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Abstract: The skull, as a universal symbol of mortality, has traversed time and culture to become a 
profound site of meaning in both Eastern and Western civilizations. This study offers a comprehen-
sive comparative analysis of skull imagery across literature and visual art, tracing its philosophical, 
religious, and aesthetic evolutions from antiquity to the contemporary era. Drawing on Chinese 
Daoist, Buddhist, and Confucian thought, and juxtaposing these with Christian theology, Gothic 
literature, and European art history, the paper uncovers how each tradition approaches the existen-
tial dilemma of life and death through distinct symbolic systems. Eastern traditions often employ 
the skull as a medium of transcendence and natural harmony, while Western representations em-
phasize sin, vanity, and redemption. Through interdisciplinary analysis using literature review, ico-
nography, and image interpretation, the paper reveals how the skull transforms from a symbol of 
horror into a cultural prism refracting human concerns with meaning, impermanence, and spiritual 
inquiry. Ultimately, despite cultural divergences, the skull serves as a shared metaphor for human-
ity's poetic and philosophical confrontation with mortality. 
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1. Introduction 
From the Middle Ages and the Renaissance onward, artists in Europe began to in-

corporate the image of the skull into painting, sculpture, and other art forms, imbuing it 
with profound symbolic meaning. In Chinese historical and cultural traditions, the skull 
motif evolved from a focus on philosophical reflection to religious symbolism, and later 
to artistic expression and secular iconography. At its core, the image has always centered 
on the theme of life and death, though its meaning diversified over time: early Daoist 
thought emphasized transcending mortality, later Buddhist esoteric traditions introduced 
concepts of reincarnation, and more recent interpretations reflect artistic innovation and 
popular cultural consumption. This evolution reflects both deep cultural intermingling 
and shifting social values. 

In Western art history, skulls were frequently featured in vanitas still-life paintings, 
accompanied by candles, hourglasses, and other objects that underscored the brevity of 
life and the futility of material pursuits. Works such as Dutch painter Harmen Steen-
wyck’s Still Life (17th century) centered on the skull as a reminder of the inevitability of 
death. In Chinese culture, the earliest appearance of the skull motif can be traced to the 
“skull parable” in Zhuangzi, which expressed the Daoist ideal of transcending worldly 
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constraints. In Buddhist art, the skull became a symbol of impermanence, urging detach-
ment from the cycle of birth and death. Tibetan Buddhist ritual implements such as skull 
crowns and staffs further exemplified its function as a spiritual and philosophical marker. 

Over time, the skull’s symbolic connotations have expanded. In contemporary global 
culture, it functions as a versatile signifier within fashion, music, and street art. Particu-
larly associated with Gothic subculture, the skull now conveys rebellion, individuality, 
and freedom, rather than merely fear and death. While 19th-century Gothic literature used 
the skull to evoke horror and decay, today it frequently appears as a design motif with a 
distinct sense of style and cultural capital. 

Despite this transformation, cross-cultural differences persist. Western traditions of-
ten frame death as part of a spiritual continuum toward eternal life and therefore openly 
address mortality in art and literature, often with a moral dimension. In contrast, Chinese 
cultural thought tends to emphasize natural cycles and philosophical detachment, epito-
mized by notions such as “life and death are predestined” (sheng si you ming). Yet, both 
traditions share a profound concern with the meaning of existence, and the skull serves 
as a universal prompt for existential reflection. 

In the context of globalization, the skull motif increasingly circulates across cultural 
boundaries. Contemporary artists such as Damien Hirst have reinterpreted it in works 
like For the Love of God, in which a diamond-encrusted human skull interrogates the 
themes of mortality, wealth, and permanence. These reinterpretations demonstrate both 
continuity with historical symbolism and the integration of new cultural meanings. As a 
result, the skull has become a dynamic transnational emblem: an enduring aesthetic and 
philosophical signifier that bridges civilizations while accommodating diverse cultural 
perspectives on life, death, and human existence. 

