing on a high platform, he 
is hoisting a floral canopy above the Queen Mother of 
the West. To the right is a scene of ascent to immortality; 
guiding them in front is a feathered being treading on 
clouds (Figure 5).  On the domed ceiling of the burial 
chamber of a mural tomb from around the time of the 
usurper Wang Mang at Jingbian, Shaanxi, is a painting of 
celestial bodies and deities; among them are depictions 
of a scampering feathered being and another feathered 
being steering a cloud chariot (Figure 6). A scene of the 
ascent to immortality can be found on the north wall of 
the main chamber of an Eastern Han mural tomb no. 2 
at Yingchengzi, Jinxian County, Liaoning. At the top of 

Figure 4  The mural of the western Han tomb at the Xi’an 
University of Technology, Shaanxi Province (detail).

Figure 5  The mural of a tomb of the Xin Dynasty of Wang 
Mang at Haotan Township in Dingbian County, 
Shaanxi Province (west wall, detail).

Figure 6  The mural of a tomb of the Xin Dynasty of Wang 
Mang in Jingbian County, Shaanxi (ceiling, detail).

Figure 7  The mural of tomb no. 2 of the Eastern Han 
Dynasty at Yingchengzi, Jinxian County, Liaoning 
Province (north wall of the main chamber).
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the scene is a feathered being clasping the lingzhi fungus 
in his hand, his feet buoyed by scurrying clouds as he 
receives and guides a person on his ascent to immortality 
(Figure 7). Numerous images of feathered beings are 
depicted on the domed ceiling of the burial chamber of 
the mural decorated tomb no. 2 from the late Eastern Han 
period at Dahuting, Xinmi City, Henan. 

Carved images of music, dance and a performance of 
the acrobatic games are found on the stone horizontal 
beam of the rear wall in the front chamber of Tian Fang’s 
tomb dated the fourth year of the Yongyuan Era (92 CE) 
of the Eastern Han Dynasty at Sishilipu, Suide, Shaanxi. 
The sun is carved at one end and the moon at the other. 
Next to the sun are fi gures on their way to ascending to 
immortality; two feathered beings mounted on deer are 
leading the way ahead, and following them is a cloud 
chariot pulled by fl ying birds and steered by a feathered 
being (Figure 8). A scene of a feathered being cavorting 
with an auspicious animal is carved on the ceiling of the 
stone chamber of a late Eastern Han tomb from Qilingang, 
Nanyang, Henan. At each end is a feathered being dancing 
atop floating clouds, and one of the feathered beings is 
holding in his hands the lingzhi fungus as well as some 
fl uttering ribbons (Figure 9). The King Father of the East 
and two feathered beings pounding elixirs are carved in 
stone on the east vertical pillar of the tomb entrance of 
a late Eastern Han tomb at Beizhaicun, Yinan County, 
Shandong; the central pillar also has the carved image of 
a feathered being. The north section of the west wall in 
the front chamber also has the carved image of a feathered 
being playing with an auspicious animal (Figure 10). 

The carved images of several feathered beings are also 
found on the cross beam, on the octagonal central pillar, 
and on the upper part of the dougong (brackets). On the 
horizontal beam of the east wall in the central chamber 
is the carved image of a feathered being mounted on a 
tiger as part of the act of Magic Performance of Fish and 
Dragons; carved images such as those of Queen Mother 
of the West, King Father of the East, one feathered being 
romping with a dragon and another feathered being 
cavorting with a phoenix are also found on the crossbeam, 
on the octagonal central pillar, and on the upper section of 
the brackets.  There are carved images of Queen Mother 
of the West, a feathered being, and a mountain range all 
corresponding to what is described in the inscription: 
“there are three pillars in the hall, …on the left is Jade 
Girl and an Immortal Man 堂三柱, …… 左有玉女与仙
人.” Carved images of the Scarlet Bird, a phoenix, the 
White Tiger, and a feathered being are located on the 
upper register of the back wall in the rear chamber. The 
images correspond to what is described in the inscription: 
“in the back is an immortal frolicking with the Scarlet 
Bird, in the middle is the White Tiger, then a phoenix 后
当朱爵 ( 雀 ) 对游奕仙人, 中行白虎后凤皇.”

