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THE CULTURAL STATUS OF TORTOISE

(Summary)

Ho LieN-KWEI

1. FOREWORD

Tortoise, among all animals, has had a significant influence on the Chinese culture.
In ancient times, the tortoise shells were used for divination. Ancient Chinese charac-
ters which were originated more than three thousand years ago have been handed )
down to the present time by means of tortoise shells, This ancient form of characters
is called “Chia Ku Wen"” (F“§3) or oracle bone inscription. Before Chin Dynasty,
the tortoise shells were used as currency because they were durable and not easy to
get. The tortoise enjoyed a long life and most Chinese people worshipped it for the
attainment of longevity. As to its value in the technical and fine arts, in the
Dynasties of Chin, Han, Tang and Sung, the form of tortoise was engraved on the
brass tripod, the official seal, stone tablet and so on. From the above, it is apparent
that the tortoise is valuable in Chinese culture.

2. THE PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF TORTOISE

The tortoises are peaceful by nature and live in a free and easy manner, so they
have a long life. Calculating from the figures of its carapace, the tortoise can live
as long as three hundred years, undoubtedly the animal of the longest life in the
world. Anatomical study of the tortoise indicates that its lung is very long, and
contains much air; its action is tardy; and its respiratory functions are not hasty, so
its bodily constitution suffers not much waste. Moreover, there are sufficient water
and nutriment reserved within its body, and the tortoise eats and drinks usually very
few, therefore,iit can bear hunger and thirst for a long time. This is another cause
of the tortoise’s longevity. ]

Owing to the hard and solid quality of its shell, the tortoise can well keep its
body safe. And its muscles are very strong and powerful. Thus it can enjoy a
long life.

3. THE RELATION BETWEEN TORTOISE AND
ANCIENT CHINESE CHARACTERS

In prehistoric times, some wise man created a kind of picture writing according
to the figures of nature, tortoise, birds and so on. It is the commonly called
hieroglyphics.—~the origin of Chinese characters.
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“Chia Ku Wen": the ancient men, in superstition of supernatural beings, burned
tortoise shells for divination of good or ill fortune. In the former part of Shang
Dynasty, the bones of cattle and sheep were burned for divination. Down to the latter
part of Shang Dynasty, commonly called the Yin Dynasty, as the art of divination
was much improved, bones of cattle, and sheep and tortoise shells were all used for
divination. The art to divine by means of tortoise shells may be stated in brief as
follows: The inside of the tortoise shell was bored and burned, the other side was
thus broken and the shape of the word “}” was formed. After the divination, all
affairs, inquired by the diviner, were put down by the side of the sign of “}” and
then engraved. This kind of characters was used specially for recording the divina-
. tion, so it is called the writings of divination. The so-called “Chia Ku Wen"” is the
last defined name. All inscriptions on the sacred tortoise shells are records of
divination, sacrifice, subjugation, journey, hunting by the rulers of Yin Dynasty and
meteorological phenomena, etc. Many historical and geographical records, and
accounts of ancient cultures and institutions are found in the “Chia Ku Wen”.
Furthermore, it made corrections on the remains and mistakes of Hsu, Shen’s FFif
“To Explain Characters.” Therefore the “Chia Ku Wen” made a great contribution
to Chinese ancient culture. The ancient men utilized the tortoise for transmitting
their cultures, because of its characteristics. So the tortoise has a ‘*‘real value” in
the transmission of cultures.

4. THE RELATION BETWEEN TORTOISE AND ECONCMY

Money is the medium of business transactions. In ancient times, cowries or
tortoise shells, or beast-skins were used as currency. Later with the: progress of
civilization, currency was mmade of metals. Before Chin Dyhnasty, the tortoise had
much value in’' the economic realm. It was recorded in detail in Shih huo chih BERE
in the History of the Former Han Dynasty. There are three main reasons for the
use of tortoises for ancient coinage: 1. The physical constitution of tortoise is very
strong and lasts a long timme. 2. In ancient times, especially in the northern part of
China, the tortoise was not easy to get. So it was esteemed to be valuable. 3. The
tortoise shell can be severed into pieces. On account of these characteristics of the
tortoise, the ancient men utilized it to make money for business interchange. So .the
economic function of the tortoise in the old times was very great indeed.

5. THE RELATION BETWEEN TORTOISE AND FOLK BELIEF

The tortoise, in popular religion' and superstition, was regarded as the symbol
of long life and a creature of supernatural power.

(A) The psychological effects of the popular belief in the tortoise’s longevity.
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In ancient times, man, recognizing his life span was shorter than that of the
tortoise, expected to follow its example for prolonging his own life. And hence this
mental development stirred up the man's belief in the tortoise, some rulers even
adopted the tortoise as the symbol of their empires. For example, in northern Wei
Dynasty, Emperor Hsiao Wen ZX 3 used “the sacred tortoise (fddfi)” as the title of
his reign, symbolizing fortunes of the State.

