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The portrayal of people with dwarfism in Chinese art
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Abstract

Dwarfism has been depicted in various Chinese art forms including literature, sculpture, and

painting. This article examines several representative Chinese works of art from different

ages of Chinese history, in order to glimpse the living situations of people with dwarfism,

their professions and social status, as well as the social attitude toward them in China. We

highlight “山海经” (Shan Hai Jing, translated as the Classic of Mountains and Seas), a remark-

able collection of myths and illustrations which documented the existence of dwarf commu-

nities where the residents were capable of producing high-quality grains. Representations

from sculptures and paintings frequently captured the images of individuals with dwarfism

in royal courts, which showed their remarkable performance skills and social ability. There

are also works of art associating dwarfism with rituals. In addition to portraying ordinary

individuals with humble social status, there was one particular individual with dwarfism

named Yan Zi (晏子) who was highly regarded as a figure of wisdom. Throughout the long

Chinese history, dwarfism had been portrayed in art as either positive, neutral or derogatory,

which reflected the fact that people with dwarfism, while short in stature, are usually intel-

lectually normal, generally skillful, and often talented, in short, like the general population.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Malformations and syndromes have been portrayed in various works of

art in many ancient cultures, including ancient Egyptian statuettes,

Indian stone reliefs, artifacts of the Mayan civilization and Chinese pot-

tery (Bukvic & Elling, 2015; Friedlaender & Friedlaender, 2020;

Kozma, 2010). In particular, individuals with dwarfism have been

portrayed in Chinese art which documents their actual lives at different

historical periods, and uncovers social, ethical, and cultural clues regard-

ing the attitudes toward them. Although these art representations of

dwarfism can be interpreted as positive, neutral, or derogatory, they all

depict individuals with short stature who appeared to be intellectually

unimpaired, generally skillful, and in some, remarkably talented and

wise. “Dwarf” and “dwarfism” are terms not commonly used in a mod-

ern medical setting because of the possible derogatory connotation.

Most conditions with short stature have their own diagnosis, usually a

skeletal dysplasia. For this article, we refer to “individuals with dwarf-

ism” in the historical context.

In this article, we examined several representative Chinese art pieces

including literature, sculptures and paintings from different ages of Chi-

nese history, and we are able to obtain some information on the general

characteristics, living situation, professions and skills, social status, and

social attitude toward dwarfs from these art pieces. We offer a perspec-

tive on one group of individuals with genetic syndromes who may have

physical differences from ordinary people, but mostly with normal intelli-

gence and skills, which we hope will promote a positive attitude about

short stature genetic testing and clinical management in the genomic era.
[Correction added on 22 May 2021, after first online publication: In the main text,

11 Chinese Characters were incorrect. It has been corrected.]
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All the photographs analyzed in our article are authorized formally or infor-

mally frommuseums or libraries, unless otherwise specified in the article.

2 | ARTWORK

2.1 | Images of people with dwarfism in Chinese
literature

Chinese literature recorded impressive artistic mythology and leg-

ends that described the existence of dwarfism. “山海经” (Shan Hai

Jing, translated as the Classic of Mountains and Seas) is regarded as a

masterpiece of Chinese literature and classical art with invaluable

and encyclopedic records of ancient Chinese. The book was com-

piled and assembled by many authors throughout the different

dynasties. The oldest part of the book was believed to appear in

the Shang Dynasty (1600 BC–1046 BC), and one of widespread ver-

sions was the edition with the commentary of Guo Pu (276 AD–

324 AD) (Fracasso, 1993). This treasure of rare records and colorful

stories about the mythical figures, rituals, medicine, natural history,

geography, and ethnic peoples of ancient China includes descrip-

tions of people with dwarfism.

2.1.1 | Jiao Yao

The chapter entitled “山海经�大荒南经” (the Classic of the Great Wilder-

ness: the South) uses the term “states” (which refer to specific regions

or communities) where people with dwarfism lived, including the state

of Jiao Yao (https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:53915097

$217i): 有小人, 名曰焦侥之国, 几姓, 嘉谷是食 (Figure 1). The

translation explains that, “There is a state of dwarf, the residents of

the state share a same family name ‘Ji,’ and they feed themselves on

high-quality grains.” The document suggests that people in the state of

Jiao Yao did not have short stature due to malnutrition, and they were

more likely genetically related, probably having a dominantly inherited

disorder. As the state of Jiao Yao was believed to be a farming society,

one of the reasons that people had high quality grain to eat was

because they were capable of producing it (Birrell, 1999; He, 1998).

