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A Historical Taxonomy of Talking Birds in Chinese Literature. By Wilt L. Idema.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2025. Pp. xii + 297. $65.00.

Wilt L. Idema has long been known as one of the most prolific scholars in Chinese
studies. The bibliography of Idema’s works in his 2009 festschrift already took up
twenty-two pages, and his productivity has hardly declined since. In the years after
his retirement in 2013, he has on average published a book a year, mostly as a single
author, sometimes also with collaborators. Among these recent books are publications
dedicated to insects, cats, mice, bovines, and—in the present book—birds, although
Idema’s interest in animals dates back at least to the early 1990s, when he co-edited
a Dutch volume on animal stories in different cultures, which also included his own
contribution on animal narratives in premodern Chinese literature.

The 2025 book A Historical Taxonomy of Talking Birds in Chinese Literature
(hereafter 7alking Birds) is an excellent addition not only to Idema’s rich oeuvre but
also to scholarship in Chinese literature and culture. Despite its title, the book is
not concerned with taxonomy, at least not in the usual sense of the word. A more
descriptive title, along the lines of Idema’s 2019 book on insects, might have been
Talking Birds in Chinese Literature: A Study and Anthology, especially since translations
make up more than half of 7alking Birds. The majority of the complete translations
are collected under “Selected Texts,” appended to each of the first five chapters, with
other translations, complete or partial, offered throughout the text and in an appendix
dedicated to “Bird Call Poems and Bird Voice Poems.” The translations span a broad
spectrum of genres—from poetry (fu i and shi &) to prose (classical tales, Buddhist
tales, and vernacular stories, huaben & A, plays (zaju ¥ B!, chuanqgi {E%5), and prosimetric
narratives. Unsurprisingly, given Idema’s research record, the range of prosimetric genres
that appear in the book is quite comprehensive, including ballad stories (cibua 7 &),
transformation texts (bianwen %), bannermen tales (zidishu T 72 ), and precious
scrolls (baojuan & % ). Most of the texts translated in the book have not been translated
into English or other Western languages before. 7alking Birds thus presents a rich
source of materials for anyone interested in the subject within Chinese studies and
in other disciplines, not least the thriving field of animal studies, despite Idema’s
disclaimer (p. 2). Complementing this wealth of source materials, Idema also covers
a wide range of previous scholarship on parrots and related subjects, including research
on Western culture and in both East Asian and European languages.

As Idema explains in the introduction, 7alking Birds is mainly dedicated to
parrots (yingwu ¥5#§) broadly understood, marginally also to mynah birds (guyu

Y845 or ginjiliao 72 E5 T ), which are equally able to mimic sounds, including the human
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voice. In the six chronologically arranged chapters of his book, he guides his readers
through more than two-thousand years of Chinese literary and cultural history, from
the Han dynasty right up to the twentieth century. The first chapter, “Captured Birds
and Frustrated Talent: From Earliest Times to the Early Third Century,” starts with
references to Shang-dynasty depictions of parrots and references to the bird in early
literature, from the Records on Rites (Li ji {S5C) to Huainanzi 7+ and Shanhai jing
LI’ 4E, before turning to the region of Western Long fFH (on the border of Shaanxi
and Gansu), where parrots were native until the nineteenth century. In this subchapter,
as elsewhere in the book, Idema does not rigidly adhere to a chronological approach
but rather offers readers connections across historical periods of Chinese history. The
core of the chapter is dedicated to rhapsodies on parrots by Mi Heng 1 ffr (173-198)
and Cao Zhi E1E (192-232), two of the very few texts translated in this book where
reliable earlier translations into English are available. Idema points out that Mi Heng
“sympathized with the captured and caged bird, cruelly separated from its family,”
which thus “becomes emblematic” for the intellectual at court who finds himself far
away from home, unable to leave again (p. 14). Reading the full translations appended
to the chapter I missed the Chinese texts—it turns out that the book only provides
Chinese for shi poetry.

Idema begins the second chapter, “Exotic Cockatoos and Foreign Tales: Third
to Sixth Centuries,” with the story of Zhang Hua’s 5% (232-300) white parrot, a bird
that reportedly could not only speak but also spied on the members of his household.
This leads to a subchapter on the importation of white and red parrots from abroad,
often as tribute gifts, and on the influx of parrot tales from South Asia. Idema introduces
rhapsodies by Yan Yanzhi B L 2 (384-456) and Xie Zhuang #f i (421-466), as well
as parrot tales (including jataka tales) from South Asia. The latter are remarkable for
establishing several motifs that would turn out to be productive in later centuries,
such as filial parrots, parrots that show an interest in absorbing and then propagating
Buddhist teachings, and snitching parrots. Idema also quotes Tang-dynasty poetry
on the latter motif, by Yuan Zhen JC1H (779-831) and the ninth-century poets Zhu
Qingyu K E & and Su Yu &AL