On the apex of the triangular gable wall on either side 
of the three ritual shrines of the Wu Family cemetery of 
the Eastern Han Dynasty in Jiaxiang, Shandong, that is, 
the Wuliang Shrine, the front stone chamber and the left 
stone chamber, feathered beings are depicted as attendants 
in the fairy courts of Queen Mother of the West and King 
Father of the East. Feathered beings can be found on the 
ceiling of the front stone chamber, on the upper register 

Figure 8  The rubbings of the pictorial stones of Tian Fang’s Tomb with date of the fourth year of Yongyuan Era at Sishilipu in 
Suide County, Shaanxi Province.
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Figure 9  The rubbing of an Eastern Han pictorial stone tomb at Qilingang in Nanyang 
City, Henan Province.

Figure 10  The rubbing of an Eastern Han pictorial stone 
tomb at Beizhai Village in Yinan County, Shandong 
Province.

of each side wall of the small 
niche in the back wall, and on 
the upper part of the back wall. 
On the ceiling of the left stone 
chamber, on the lower register 
on either side wall of the small 
niche in the back wall, as well 
as on the back wall of the small 
niche, feathered beings can be 
found. Among them is a scene 
of the heavens on the ceiling 
of the front stone chamber. 
This scene is subdivided into 
four tiers. Carvings of the 
thunder god, wind god, rain 
god, goddess of lightning and 
feathered beings riding dragons 
and steering chariots can be found in the top three tiers. 
The fairy courts of Queen Mother of the West and King 
Father of the East are carved on the upper register on 
both lateral walls of the three small shrines from the late 
Eastern Han in Song Shan, Jiaxiang, and feathered beings 
can be found in these scenes.  On the west wall of the 
small shrine no. 3, the fairy court of Queen Mother of the 
West is depicted on the upper register, together with birds 
flying on both sides, Toad, Jade Hare pounding elixir, 
and seven feathered beings. One of the feathered beings 
is holding a cup as he kneels next to the Queen Mother 
of the West, another feathered being is hoisting the fl oral 
canopy over the Queen Mother of the West, and the fi ve 
remaining feathered beings, each carrying a stalk of 
propitious rice ears, are running and leaping (Figure 11). 
Feathered beings are also carved on the upper part of the 
back wall of the small shrines nos. 2 and 3. On one stone 
slab unearthed at the same time as this group of pictorial 
stones and dated the third year of Yongshou Era (157 CE) 
is the following inscription: “above are clouds and mists 
and immortals 上有云气与仙人.”

There is no lack of images of feathered beings in tomb 
chambers decorated with picture bricks. For example, 
on a Han Dynasty picture brick from Nanyang, Henan, 
two dragons interlaced through the hole of a jade disc 
are depicted in the center and on one side is a feathered 
being riding a tiger. On one Eastern Han pictorial brick 
from Yihe Township in Pengzhou City, Sichuan, there is 
a depiction in bas-relief of feathered beings playing the 
liubo (lit. Six Sticks, a board game fl ourishing from the 
Warring-States to the Three-Kingdoms Periods) game. 
On an Eastern Han pictorial brick from Jiuchi Township, 
Pengzhou, there is a carved image of a person riding on 
a deer on his ascent to immortality, and bringing up the 
rear is a feathered being. This feathered being is raising 
one arm to support an elixir tray while his other arm is 
stretched forward as if proffering the elixir as the person 
riding the deer turns his head around and reaches for the 
elixir with his outstretched hand (Figure 12). 

A proliferation of images of feathered beings can 
be found in burial furniture. There is a scene of a fairy 
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Figure 11  The rubbing of a pictorial stone of the Eastern Han Dynasty unearthed from 
Songshan in Jiaxiang County, Shandong Province.