2.1.2 | Zhou Yao

Another description and illustration of a “dwarf state” is that of Zhou

Yao in the chapter entitled “山海经�海外南经” (the Classic of Regions

Beyond the Seas: the South) (https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/

drs:53915097$151i): 周侥国在其东, 其为人勭小, 冠带, 其人长三尺, 穴

居, 能为机巧, 有五谷食也” (Figure 2). The translation explains that “The
state of Zhou Yao is located on the east. The people in the state are

short in stature which is about 3 Chi (1 Chi equals 23 cm). They wear

hats and belts as shown in the illustration (https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/

manifests/view/drs:53915097$152i), and live in caves. They are skillful

and have multiple grains to eat.” This description also supports the pre-

mise that people with dwarfism were productive.

2.2 | Images of people with dwarfism in sculptures

2.2.1 | Pottery story-teller beating a drum

Due to the uncommon and diminutive figure, dwarfs often served

as court entertainers (“俳优”) such as funny actors, dancers,

F IGURE 1 The red box highlights the
sentence in the page 217 of the chapter
entitled “the Classic of the Great
Wilderness: the South” from “山海经”
(Shan Hai Jing, translated as the Classic of
Mountains and Seas) which describes the

“dwarf state,” named Jiao Yao. It is part of
the Harvard-Yenching Institute's Chinese
collection at Harvard University,
Cambridge, MA (https://iiif.lib.harvard.
edu/manifests/view/drs:53915097$217i)
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singers and story-tellers in ancient China (Wang, 1957; Yin, 2004),

and their figures were frequently captured in Chinese sculptures.

One of the most famous sculptures depicting a court entertainer

with probable dwarfism is “Story-teller Beating a Drum” (http://

www.chnmuseum.cn/zp/zpml/201812/t20181218_25869.shtml), a

ceramic figure excavated from in a tomb which can be traced back

to the Eastern Han Dynasty (25 AD–220 AD) (Liu, 1958). Figure 3

shows the story-teller wearing a headband with ornamental design

on his forehead, and naked to the waist with bare feet. He

appears to have disproportionately short arms and legs, suggesting

a skeletal dysplasia, possibly achondroplasia, although he seems to

lack a large head (macrocephaly). He waves a drumstick in his right

hand, and beats the drum held by his left hand; the short limbs

are outstretched. He looks happy with his mouth widely open.

Pottery figures like this one were mass produced in the Han

Dynasty (Rawson, 2001).

2.2.2 | Eastern Han Story-teller

Another pottery figure “Eastern Han Story-teller” (Figure 4) is part of

a collection at the Sichuan Museum in China (http://www.scmuseum.

cn/thread-271-117.html). The story-teller figure has a normal-shaped

head and short proximal limbs, with a similar posture of drum-beat-

ing. However, he grimaces and sticks out his tongue as if he is trying

to make his story more dramatic. These sculptures portray the artistic

images of dwarf story-tellers through exaggerated and humorous

facial expression and gesture, revealing their vivid performance skill

(Wang, 1987).

2.2.3 | Grey earthenware pilaster

The Grey Earthenware Pilaster (Figure 5) is an architectural column

with ornaments of dragons, lozenges, and flower buds topped by a

bearded man from the British Museum (https://www.britishmuseum.

org/collection/object/A_1942-1010-1). It is part of a tomb chamber

F IGURE 3 The sculpture, “Pottery Story-teller Beating a Drum,”
is 56 cm tall, and part of the collection at the National Museum of
China, Beijing, China (http://www.chnmuseum.cn/zp/zpml/201812/
t20181218_25869.shtml)

F IGURE 2 The red box marked in
“(a)” is the sentence in the page 151 of
chapter entitled “the Classic of Regions
beyond the Seas: the South” from the
same book as Figure 1 which describes
the “dwarf state” of Zhou Yao in Chinese
(https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/
view/drs:53915097$151i). The red circle
marked in “(b)” is the drawing of a dwarf

wearing a hat and belt in the state of
Zhou Yao, which is in the same book
(https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/
view/drs:53915097$152i)
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whose occupant is unknown (Harrison-Hall, 2017). The height of the

entire pilaster was 134 cm and can be divided into two parts. The fig-

ure on top is that of a bearded man, whose large head is out of pro-

portion to the smaller trunk and limbs (Huo, 2020), creating an

exaggerated image. This portrait suggests an individual with dwarfism

features with a long face, upslanted palpebral fissures, large eyes,

prominent nose, square forehead and a slightly round chin. We

acknowledge that these features may be an exaggeration of ethnic

background, or artistic style.

