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10. Power and the Sacred Animal in China
—A Study on the Dragon—

Tatsuya MORI*

The sacred animal, Dragon, is nowadays known as the symbol of contemporary China. This
illustrious divined animal has been recognized historically as the status symbol of the imperial
power during from the Song to the Qing Dynasties.

The image of the Dragon was first appeared in the Neolithic era in China, and also we can see the
ideograph “Dragon (§E)” on several oracle bones of the Shang Dynasty (17th-11th B.C.E.).

The ancient Dragon images were tightly connected with the religious spirit and the nature, then, the
character itself changed to involve much more political meanings when Liu Bang, the founder of the
Hang Dynasty (206 B.C.E.-220 C.E.), was widely believed as an reincarnation of the Red Dragon.
The Dragon motif was used as the symbol of imperial authority during the Sui and Tang Dynasties.
Then the crucial conversion on this custom was occurred in the next Song Dynasty, that its emperors
had attempted monopolizing this Dragon motif only for monarchal use. However, since the Dragon
motif was deeply penetrated into the public, it was impossible to make this Dragon motif totally
exclusive. Then, the imperial court had created the special new Dragon image having a couple of
corns and five talons (4 7./1\) for imperial exclusive . So that this image had been appeared as the
imperial symbol for almost700 years long, during the times of the Southern Song , the Yuan, the
Ming and the Qing Dynasties.

Since then, various Dragon images were strictly classified and even forced to change their names,
like every Dragons except having a couple of corns and five talons were simply called “the Serpent
(%%)” to look down on, and on the other hand, to raise the magnificent image of their “Dragon”.
However, these trials by the successive rulers were failed to change the sacred substance of
traditional Dragon images.

Without being assimilated with any power or authority, popular cultures and cults related with
sacred Dragons are still vigorously surviving in contemporary China.

* Aichi Prefectural Ceramic Museum
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