In this scene one can see the 
three peaks signifying Kunlun 
Mountain, also dragons, tigers, 
qilin (unicorns), fenghuang 
(phoenixes), and feathered 
beings. A feathered being 
riding a tiger is painted on 
the end panel of the lacquer 
coffin from the Western Han 
tomb at Shazitang, Changsha. 
An especially rich repertoire 
of images of feathered beings 
can be found in late Eastern 
Han pictorial stone sarcophagi 
f rom Sichuan .  The fa i ry 
court of Queen Mother of 
the West is depicted on one 
s ide of the surface of the 
stone sarcophagus in a cliff 
burial at Shuanghe, Jiangkou 
Township in Pengshan County. 
Present at the court is Queen 
Mother of the West, the three-
l egged c row, n ine - t a i l ed 
fox, toad, elixir cauldron, 
a person holding the elixir 
bowl, and two immortals , 
one blowing a pipe, the other 
s t rumming the z i ther. On 
one side of the surface of 
the stone sarcophagus from 
Xinsheng Township in Pixian 
County, Sichuan, there is also 
a depiction of the fairy court 
of Queen Mother of the West; 

in addition, there is also a scene of immortals playing the 
liubo game on a mountain top (Figure 13). Images such as 
that of an immortal riding a beast, immortals playing the 
liubo game, etc. are found on one side of the surface of 
the stone sarcophagus in the cliff burial at Guitoushan in 
Jianyang County, Sichuan.

Images of feathered beings are also commonly found 
among grave goods. A jade figurine of a feathered 
being riding a heavenly horse was recovered near the 
Western Han Weiling Mausoleum at Xinzhuang Village 
in Xianyang City, Shaanxi. The feathered being is 
clutching in his hands a lingzhi fungus while gripping 
the reins and steering his horse as he prances amidst 
the clouds in the sky (Figure 14). A feathered being is 
engraved on the surface of a gold and silver-inlayed 
bronze tube unearthed from the Western Han tomb no. 
122 at Sanpanshan in Dingzhou City, Hebei (Figure 15). 
On the back of a Western Han mirror in the collection of 
the Chinese National Museum with the TLV design and 
the characters of “Zhongguo Daning 中国大宁 (Great 
Peace in the Central Kingdom)” there are images of the 
Four Supernatural Beings, exotic beasts and feathered 
beings.  On a Han Dynasty mirror with immortal fi gures 

Figure 12  A pictorial brick gathered in Jiuchi Township, 
Pengzhou County, Sichuan Province.

mountain with auspicious symbols located on one side 
of the surface of the inner third nested lacquer coffi n in 
the Han tomb no. 1 at Mawangdui, Changsha, Hunan. 
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Figure 13  The rubbing of a stone sarcophagus unearthed in Xinsheng Township in Pixian County, Sichuan Province.

Figure 14  The jade figurine of a feathered being riding a 
heavenly horse unearthed near the Western Han 
Weiling Mausoleum at Xinzhuang Village in 
Xianyang City, Shaanxi Province.

and TLV design in the collection of the Palace Museum, 
images such as the fairy court of Queen Mother of the 
West, a feathered being shooting a tiger, a feathered being 
riding a fi sh, a feathered being riding a bird can be found 
(Figure 16). On a pottery tree lamp unearthed from an 
Eastern Han tomb at Qilihe in Jianxi District, Luoyang, 
there is the carving of a feathered being at the base, and 
other fi gurines of feathered beings are found on the tree 
above; these feathered beings are either sitting on a tree 
branch or riding a winged dragon. On the pottery base 
of a Money Tree found in an Eastern Han cliff burial in 
Pengshan, Sichuan, there is also a carving of a feathered 
being grasping in his hand a lingzhi fugus and riding a 
winged ram. 

Besides burials, ruins of palace structures are also 
places where feathered beings can be found. A small 
bronze fi gurine of a feathered being was unearthed from 
the site of the Han city ruins in Xi’an, Shaanxi. According 
to the archaeologist, the style and location of discovery 
suggest that the object was probably made for the inner 
palace of the Western Han.  Furthermore, the “immortals” 
painted in the mural of the Lingguang Hall (Hall of 
Numinous Light) of Liu Yu, the Feudatory Prince Lu of 
the Western Han, might be referring to feathered beings. 
In addition, such objects and vessels as bronze mirrors, 
hill censers, etc., although found in burial contexts, are 
not meant to be funeral objects made for the dead but 
“paraphernalia for the living”. All this indicate that images 
of feathered beings must have circulated simultaneously 
in the everyday life of people at the time.

