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It seems AS THOUGH the HUMAN MIND CANNOT he SATISFIED 
with the real world alone, but must always elaborate and 
venture into the unknown. Not only that but what is found 
to be lacking in the new realms is made up by an ever fertile 
imagination. The fabulous beings that appeared in strange 
talcs in antiquity can now be equated with the peculiar 
computer constructs and beings imagined by science fiction 
writers, but the explanations for these last lie far in the 
future; it is rather with those of our past that 
concerned.

In particular, interest centres on the creatures of the cast 
rather than on those of the more familiar west where many 
strange animals crept out from the traditional fairy talcs, and 
where others are ultimately based on deep religious and 
usually symbolically expressed foundations. The beast that 
immediately springs to mind is. of course, the dragon 
because it holds an important place in both the western and 
the eastern mind. However the dragon of the east differs 
totally in character and significance from its western counter
part. In the European tradition its ferocious and fiery nature 
as well as its association with evil is in complete contrast to 
the beneficent nature of the East Asian dragon. It would

Figure I. Bronze mirror, Han dynasty, 1st century AD. diam, 12 cm. The 
back is decorated with the animals of the four main directions, the dragon 
placed at the bottom. Formerly author's collection.

we are now

Figure 2. Blue and white Chinese porcelain dish. Ming dynasts-. Xuandc 
period 1426-35. diam. 20 cm, with five-clawed dragons among floral scrolls. 
Formerly Mount Trust collection.

seem that the East Asian dragon began 'life' in China and its 
main characteristics followed it to Korea and Japan, though it 
never attained the same importance there as in the land of its 
origin. The earliest written accounts occur in the Yijing, 
'The Book of Changes', an ancient book of divination dating 
from some centuries uc, parts of it being of even greater 
antiquity. There we can read that seeing 'two dragons 
fighting in a field is very lucky; it means there will be rain 
and good crops'. This at once informs us that the dragon is a 
beneficent creature associated with fertility through the 
coming of rain, a characteristic that is also found in other 
cultures with other beasts, as we shall presently discover. 
What we can also learn from the early literature is that efforts 
were made to keep dragons in the same way as other useful 
animals, but with what success must tor ever remain in 
doubt. In a well known passage in an expansive commentary 
on the early historical text, the Spring and Autumn Annuls, 
dating from the 7th century uc, we are told that one of the 
rulers had at his court a 'dragonward', one who looked after 
dragons and who is reported as having said that dragons, 
despite their fierce looks, were kind and gentle, and no 
trouble as long as you did not tickle them under the chin;
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but whatever is the Fifth Direction? For some reason the 
concept of categories of five seems to have been central to 
Chinese cosmological thought in the two or three centuries 
uc, and in this context the Fifth Direction is the Centre, 
sonetimes represented by a Toad who stood for the Earth 
and the fifth colour Yellow. We can see these features except 
for the toad in figure /, in an illustration of the back of a 
bronze mirror made in the 1st century AD. But this still 
leaves us without a fifth season. Since the Centre of the 
Earth was in effect central to all existence, we can only 
suppose it to have comprehended all the seasons which pass 
over the Earth.

Although these creatures, which appear together in the 
Han Chinese cosmology, continue to appear throughout 
Chinese history, it was the dragon which became dominant, 
though it gradually lost the association exclusively with the 
colour green. Quite early on it certainly became associated 
with imperial power. As the emperor was required to plough 
the first furrow in the spring at a ritual ceremony, and at the 
same time was the promoter and guardian of his people’s 
prosperity, it was appropriate that the dragon, which brought 
fertility, should also become the ruler’s emblem. And indeed 
even the throne from which he ruled was named the Dragon

Figure 4. Detail from the Great Stupa of the Amaravati in the British 
Museum. The footprints can be noticed at the bottom of the central panel. 
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

Figure 3. Detail of a silk banner showing the Nagas providing water for the 
Buddha's bath. From cave 17, Dunhuang. Tang dynasty, 9th century AD. 
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

that really was dangerous, and you might get killed. The 
ruler can be imagined as having kept dragons in order to 
ensure that they would bring rain in times of drought. 
Indeed until relatively recent times it was the practice to 
model dragons in clay and set them outside the door of the 
house in the hope of shaming the dragon into appearing and 
bringing rain when famine threatened through drought.