From Han Dynasty to Sung Dynastyij there were numerous scholars and officers
named with the tortoise, such as Chen, Kuei [###, Chu, Kuei 48, etc., of Han Dynasty;
Wang, Lin-kuei E®4E, Chang, Kuei-ling 883, etc., of Tang Dynasty; Yang, Yuan-kuei
B4, Ho, Kuei-lin 1§88, etc., of Sung Dynasty. They all believed in the tortoise for
long life. The Historic Records, Biography of Kuei fse #h% states: “the old man in
the southern part of China propped up his bed-feet with tortoises.” In Sung Dynasty,
a famous poet, Lu, Yu [i#, late in his life, built a Tortoise Hall to seek amusement
in study and enjoyed an age of eighty five. It is very interesting that the old poet
ever propped up the bed-feet with tortoises. Generally speaking, man is fond of
living and afraid of death; and in the evening of life, he still looks up to the
supernatural spirit of tortoise in hope of increasing the number of his remaining years.
From the ethnological viewpoint, the ancient men regarded the tortoise as the symbol
of life, and worshiped it as a guardian spirit, namely, individual totem.

(B) Ancient superstition about the tortoise’s supérnatural power.

The ancient men thought that the tortoise possessed superantural spirit and could
be used to divine good and evil fortune. This mental expression of superstition may
be seen in the writings of divination of Shang Dynasty.

The tortoise foretells good and evil fortune, and the mirror reveals the same.
These two are all called tortoise mirror (%), or magic mirror. It is literally called
rﬁirror for man. In other words, it is just a standard for administration, the states-
men of old times always urged the rulers to desist from evil with the mirror for man.
It is really significant.

(C) The folklore in Taiwan.

In Taiwan, for the celebrations of some festivals and birthday, red cakes are
usually made in the shape of the tortoise (¥T#E{f). The custom to use “Hung Kuei
Kuo” (fIfE12) as the symbol of life is very popular in Taiwan. “Hung Kuei Kuo”
is used for birthday presents and also as offerings to gods. As a man reaches sixty
years of age, his rélatives or friends should present sixty two pieces of “Hung Kuei
Kuo” to him as a birthday greeting. The gift of 62 “Hung Kuei Kuo” indicates a
good wish for more years from the age of €0.

With regard to the guardian spirit, it is generally believed that a child is growing
to manhood under the protection of the gods. As soon as a child is one year old, the
parents will carry the child to the Taoist Queen of Heaven, and worship her with



~— 114 — Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology

“Hung Kuei Kuo”, praying her to bless the child. The birthday of , Yuhwang, &,
or the Supreme, a Taoist deity—9th of the first Lunar Month, is the great festival
of the year. On this occasion, every family offers “Hung Kuei Kuo”.to.the Supreme,
People believe that by worshipping Yuhwang, they may have, the grand perfect
blessing from the Supreme. In Taiwan, the fortune-teller divines by -means of
tortoise shell. Now we can still see this social custom at Lung Shan Temple B,
in the City of Taipei. In ancient times, the tortoise shell was used.only by the official
fortune-teller, his duty was to foretell national affairs. In the  course of time, this
ancient practice came to become a popular custom. So the traditional superstition
about the tortoise originally sprang up from its supernatural power to foretell good
and ill fortune. o

6 THE RELATION BETWEEN TORTOISE AND ‘
FINE ARTS

Fine arts has two kinds. One is pure fine arts and the other . is techpicalrﬁxte
arts. The function of the latter depends upon ornament or decoration. In. China,. ft'om-
Chin Dynasty to Sung Dynasty, there were many articles of technical‘ﬁ.ne.art_s‘
concerned with the tortoise, some of them made of tortoise shells, some made in
the form of a tortoise for ornament. For instance, in the Han Dynasty, the knot or
ribbon on a seal carved in the shape of a tortoise was designed to be the ,authori-
tative mark, or medal. In the Wei Dynasty, a tripod of bronze carved‘filn the‘-form.
of a tortoise was established as the sign of the throne. In the Tang, and Sung:
Dynasties, the oﬁ‘ic1a1 ceremonial dress was ornamented with a tertoise, symbolic of
title and honor. A famous poet of Tang Dynasty, Ho, Chi-chang 4, addicted to
drinking, exchanged his honorary title for wine. It is an interesting matter.. In the
Sung Dynasty, Emperor Tai Tsung ordered the erection of a stone tablet w1th its
base made in the form of a tortoise. The tortoise-base may be regarded as the
foundation of a State. Lu Yu, a poet, made himself a hat with a tortoise in-memory
of the tortoise’s longevity. It is also an interesting story. o A_IV o

7. FINAL NOTE

This paper to analyzes systematically the characteristics of the tortoi_se,~ar;d
arrives at a synthetic judgement from the biological, ethnological and _fol!(way's.
viewpoints, In a word, recognition should be given to the tortoise for its contribytion

to human cultures. R
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