2.3 | Images of people with dwarfism in paintings

Individuals with dwarfism in royal courts have been portrayed in Chi-

nese paintings.

2.3.1 | Maid and Dwarf in the Tang Dynasty

Figure 6 portrays a painting named “唐侍女与侏儒图” (Maid and

Dwarf in the Tang Dynasty). It is from the tomb of Prince Zhang Huai

of the Tang Dynasty (654 AD–684 AD), now in the collection of the

Shaanxi History Museum (http://www.sxhm.com/index.php?ac=

article&at=read&did=11550). The painting reflects the daily life of

“court dwarfs” in the Tang Dynasty (Wang, 2004). The three people

appear to be marching, and the figure on the right is the court dwarf.

He appears somewhat innocent, with his head turned to the maid on

his right side who wears a red robe with wide lapels. The woman on

the left appears to have the highest social status and wears an elegant

green skirt with white shawl. The height of these individuals is a clue

to their social status.

2.3.2 | The Great Nuo

The Great Nuo (Figure 7) is a silk painting (67.4 cm long, 59.2 cm wide)

from the collection of the Palace Museum in China (https://www.

dpm.org.cn/collection/paint/229433.html). It depicts a scene of Nuo

F IGURE 4 The pottery sculpture entitled “Eastern Han Story-
teller” measures 66.5 cm and is part of a collection at the Sichuan
Museum, Chengdu, China (http://www.scmuseum.cn/thread-271-
117.html)

F IGURE 5 The “Grey Earthenware
Pilaster” consists of ornaments of
dragons, lozenges, and flower buds
topped by “Bearded Man.” It measures
134 cm tall, and is part of the collection at
the British Museum, London, UK (https://
www.britishmuseum.org/collection/
object/A_1942-1010-1)
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“傩,” which is a traditional Chinese sacrificial activity to pray for bless-

ings, to ward off disease and evil spirits (Huang, 2018). People with

dwarfism were specifically selected for such an event as depicted in

this painting which includes 12 characters with macrocephaly (large

head) and short trunk (Kong, 2017). Their faces are exaggerated and

some appear dysmorphic. They wear an assortment of odd clothes,

hats and head bands, and hold various farm tools and instruments as

their weapons, dancing and drumming as if dueling with evil spirits.

2.3.3 | Yan Zi's Visit to the State of Chu

In addition to figures portrayed as humble people in daily scenes,

there is also a painting of a particular man with dwarfism who

achieved important status (https://www.cguardian.com/Auctions/

ItemDetail?id=632061&categoryId=1902&itemCode=908). Luo Ping

(1733 AD–1799 AD), a famous artist in the Qing Dynasty, portrayed a

scene (Figure 8) based on a well-known Chinese historical story “晏子

使楚” (Yan Zi's Visit to the State of Chu). The main subject of the paint-

ing (wearing blue clothing) was Yan Zi, a famous official in the Warring

States Period (475 BC–221 BC). He is much shorter than the other

men (Figure 8), and appears to have typical characteristics of

achondroplasia.

3 | DISCUSSION

Our review of several selected Chinese works of art and illustrations

in literature suggests that people with dwarfism can be seen with dif-

ferent social status in different historical periods. These artworks viv-

idly portray them as ordinary residents, court entertainers and

servants, and ritual performers and officials, which illustrate their liv-

ing situation, skills, social status in societies, and suggest how societies

in different historical periods perceived the roles of people with

dwarfism.