There was much more to this, and as time passed the 
dragon found a place in the new cosmology of the Han 
dynasty in the 2nd century BC, the first great period of 
empire. Because the rains in China come in the spring and 
on the east wind that tends to blow at that time of the year, 
the dragon became the guardian of the cast and of spring, 
and its colour green, that of the young shoots of vegetation, 
became its appropriate colour in the cosmological scheme of 
Five Colours.1 The other Five Colours were also associated 
with the different directions. The Scarlet Bird represented 
the south and the sweltering heat of summer that burned up 
the land when the sun was it its zenith. To the west was the 
White Tiger of autumn, when the snows came to the great 
mountains of the far west, while to the north was the Dark 
Warrior, surely one of the strangest imaginings, a tortoise 
with a snake round the carapace, associated with winter and 
the colour black. North China suffers from bitter cold in 
winter with relatively little snow; it is, however, depressingly 
bleak. But what about the fifth colour, and is there another 
Direction? And is there not something odd about there 
being five seasons? We have had the four main directions,

Throne. Only much later, about the end of the 14th 
century, the concept of the scaly dragon emerged with five 
claws on each foot (figure 2). But even then the three or 
four-clawed dragon was included during the Ming dynasty 
(1368-1644) for imperial use. The rule of the five-clawed 
dragon solely for imperial use was only rigidly enforced 
under the emperor Qianlong in the 18th century, and even 
then the emperor also used a four-clawed dragon.

In earlier centuries, especially in the 6th to IOth centuries, 
the dragon achieved another role, not wholly unconnected 
with imperial status, but primarily a religious one relating to 
Buddhism. The introduction of Buddhism from India into 
China inevitably meant taking over 
the Buddha. This of necessity had to he suitably illustrated 
and there arc some splendid examples of this in both sculp
ture and painting. In several incidents from his life, the

the story of the life of
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Buddha is seen close to water or even in it. Two incidents in 
particular are worth noting. The first is that after the Birth of 
the Buddha in the LumbinT Grove, the infant was given his 
first bath and this event was attended by the worshipping 
Nagas, the Indian serpent king who had a seven-fold spread
ing cobra hood, together with his wives and family. Like the 
dragon the nagas were associated with water and fertility, and 
also like the dragon were of great antiquity and much 
revered. What then could have been more natural than to 
substitute the dragon in Chinese representations for the nagas 
of India? This transformation is delightfully shown in the 
painting of the Stein Collection in the British Museum (figure 
3). There is another fine example in Cave 290 at Dunhuang 
dating from the mid-6th century2 so that the convention of 
using the dragon in this way was well established at a fairly 
early date.

In Indian representations of the true hooded cobra form is 
of course normal and appears in numerous examples. One of 
these, also directly associated with Buddhism, is shown on a 
railing pillar of the great stupa of Amaravati, which may be 
seen in the British Museum. It dates from the 2nd century 
AD and is one of the most important early Buddhist monu
ments. Here the Buddha after his enlightenment is said to 
have crossed the Nairailjana River (now the Phalgu river) at

Figure 5. Detail from the Great Stupa of Amanivati in the British Museum. 
A four-headed Naga stands guard by a drum stupa. Courtesy of the Trustees 
of the British Museum.

Figure 6. Stone sculpture ofGanesh ‘The lord of obstacles'.Courtess1 of the 
Trustees of the British Museum.

Bodhgaya, where he had sat in prolonged meditation under 
the pipila tree. The scene is particularly intriguing because 
the presence of the Buddha is only indicated by a pair of foot 
prints on the surface of the flowing water as he walks 
towards Kalika, the King of the Nagas and his three wives 
who raise their hands in worship (figure 4). At this early date
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the Buddha is usually shown symbolically by some emblem 
such as foot-prints, a cushioned throne indicating medita
tion, or the wheel of the law, the Cakra, indicating the 
preaching of the first sermon.

Curiously enough the Buddha himself has been compared 
to a Naga. As Zimmer has written in The Art of Indian Asia 
‘the term Naga has lead to confusions as in Sanskrit it can 
and often docs connote ‘elephant Y Thus the Buddha was 
regarded as having the ‘majestic appearance, irresistible 
strength and gentle and calm temper of the elephant*. Its 
grandeur and intelligence were virtues inherent in the super
man. The confusion is apparent in another section from the 
Amaravati stupa, where a drum stupa is depicted with 
numerous umbrellas shown above indicating the noble char
acter of the Buddha, while the door is guarded by a Naga 
(figure 5).