In summing up, several conclusions can be drawn 
from the various accounts mentioned above. (1) Images 
of feathered beings exist in two major spatial-temporal 
systems, that of the present world and that of the abode in 
the afterlife. (2) In burials and ritual shrine architecture, 
feathered beings are usually depicted on the ceiling of the 
tomb chamber or ritual shrine or on the upper part of the 
four walls, along the horizontal beam or central pillar of 

the tomb entrance or doorway of every tomb chamber, 
mostly distributed throughout the upper architectural 
space of these buildings. (3) Depictions of feathered 
beings frequently appear in three types of pictorial 
assemblages. First, they are shown soaring among clouds 
in the sky, in the company of deities in the heavenly 
sphere such as the heavenly emperor, thunder god, 
master of rain, wind god, goddess of lightning; second, 
they appear in fairy courts together with such deities as 
the elixir-mixing Jade Hare, the toad, nine-tailed fox, 
the three-legged crow, and other auspicious symbols, as 
attendants for Queen Mother of the West or King Father 
of the East; third, they sport among propitious birds and 
beasts that bring good fortune, playing and dancing with 
such harbingers of good fortune as the dragon, tiger, deer, 
Scarlet Bird, phoenix, and bear.  These three types of 
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imagery sometimes occur independently, or at other times, 
they are intermingled. (4) Regarding the behavior and 
disposition of feathered beings, they could be riding the 
dragon, riding the tiger, riding the deer, steering the crane, 
mounting the heavenly horse, navigating the cloud chariot 
(pulled by dragons, tigers, deer, fish, birds, etc.), bounding 
with the dragon, romping with the tiger, frolicking with 
the phoenix, cavorting with the deer, serving as attendant, 
or playing the liubo game. Besides these, there are ones 
that are riding on the back of fish, mounting elephants, 
steering winged rams, prancing with heavenly horses, 
capering with bears, shooting and hunting, playing 
stringed instruments, blowing wind instruments, grinding 
elixir, proffering elixir, etc.

The religious and symbolic meanings of the 
feathered beings

Feathered beings are clearly defined as “immortals” 
according to the inscription from the stone picture tomb 
at Chengqian Village in Cangshan County, Shandong, the 
inscription on the stone sarcophagus from Guitoushan in 
Jianyang County, Sichuan, and numerous inscriptions on 
Han Dynasty mirrors. So what is an immortal? According 
to the Shi Zhangyou 释长幼 (Explanation of the Old and 
Young) in Shi Ming 释名 (Explication of Names, by Liu 
Xi 刘熙 ): “One that is old but does not die is called xian 
(an immortal). Xian means to move, to move into the 
mountains, that is why the inventor of the character used 
the shan (mountain) radical”. Xian can be written as 仚. 
Shuowen 说文 (Explanation and Study of Principles of 
Composition of Characters, by Xu Shen 许慎 ) glosses: 
“ 仚 refers to a scene in which a person is living up in 
the mountains, and so it is a combination of man and 
mountain.” This confirms the intimate relationship 

Figure 15  The unfolded view of the gold and silver-inlayed 
bronze tube unearthed from the Western Han Tomb 
no. 122 at Sanpanshan in Dingzhou City, Hebei 
Province.