The third chapter, “At the Palace and in the Boudoir; at the Bordello and in
Religion: Seventh to Tenth Centuries,” is dedicated to Tang literature and culture.
Idema mentions “the identification of the caged bird with the female entertainer/
concubine” (p. 52), quoting a poem by Bai Juyi H & 5 (772-846). He also discusses
parrot associations of two Tang rulers, Empress Wu Zhao i 22 (r. 690-705) and
Emperor Xuanzong 2. 5% (r. 712-756), as recorded in various historical writings. Poems

by Li Bai & & (701-762), Du Fu #1:# (712-770), Bai Juyi, and Wang Wei T 4
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(699-759) are cited to demonstrate the role of the parrot as a household pet. Idema
concedes, though, “that for many other poets of the age a poem on a parrot was little
more than a poetic exercise on a given literary topic requiring wit rather than feeling”
(p. 64). Of the Tang chuangi tales featuring parrots that Idema adduces, one also
establishes connections to earlier periods of Chinese history: when Niu Sengru 4+ {8 &
(780-848) has the protagonist of a tale encounter a flock of parrots that once lived at
the court of Emperor Wu ##7 (r. 156-87 B.C.E.) of the Han dynasty.

Chapter four, “Abiding Loyalty and Filial Piety: Eleventh to Fifteenth Centuries,”
starts with late Tang poems by Hanshan %€ I, Luo Yin % A (c. 833-910), and Qiji
) (863-937), to move on to the Song with a rhapsody by Mei Yaochen ff2&
(1002-1060) and quotations from poems by Wang Anshi £ % %1 (1021-1086), Sima
Guang H Y (1019-1086), and Ouyang Xiu L[5 & (1007-1072). Among the tales
and historical records quoted in this chapter, the story of Emperor Huizong #5%
(r. 1100-1126) releasing parrots stands out, not least since Huizong is also credited
with a painting of a Five-Coloured Parakeet on a Blossoming Apricot Tree (Wuse yingge tu
T %5 5 [E). The painting is one of more than two dozen illustrations in the book,
covering parrot images in elite and popular culture, including a jade carving, brick
paintings, literati paintings, illustrations of print editions, and New Year’s prints,
which all serve to enhance the book’s usefulness and appeal. Emperor Gaozong /5 5%
(r. 1127-1162), one of Huizong’s sons, is also linked with a story in which a parrot
remembers: in this story the bird preserves the memory of the days before the Jurchen
conquest of the north. In a separate subchapter, Idema introduces the representation of
parrots and mynahs in reference works published in the late twelfth century, following
the expansion of print culture in the Song dynasty. He concludes that these works are
useful, but that “they basically limited themselves to summarizing what was known
about parrots and added no new information” (p. 104). He contrasts this traditionalist
approach with the original insights of other authors, such as Fan Chengda’s ;i i X
(1126-1193) observations of parrots in southern China. The remainder of the chapter
is dedicated to what Idema regards as “the most momentous change in the role of the
parrot in Chinese culture: from the thirteenth century dates the earliest evidence that
the filial parrot had become a constant companion of the bodhisattva Guanyin in her
female manifestation” (p. 108). Defending the anonymous ballad-story 7he Tale of
the Parrot’s Filial Piety (Yingge xing xiaoyi zhuan % S {72 % {#; an adaptation of the
jataka tale first mentioned in Chapter 2) against criticism, Idema points out that it
“lacks the heavy moralism” often associated with texts on filial piety, and that its main
character is “as much a trickster as a filial son,” and moreover driven by an “irrepressible