It is probably true to say that the most important of the 
fabulous creatures and the oldest arc associated with the 
fundamental beliefs of the culture in which they occur. In 
India this is certainly the case where the Nagas are water 
spirits and associated with fertility, as in China it was the 
dragon which held this role. But in India there was also 
Garuda, the heavenly bird and vehicle of Vishnu. Garuda 
dwells in the air and is balanced, compensatory fashion, by 
the Naga in the interior of mother earth. As Garuda is also 
the vehicle of Vishnu this accounts for the fact that Vishnu 
temples, especially in Cambodia, are supported by rows of 
Garudas. The Royal Terrace at Angkor Thom is a case in 
point.4

Garuda is also the prince of birds and the celestial solar 
eagle, a guardian figure often found as central element over a 
niche. But winged figures only appear in India in the case of 
Garuda, who is always thought of as a bird, as he is also in 
Tibet, from which a magnificent example was recently 
acquired by the British Museum. Strangely enough Garuda 
also turns up in a Chinese painting from Dunhuang and one 
has to ask why? Dunhuang is a Buddhist site and was a great 
centre of pilgrimage in early times lying conveniently on the 
important trade route into and out of China on the borders 
of Central Asia and thus open to many influences. It is 
important to remember that the Buddha never denied the 
Hindu gods. Because of this even Siva and Vishnu appear in 
early Chinese Buddhist monuments, and along with them 
came Garuda, and even Ganesh, the elephant-headed god. A 
delightful representation of the former is found in a 9th 
century Chinese painting from Dunhuang which shows 
Garuda scampering across the sky and being shot at by one 
of the attendant figures of Vaisravana, the Guardian King of 
the North, who protects against evil.5 Evidently the Chinese 
view of the conflict between Garuda and Nagas was that the 
former was evil and the faithful needed the protection of 
Vaisravana. Such examples are rare and seem to have been 
confined to Central Asia.

Ganesh, however, is a different matter. He was the 
elephant-headed son of Siva. Why elephant-headed? It was 
traditionally believed that Siva in a rage cut off his son’s head 
and then deeply regretful swore he would replace it with 
that from the first living creature he saw; it happened to be 
an elephant (figure 6). Ganesh is of great importance in the 
Hindu pantheon ind is regarded among other things as God 
of Wealth. He is also known is ‘Lord of Obstacles’ because
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Figure 7. Two-tone late Sassanian silk representing a scnmwv with wings 
curled back toward the head. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Victoria and 
Albert Museum.

Figure 8. Sassanian silver dish, depth: 19.3 cm, with elaborate seinnuw. 
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

he is not only able to place obstacles, but can also remove 
them from the path of the devotee. He can push aside barri
ers and with his trunk he can tear down branches, while his 
foot-prints are the biggest of any beast, so that any smaller 
animal can follow where he has passed. And here again there 
is a link with Buddhism and the Buddha. That is why the 
Doctrine of the Buddha is compared to the foot of the 
Elephant' writes Zimmer, ‘it transcends all partial limited 
forms of knowledge.’ It is this that probably accounts for the 
appearance of Ganesh in the wall painting of Cave 285 at
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compared to ‘that great bird the sacna; he is like the big 
clouds full of water that beat the mountains.Thc 
rests on the ‘tree of all seeds’, and distributes the seeds of 
plants to all mankind.

Once again a fantastic creature is associated in the human 
mind with the prosperity of mankind and the fertility of the 
soil. It was said that when the scnniurv wanders from the ‘tree 
of all seeds’ he scatters ‘the dry seed into the waters and it is 
rained back on earth with the rain’. In appearance the crea
ture sometimes more closely resembles a griffin or an eagle, 
but whatever the form it is only significant as a royal motif in 
the last period of the Sasanid empire in the 6th and 7th 
centuries. It then occurs in textiles, silver, glass and stucco. 
At Taq-i-Bustan it appears as a repeating design on the 
garment worn by the king in the ivan of Khusrau II in the 
boar hunt relief (ad 591-628), and this is very similar to the 
two tone silk from the Victoria and Albert Museum (figure 
7). The senmuw continued to appear into the 8th and 9th 
centuries with the wing form undergoing changes, as did the 
wings of horses.

In the earlier examples of wings on the semntirv as well as 
on the horses the primary feathers are swept back in the 
normal way in their natural position, but later the tips are 
curled back decoratively towards the head as on the silk in 
the Victoria and Albert Museum. There are many other

scnniuw

Figure 9. Scone sculpture of a winged horse from the ‘spirit way’ to the 
tomb of the Tang emperor Gao-Zong (649-683) near Xian, Shaanxi 
province, China

Dunhuang, the 6th century cave most open to foreign 
influences, but there he lacks the massive dignity and benign 
appearance of a true Indian representation as he stands in a 
ponderous manner on the left side of the Buddha. Occasion
ally he is depicted with emblems of death, such as skulls as a 
necklace, and then he represents his supreme achievement as 
the clearer-away of obstacles in as much as he is able to clear 
away even death itself, the final obstacle.