Figure 16  The bronze mirror of the Han Dynasty with 
immortal figures and TLV design collected in the 
Palace Museum.
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between immortals and mountains. The poem Yuanyu 远
游 (Far-off Journey) in Chuci 楚辞 (Songs of the South) 
says: “I met the Feathered Men on the Hill of Cinnabar; 
I tarried in the ancient land of Immortality 仍羽人於
丹丘兮, 留不死之旧乡 (English translation by David 
Hawkes).” Wang Yi’s annotation says: “lucid and bright, 
such is the nature of the Hill of Cinnabar.” The Chapter 
Xishan Jing (the Classic of the Western Mountain) of 
Shan Hai Jing (Classic of Mountains and Seas) says: 
“Huaijiang Mountain looks on Kunlun Mountain to the 
south and the glare from it is dazzling and its misty aura 
is haunting. ( 槐江之山 ) 南望昆仑, 其光熊熊, 其气
魂魂 (English translation by Anne Birrell, with slight 
modification).” Guo Pu’s annotation says: “This describes 
what it looks like when such brilliant light and dynamic 
Vital Breath are mutually enhancing.” Accordingly the 
Hill of Cinnabar refers to the mound of Kunlun. There 
is also the Feng-shan Shu 封禅书 (Treatises on the Feng 
and Shan Ceremonies, i.e. Sacrifices to Heaven and 
Earth) of Shiji 史记 (Record of the Grand Historian) that 
describes the three fairy mountains “Penglai, Fangzhang, 
Yingzhou” in the middle of the Bohai Sea, “where various 
immortals and their elixirs of deathlessness are located.”  
Wen Yiduo believes that for immortals, “their ultimate 
destination is the mountain–the Kunlun Mountain in the 
west. Later, when they became associated with the ocean, 
their focus was still in the three mountains out at sea.” 
Furthermore, he says: “For people in the west, heaven is 
located on top of this Kunlun Mountain, and ascending 
to heaven means climbing up the mountain.” The Dixing 
Xun 墬形训 (Terrestrial Forms) of Huainanzi 淮南子 
(Masters of Huainan) says: “If one climbs to a height 
double that of the Kunlun Mountains, [that peak] is called 
Cool Wind Mountain. If one climbs it, one will not die. If 
one climbs to a height that is doubled again, [that peak] 
is called Hanging Gardens. If one ascends it, one will 
gain supernatural power and be able to control the wind 
and the rain. If one climbs to a height that is doubled yet 
again, it reaches up to Heaven itself. If one mounts to 
there, one will become a spirit. It is called the abode of 
the Supreme Thearch. 昆仑之岳, 或上倍之, 是谓凉风之
山, 登之而不死; 或上倍之, 是谓悬圃, 登之乃灵, 能使
风雨; 或上倍之, 乃维上天, 登之乃神, 是谓太帝之居 
(English translation by John S. Major).” All this indicates 
that even the heavenly court of the Supreme One has not 
yet transcended the summits of clouds. The merging of 
immortals and mountains create a supra-mundane realm 
that is far away from the secular world, where one can 
transcend life and death and be completely free from 
restraint. This is the paradise in the minds of the Han 
people.

Immortals are the masters in this supra-mundane 
realm. Such texts as the chapter Xiaoyaoyou 逍遥游 
(Transcendental Bliss) of Zhuangzi 庄子, Yuandao Xun 原
道训 (Originating in the Way) of Huainanzi, Huan Tan’s 
Xian Fu 仙赋 (Rhapsody to Immortals), etc., provide 
accounts of their way of life: they do not eat the five 
grains, they breathe clouds and fogs, they feast on evening 

mist and dew, they drink the essence of jade, they munch 
on lingzhi fungi, they devour big jujubes, they tread on 
clouds and hold themselves up on tiptoe, wandering to 
the four corners of the world. Such inscriptions can also 
be found in Han mirrors: “Shangfang 尚方 (the imperial 
workshop) made such a great and wonderful mirror. On 
it are immortals that know nothing about old age. They 
drink from jade springs when thirsty, they eat jujubes 
when hungry, they linger among famous mountains 
gathering lingzhi fungi, they wander and play everywhere 
under heaven reaching beyond the four seas; their lifespan 
exceeds that of metal and stone; they protect the state.” As 
Gu Jiegang concludes, the central idea behind the concept 
of immortality is eternal life, agelessness, and freedom 
from restraint. The feathered being, as a flying immortal, 
possesses the characteristics common to any immortal, 
that is, one who never grows old, never dies, being fully 
at ease and happy. He is the paragon of eternal life and 
freedom. 

However, most of the feathered beings depicted in 
the Han art seem to be neither unrestrained nor at ease; 
rather, they seem to be constantly busy at work. This 
phenomenon indicates that feathered beings may be only 
one of many kinds of immortals in the Han Dynasty. 
Besides possessing the general characteristics of an 
immortal, that is, having eternal life, agelessness, and 
freedom from restraint, they may have an even more 
important function and purpose. Both visual and textual 
evidences seem to suggest that the Han Dynasty feathered 
being shoulders three sacred missions,  that is, receiving 
and guiding one to transcendence as an immortal and 
bestowing of the immortal elixir, stimulating the Vital 
Breath in order to promote longevity, making offerings to 
deities in order to propitiate them, and to exorcise evil. 