urge to compose poems” (pp. 112-13).
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In Chapter 5, “Parrots as Desire, as Allegory, and as Prop: Sixteenth to Nineteenth
Centuries,” Idema surveys the large encyclopedias of the period—Sancai tubui =74
G, Bencao gangmu RELGE, Gujin tushu jicheng T % 8 F £ i —and other writings
for their information on parrots. He also collects poems by Li Mengyang 2 2% [5;
(1473-1529), Ma Shouzhen 57 H (1548-1604), and others, noting the recurrence
of earlier motifs. Similar observations about the continuing influence of the literary
tradition accompany Idema’s introduction of Zhang Dai’s 5& i (1597-1684?) description
of a family aviary, which seems to echo (or should we say parrot) Yuan Zhen’s poem
on a snitching parrot. Idema also discovers allusions to classical parrot stories in Jin
Ping Mei % fiif§, in particular the story of Zhang Hua and his parrot, proving the
enduring power of medieval tales in later periods of Chinese history. Another famous
early modern novel, Cao Xueqin’s &= 7 (1715-1764) Honglou meng 4182, does
not escape Idema’s attention either. He notes the special relationship of one character,
Lin Daiyu, with a parrot, zooming in to a chapter that shows Lin Daiyu in interaction
with her servant Nightingale and pointing out the connections to a Tang-dynasty
anecdote cited in Chapter 3. In a note, Idema remarks that Nightingale was called
Parrot before she became Lin Daiyu’s servant (p. 158, note 22), which harkens back to
other female servants called Parrot mentioned earlier in the book (p. 29). Idema only
touches upon this topic of giving humans animal names, but it is to be hoped that—
among other inspirations sure to be emanating from the book—scholars will turn
to this subject and raise questions such as who are the humans that are given animal
names (male? female? servants? masters?) and what animals are chosen and for which
of their features or abilities. Idema also brings up an adaptation of Honglou meng in
the form of a narrative ballad known as bannermen tales, which, in its retelling of the
chapter about Lin Daiyu and her pet parrot, revisits much of the by now traditional
parrot lore. Several stories involving talking birds in Pu Songling’s J# fA#: (1640-1715)
ocuvre are mentioned as well, among them “Abao” [/ &, “The Crested Mynah” (Quyx
5 %5), and “Polly” (Aying [ 5% ), as well as an adaptation of “Abao” in the form of
a play titled 7he Parrot as Go-Between (Yingwu mei %5 & %) by Qian Weiqiao #% fff &
(1739-1806) that adds Guanyin to the cast of characters. Among adaptations of the
story of the filial parrot in yet another prosimetric genre of Buddhist storytelling,
Idema emphasizes The Precious Scroll of the Parrot (Yingge baojuan %55 E %), also
translated in full and appended to the chapter. At forty-nine pages this is by far the
longest translation in the book, but given that only a handful of the thousands of
precious scrolls have so far been translated into English, the inclusion of 7The Precious

Seroll of the Parrot is most welcome.
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In Chapter 6, “Treasure and Go-Between, Entertainer and Statesman: Late
Nineteenth to Early Twentieth Century,” Idema introduces a considerable number
of plays, prosimetric ballads, and verse narratives, mostly in the form of brief
introductions. They are most remarkable for the wide range of genres, which includes
wooden fish books (muyushu /K %3 ), Huangmei opera (Huangmei xi %13 5%), Fuzhou
pinghua 18 JNEFES, drum ballads (guci 5% 57 ), Minnanese ballads (gezaice # {7 fiit), banjo
tales (sanxianshu =% ), and plucking rhymes (tanci 7 3), among others. Idema
deserves praise for bringing often overlooked genres to the fore. In a subchapter titled
“Prime Minister Parrot,” he introduces the popular drum ballad romance (guci yeshi
G 5) Ma Qianlong Roams the Country (Ma Qianlong zouguo F57EHEEE]), set in
early medieval China, whose main protagonist, a Jin prince, can rely on a loyal white
parrot that “is not a boudoir companion or a filial son but first of all a masterful
entertainer and an elder statesman” (p. 239). Although Idema presents some of the
plot and a partial translation, he concedes that Ma Qianlong Roams the Country is
“an endless concatenation of twists and turns” (p. 245), “too long and complicated
to allow for a quick summary” (p. 243). Idema then draws attention to the afterlife
of parrot tales in popular martial arts fiction, a genre he describes as ignored by
twentieth-century academics who decried it “as a hothouse of traditional and
superstitious ideas” (p. 252). He singles out Gu Long’s i1 € (1938-1985) Blood Parrot
(Xie yingwu [ %585), a 1974 novel that was adapted for the screen in 1981.

The brief epilogue of 7alking Birds summarizes important insights from the
book, pointing out that the parrot, “over the course of the two millennia of imperial
China . . . acquired a more moral character” (p. 255). Idema also mentions that writers
of the Republican era largely ignored the parrot, where it was only “allowed a minor
role in minor genres of modern literature” (p. 258).

The profusion of names and titles sprinkling this review already shows the
impressive breadth and depth of scholarship on display in 7alking Birds. Idema’s
grasp of Chinese literature and culture stretches all the way from a jade object found
at a Shang-dynasty tomb to twentieth-century detective fiction, and it is amplified
by his deep familiarity with other literary cultures. Idema not only creates a history
of the parrot as a motif—based on what he calls “the tried methodology of thematic
studies” (p. 3)—but also shows Chinese literature to be the elaborate tapestry it truly
is. Certain strands have appeared and reappeared throughout history, kept alive by
a strong sense of tradition but also ready to interact with new historical situations—
often predictably, other times in surprising ways. Although this interweaving of the

old with the new is, of course, not specific to Chinese literature and culture, pointing
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out how intimately we as a species are connected to the stories we have been telling for
thousands of years feels particularly valuable in this time and age, when the study of
our past is, once again, in crisis. It is to be hoped that 7alking Birds, this happy union
between monograph and anthology, will find a wide audience, among animal lovers as

well as enthusiasts of Chinese and other literatures.
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