Earlier I noted that winged figures only appear in India 
with Garuda, but in the more northerly parts of Asia wings 
are a common attribute of gods and superhuman beings. 
They are indeed central to ancient Mesopotamian art and 
spread both to the west and east, but not to the south. This 
was perhaps more a matter of temperament than of geogra
phy as the serpent, a common element in Mesopotamia, is 
similarly treated in India while Buddhism, of course, spread 
north into present day Afghanistan and beyond into Central 
Asia without apparent difficulty, and where it made an 
important and prolonged impact. Winged figures were 
particularly numerous in the earlier Assyrian period, but tar 
later in the 5th to 7th centuries they are found again in the 
art of the non-Buddhist Sasanid empire. Winged lions, 
camels and horses figure in the silver dishes and textiles, and 
these are reasonable enough, but the strangest creature is the 
scinnwv (the sinnugh of Persian legend, or sacna of the 
Zoroastrian ‘Avestan’ texts). This extraordinary creature has 
the snout of a dog, wings of a bird and the fore-feet of a lion 
with claws exposed, and a large bulbous tail. It may also have 
a forked tongue and sometimes even a beard or a ruff. The 
scinnwv was a beneficent demon, and in Zoroastrianism was 
associated with Vcrcthragna, the god of victory, who was

1

Figure 10. Bronze mirror, ’Fang dynasty. From the author's picture 
collection.

examples of this new feature as in the case of the blue glass 
medallion in the Corning Museum of Glass exhibited in the 
Sassanian Silver show at the University of Michigan Museum 
of Art in 1967, No.72, as well as in a silver dish in the British 
Museum (figure S). It is a change in presentation which the 
Chinese apparently appreciated, for they adopted this more 
decorative treatment for their winged horses not only in 
stone (figure 9), but also for their silks, which were greatly
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influenced by Sassanian art.6 While the Persian examples 
have an austere splendour, the Chinese examples seem lushly 
decorative almost to the point of vulgarity, yet the delight in 
the linear patterning just prevents their examples going over 
the edge.

The art of the Tang dynasty (ad 618-910) is particularly 
resplendent and mirrors the immense interest in novelties 
and the exotic that is characteristic of a nouveau-riche 
culture that had come into being with the new prosperity of 
the dynasty in the 7th century after a long period of turmoil. 
It was the dragon alone that was least affected and examples 
of Tang dragons are among the most impressive for their 
powerful articulation and the mastery of the craftsman who 
depicted them in the space or on the surface that could be 
allotted to them (figure 10). It was, too, the first time that 
they were to be used for the imperial robes, although 
such robes of this early date survive. A few robes still exist 
from the Ming dynasty (1368-1544), and these, too, show a 
powerful creature, but the best examples date from the Qing 
dynasty (1844-1912) and there are fine 18th century robes in 
the Victoria and Albert Museum together with 
wonderful hand painted illustrations of robes7 that 
be used at court of which figure 11 shows a detail.

Thus right down into modern times this emblem of fertili
ty persists with a vigour that remains unabated. In the 
Chinese mind the dragon is as meaningful as it was when 
two of them might have been seen fighting in a field in 
extreme antiquity. Sadly the seuiuuw and the symbolism 
connected with it has disappeared, but the naga still lives 
in India.

Figure 11. Detail from an imperial summer court robe. From the author’s 
slide collection.

NOTES

1. Loewe, Michael: Chinese ideas of life ami death, London 1982. gives 
valuable insights into the symbolism of early Chinese art as does also 
the same author’s ways to paradise, the Chinese quest for immortality, 
London 1979.

Dimlniang, Tokyo, 1978 (in Japanese), p.96, top register with black and 
blue dragons surrounding a standing Buddha painted with a fluent red 
outline. The painting dates from Northern Zhou, Al) 557-580.

Zimmer, Heinrich: 77te art of Indian Asia; its mythology and 
transformations, 2 vols., (Bollingcn series XXXIX), Princeton. 1968, 3rd 
printing with revisions. The serpent as the saviour see.pp.56-65.

Jacques, Claude: Angkor, Paris 1990, p. 153. A row of alternating lions 
and garudas appear to be carrying the royal terrace of the palace in 
Angkor Tom. 12th century ad.

Whitfield, Roderick and Fairer Anne: Circs of the Thousand Buddhas: 
Chinese Ait from the Silk Route, British Museum, London, 1990, p.35. 
Tang 9th century AD. Matsumoto also noted similar examples of 
Garuda figures in wall paintings of Vai'sravana in the Turf in area.

The best example is that in the Shosoin of confronted horsemen with a 
tree between them, all enclosed hi a pearl-beaded roundel. The horses 
which are winged are identified by the Chinese characters woven into 
the rump of each horse.

Medley, Margaret: The ‘Illustrated Regulations for the Ceremonial 
Paraphernalia of the Ch'ing Dynasty’ in the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, Transactions of the Oiiental Ceramic Siu icty, vol.31, 1957-59, 
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