Among the unearthed Han visual images mentioned 
above, one can see many examples of feathered beings 
taming dragons, monitoring tigers, riding deer, mounting 
heavenly horses, navigating cloud chariots, etc. A large 
number of these feathered beings are clutching in their 
hands the miraculous herb that prolongs life and enhances 
longevity, and there are also feathered beings that wield 
the tally or staff that symbolizes credentials granted by the 
king. They pass back and forth between the summits of 
cloudy cliffs, guiding and safeguarding those who are on 
their way to become immortals. They do not seem to be in 
a state of happiness and comfort for being able to wander 
among the clouds for their own pleasure; rather they are 
striving to guide the populace as quickly as possible to 
reach heaven. According to the Han poem Changge Xing
长歌行 (Song of a Long Journey): “The immortal is 
mounted on a white deer. Oh how short is his hair! How 
long are his ears! He shall lead us to the Supreme Floral 
Heaven, in order for us to grasp the lingzhi and receive 
the red banner. He shall come to the gate of the master, 
bringing drugs in a jade casket. If the master ingests this 
drug, his body shall grow healthier and stronger every 
day. His white hair shall once more turn black, he shall 
live for many years and gain longevity.” Written later is 
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the essay by Cao Zhi, Feilong Pian 飞龙篇 (Essay on 
the Flying Dragon), in which a similar imaginary scene 
is projected. This helps us to understand that guiding 
someone to ascend to immortality and conferring someone 
the immortal drug are important aspects of the feathered 
being’s mission.

In Han Dynasty art, feathered beings are often 
depicted in the company of dragons, tigers, deer, birds, 
bears and other such auspicious beasts and fowl that 
bring good fortune; they are either running, jumping, 
stretching out their limbs, looking up or bending down, 
slightly levitating off the ground or soaring high above, 
cavorting and dancing. These images clearly indicate 
that feathered beings and auspicious and propitious 
creatures are mutually enhancing as if the two categories 
of beings are intimately connected; furthermore their 
poses and attitudes seem to resemble so-called gymnastic 
movements for invigorating the Vital Breath.  The Chapter 
Keyi 刻意 (Self-conceit) of Zhuangzi says: “Exhaling and 
inhaling, getting rid of the old and assimilating the new, 
stretching like a bear and craning like a bird -- this is but 
valetudinarianism, affected by professors of hygiene and 
those who try to preserve the body to the age of Peng 
Zu. 吹呴呼吸 , 吐故纳新 , 熊经鸟申 , 为寿而已矣 . 此
道引之士 , 养形之人 , 彭祖寿考者之所好也 (English 
translation by Herbert A. Giles).” The Chapter Jingshen 
Xun 精神训 (Quintessential Spirit) of Huainanzi says: “If 
you huff and puff, exhale and inhale, blow out the old and 
pull in the new, practice the Bear Hang, the Bird Stretch, 
the Duck Splash, the Ape Leap, the Owl Gaze, and the 
Tiger Stare: this is what practiced by those who nurture 
the body. 真人之所游 , 若吹呴呼吸 , 吐故纳新 , 凫浴
猿躩 , 熊经鸟伸 , 鸱视虎顾 , 是养形之人也 (English 
translation by Harold D. Roth).” The Biography of Hua 
Tuo in Hou Han Shu (Book of the Later Han, the history 
of the Eastern Han Dynasty) records Hua Tuo’s saying: 
“accordingly the ancient immortal is one who engages in 
gymnastics, stands like a bear, stares like a barn owl… 
in order to strive for agelessness. I have a technique 
called the ’Five Animal Frolics’: the first one is called 
the tiger, the second one is called the deer, the third one 
is called the bear, the fourth one is called the monkey, 
the fifth one is called the bird….and they are rendered as 
gymnastic moves.” In Chapter Zaying杂应 (Miscellaneous 
Responses) of Neipian 内篇 (Inner Chapters) in Baopuzi
抱朴子 (Book of the Master Who Embraces Simplicity), 
Ge Hong from the Jin Dynasty mentions certain 
gymnastic techniques including the dragon guiding, the 
tiger taunting, the bear standing, the fish gulping, the 
swallow flying, the snake coiling, the bird stretching, the 
ape posing, and the hare startling.  The Chapter Weizhi 微
旨 (The Meaning of “Subtle”) of Neipian in Baopuzi says: 
“those who understand the way of exhaling and inhaling 
is like being able to stimulate the Vital Breath, thus 
prolonging life; those who know the way of contracting 
and extending is said to know how to exercise, so that 
one shall not age easily. 明吐纳之道者 , 则为行气 , 足
以延寿矣 ; 知屈伸之法者 , 则为导引 , 可以难老矣 .”  

