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The Changes in the Primitive Religious Culture and the Evolution of
Woody Plant Imagery in the Shang and Zhou Dynasties

Shao Bingjun and Huang Zehao

Abstract: Based on the different characteristics of the cult objects in the ancient times, the poets of the Shang
and Zhou Dynasties creatively inherited and innovatively developed the primitive cultural imagery of woody plants and
gradually transformed them into the images of eternal auspiciousness, character, political life, social life and marriage
and love. Based on the basic premise of nature worship beliefs, these images gradually hide their original religious
symbolism, but highlight habitual forms of association. Therefore, they show the chain of dynamic and continuous
changes from the totem worship or nature worship objects, to the images of physical phenomena, cultural images with
diversified social attributes, and then to literary images with aesthetic significance and rich symbolic meanings. The
specific reason for the dynamic and continuous evolution of this symbolic system chain is that the primitive religious
symbolism has gradually changed from explicit to implicit. The direct cause is that the primitive religious culture has
evolved from natural to humanistic religious culture, while the internal logic is that the philosophical concept has
shifted from the natural view of “all things have spirits” to the natural view of “heaven and humans are united as
one”.

Key words: “all things have spirits” ; “heaven and humans are united as one” ; Shang and Zhou Dynasties;
cultural changes; the evolution of woody plant imagery
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