The sculptures and paintings of the Han Dynasty (202 BC–

220 AD) and the Tang Dynasty (618 AD–907 AD) frequently depict

people with dwarfism as court entertainers and servants. It is believed

that raising dwarfs was a fashion in royal courts during that period. In

the Han Dynasty, some of the dwarfs were given as tribute gifts by

F IGURE 7 This silk painting of “The Great Nuo” is 67.4 cm long
and 59.2 cm wide. It is part of the collection at the Palace Museum,
Beijing, China (https://www.dpm.org.cn/collection/paint/
229433.html)

F IGURE 6 “Maid and Dwarf in the Tang Dynasty” is a fresco in
the tomb of the Prince Zhang Huai of the Tang Dynasty. It measures
168 cm by 102 cm, and is the collection of the Shaanxi History
Museum, Xi'an, China (www.sxhm.com/index.php?ac=article&at=
read&did=11550)
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foreign countries to Chinese royal families and noblemen for their

entertainment and amusement, a role which dehumanized their

autonomy by servitude, and in the Tang Dynasty, some foreign dwarfs

were often referred to as “Kunlun slave” (Cheng, 2002). To some

extent, they were valued for their performance skills and social abili-

ties since they were popular among royal families and noblemen.

Although well-accepted in royal court, they had relatively low social

status. Their diminutive appearance in performance settings or along-

side their masters or mistresses only served as a foil to the high social

position and authority of the upper class.

In ancient China, structural differences such as birth defects or

dysmorphic facial features often appeared in ritualistic settings. For

example, the figure atop the Grey Earthenware Pilaster which was reg-

arded as having an unpleasant appearance was believed to play a role

in suppressing ghosts from tombs and accompanying the spirit of the

deceased (Huo, 2020). These funerary contents in ancient tombs sug-

gest that skeletal and facial differences were part of elements in ritual

events in China. The painting of the Great Nuo also provides an artistic

insight to a traditional Chinese belief that dwarfs may have supernatu-

ral power to ward off evil spirits and diseases (Lu, 2003), and bring

peace and blessings from the divine, leading to the perception that

dwarfism was associated with ritual significance (Huang, 2018). When

combined with evidence from ancient Egyptian societies

(Kozma, 2006), we speculate that physical deformity was integrated

into the ritualistic settings in both ancient civilizations, regarding

dwarfs or individuals with deformities as communicators with divinity.

Although most of the figures with dwarfism in works of art

seem to have low social status, Chinese artists were also fond of

portraying an individual with dwarfism who was highly regarded as

a figure of wisdom. This is Yan Zi (晏子) (578 BC–500 BC), a diplo-

mat of the state of Qi during the Spring and Autumn period

(770 BC–476 BC) in Chinese history. With a height approximating

that of an adult with achondroplasia or pseudochondroplasia, Yan Zi

was praised for his talents in diplomacy and linguistics (Jia, 2017).

One of the most popular stories describes his diplomatic visit to the

state of Chu. The Emperor Chu mocked Yan Zi's short stature

repeatedly with an attempt to humiliate him and the state of Qi,

including a request for him to enter the state through a dog hole

rather than the city main gate. With his outstanding diplomatic

visions and linguistic skills, Yan Zi fought back cleverly, maintaining

the dignity of the state of Qi.

The descriptions in the Classic Mountains and Seas recorded com-

munities of ordinary citizens with dwarfism who were skillful in plant-

ing high-quality grains. We speculate that they were well-adapted to

agricultural society by learning and mastering the knowledge and skills

of farming that could support stable societies and decent lives.

F IGURE 8 “Yan Zi's Visit to the State
of Chu” is a silk-painting by Luo Ping
(1733 AD–1799 AD). Its length is 116 cm
and width is 60 cm. A copy of the painting
can be viewed in the online auction house
catalogue which is in the public domain
(www.cguardian.com/Auctions/
ItemDetail?id=632061&categoryId=
1902&itemCode=908). However, the

authors were unable to obtain consent to
use the original because the art collector
is anonymous
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4 | CONCLUSION

The works of art described in our study provide a glimpse into the his-

tory of people with short stature in China. These images also offer a

perspective on one group of individuals with genetic syndromes who

had physical differences, but are generally depicted as having normal

intelligence and skills. Most appear to have achondroplasia, the most

common form of skeletal dysplasia that results in marked short stature

(dwarfism) and normal intelligence (Pauli, 2019). Of course, people

who had severe skeletal dysplasia probably did not survive, and thus,

were not portrayed in art.

As we learn more about the diverse genetic causes of short stat-

ure, we should also strive to improve medical care and provide psy-

chosocial support. From a historic perspective, we acknowledge that

efforts to promote respect toward individuals with short stature have

just begun. There is much we should do to provide a better quality of

life for these individuals in the era of genomic medicine.
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