In dancing with the auspicious and propitious creatures, 
the feathered beings are probably demonstrating their 
ability to strengthen their own bodies as well as helping 
the multitude to prolong life and gain longevity, even to 
master gymnastic techniques for attaining agelessness and 
deathlessness.

The aforementioned images also show that feathered 
beings often appear in the fairy courts of Queen Mother 
of the West and King Father of the East, especially in the 
fairy court of the former. The feathered being stays at the 
side of Queen Mother of the West as attendant, holding up 
the floral canopy, clutching the courier’s tally, playing the 
zither, or blowing the pipe, clearly indicating that his role 
is that of an attendant or courier of Queen Mother of the 
West. In addition, the feathered being is often depicted as 
a participant in the liubo game in the fairy court of Queen 
Mother of the West or on some other occasion. Regarding 
the immortals playing liubo a description or two can be 
found in poems and essays from a slightly later period. 
For example, Cao Zhi’s Xianren Pian 仙人篇 (Essay 
on Immortals) says: “Immortals participate in the liubo 
game at one corner of Mount Tai, while Lady E of the 
Xiang River is plucking a string instrument, and the Qin 
Maiden is blowing a wind instrument. 仙人揽六箸 , 对博
泰山隅 . 湘娥拊琴瑟 , 秦女吹笙竽 .” Zhang Chengjian 
from the Chen Dynasty of the Southern Dynasties says in 
his Shenxian Pian 神仙篇 (Essay on Divine Immortals): 
“I have seen the Jade Maiden playing pitch-pot as she 
laughs, and furthermore, I have seen immortal youths 
amusing themselves with the liubo. 已见玉女笑投壶, 
复睹仙童欣六博.” The Xianren Lan Liuzhu Pian 仙
人揽六著篇 (Essay on Immortals Engaged with the 
Game of Sixes) by Lu Yu 陆瑜 from the Chen Dynasty 
of the Southern Dynasties says: “The nine immortals 
gather together to amuse themselves. The Game of Sixes 
certainly entertains the spirit. 九仙会欢赏, 六著且娱
神.” As these textual materials indicate, the immortal’s 
engagement in the liubo game signifies a way of diverting 
oneself or propitiating the gods. Furthermore, one can 
find the following descriptions in Han Dynasty mirror 
inscriptions: “The Xin Dynasty has fine copper mined 
from Danyang, alloyed with silver and tin the mirror is 
pure and luminous. To the left is Dragon, to the right is 
Tiger, they encompass the four Pengs. Scarlet Bird and 
Sombre Warrior accord with yin and yang, eight sons and 
nine grandsons preside over the center, the game board 
design is so engraved in order to exorcise evil, to ensure 
that one’s family will be safe and immense fortune will 
benefit the master and king. 新有善铜出丹阳, 和以银
锡清且明. 左龙右虎掌四彭, 朱爵 ( 雀 ) 玄武顺阴阳, 
八子九孙治中央, 刻娄 ( 镂 ) 博局去不羊 ( 祥 ), 家常
大福宜君王.” This further indicates that as a cosmic 
symbol, the game board design (TLV design) has a 
prophylactic function. From this one can surmise that the 
immortal’s game of liubo must have the same meaning as 
a prophylactic symbol to avert evil. 

Life and death is an eternal subject in the history of 
human thought, and the desire to prolong life, even the 
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desire for everlasting deathlessness, is a quest that is 
intrinsic to human nature, and the acceptance of ultimate 
limitation yet the simultaneous attempt for transcendence 
is the logical development of this quest. The immortal is 
a special manifestation of this quest in Han thoughts and 
religious beliefs. As a flying immortal, the feathered being 
appears simultaneously in both realms of life and death. 
Besides taking care of the living, he is also consoling the 
deceased. He is not only the model of longevity but also 
the messenger who guides the deceased soul to ascend to 
the realm of immortality.  
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Postscript

The essay, originally published in Wenwu 文物 (Cultural 
Relics) 2010. 7: 46–55, with 14 figures, two plates, 
was written by He Xilin 贺西林. The present version is 
rewritten by He Xilin, is translated into English by Judy 
Chungwa Ho.
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