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ABSTRACT: Visual analysis of motifs on painted pottery has always been a focal point in the study of the
Yangshao culture. The importance of the fish-bird iconographic complex of the late Banpo type has long been
recognized. Some scholars argue that motifs with fish-like elements prevail amongst Miaodigou type painted
pottery but that representations of whole fish do not exist. Through visual analysis of varied imagery, including
so-called interlocked spirals, floral petals, and spiraling patterns, this paper proves that the classic fish-bird
iconographic complex persisted during the Miaodigou period. As the most common pattern on painted pottery, it
has various forms of representation, including a complex type, a simplified type, and an iconized type. The fish-
bird iconographic complex reflects a belief in shamanic transformation, depicting the holy bird going through a
life cycle of fertilizing and maturing inside the body of a fish. This belief constitutes a definitive tradition of the
Yangshao cultural sphere. It can still be clearly observed among later archaeological cultures such as the Shijiahe
culture, the late Shang culture, and the Sanxingdui culture.
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