2. Literature Review 
In Chinese philosophy and literature, the skull functions primarily as a metaphor 

reflecting the cultural attitudes toward life and death. The Daoist “Skull Parable” in 
Zhuangzi features a dialogue between a skull and a living person that articulates the Dao-
ist ideal of “equalizing life and death” (qishengsi), symbolizing transcendence beyond 
worldly suffering [1]. Literary works such as Zhang Heng’s Rhapsody on the Skull and 
Cao Zhi’s Discourse on the Skull inherit this symbolic tradition but shift toward political 
allegory, using the skull’s voice to critique social oppression [1]. The religious transfor-
mation of skull imagery is significant as well; for example, Quanzhen Daoism integrates 
skull symbolism for didactic purposes, as seen in Wang Chongyang’s “Skull View” teach-
ing. The Southern Song painter Li Song’s Skeletons Performing Tricks intriguingly depicts 
skulls manipulating puppets, suggesting a syncretism of Buddhist esotericism and Daoist 
thought, and reflecting tensions between Neo-Confucian orthodoxy and secular culture 
[2]. This grotesque imagery simultaneously conveys religious metaphors of life-death cy-
cles. 

Artistically, Chinese representations of skulls in painting combine realism and sym-
bolism. Skeletons Performing Tricks underscores anatomically precise bone structures as 
emblematic of the Song dynasty’s empirical natural philosophy (gewuzhizhi) [3]. The de-
piction of female attire in the painting indicates a cultural convergence between northern 
and southern China, positioning the skull as a symbol of cultural collision [4]. Later literati 
artists like Zhang Heng and Luo Pin perpetuated this tradition, employing skulls as tools 
for meditating on life’s meaning. The Ghostly Amusements series by Luo Pin uses skulls 
satirically to critique social realities, marking a shift from religious moralism to secular 
commentary [5]. Luo Pin appropriated Western anatomical illustrations of the human 
skeleton, effecting a localized transformation that ‘de-sacralized’ the skull motif and recast 
it as a vehicle of literati wit [6]. 

In contrast, Western conceptions of death exhibit a more direct engagement with 
mortality, and skull imagery enjoys a broader expressive range. Within religious contexts, 
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the skull often functions as a memento mori and a warning. In Christian culture, it is cen-
tral to vanitas paintings, symbolizing worldly vanity and spiritual redemption. Hans Hol-
bein’s Dance of Death series epitomizes this tradition by portraying skeletons dancing 
with figures from all social strata, indicting corruption and societal inequities [7]. Gothic 
literature and art elevate the skull to an aesthetic extreme of mystery and horror. The 
Dance of the Skeletons uses supernatural narratives to expose the existential absurdity of 
modern life [8]. 

The visual arts in the West reflect this vivid engagement with death. Holbein’s Dance 
of Death emphasizes its function as a political critique surpassing purely religious admon-
ition. Surrealist painters such as Delvaux and Magritte employed skulls to create dream-
like, paradoxical spaces. Delvaux juxtaposed skulls with nude female figures, simultane-
ously alluding to wartime trauma and imbuing skulls with “life force,” thus challenging 
the monolithic notion of death as mere cessation [9]. 

Western animation provides a unique venue for skull symbolism. The Nightmare 
Before Christmas uses black humor to subvert traditional death imagery, transforming 
the skull into a ‘cool’ emblem of Halloween and countercultural identity [10]. Contempo-
rary American animations such as Coco ‘de-horrify’ the skull through vibrant narratives 
centered on family and memory, reconfiguring it as an emotional bridge between life and 
death [11]. 

The skull thus acts as a prism refracting humanity’s eternal questioning of mortality 
through varied cultural lenses. In the East, subtle metaphor and philosophical inquiry in-
corporate skull imagery into ethical frameworks that view death as integral to life. In the 
West, religious didacticism and surrealist deconstruction grant the skull potent visual and 
psychological expressivity. These differences arise not only from divergent cultural tradi-
tions and philosophical foundations but also reflect the underlying logic through which 
civilizations interpret death. 

With globalization and digital technologies, skull imagery increasingly transcends 
cultural boundaries, evolving from a symbol of terror to a universal language connecting 
memory, emotion, and innovation. This transformation highlights the fluidity of cultural 
symbols and reveals a shared human engagement with mortality. Whether in Daoist 
“equalizing life and death” (qiwuzixiao), Christian memento mori, or the celebratory af-
terlife depicted in Coco, the skull serves as a focal point for rearticulating life’s meaning. 
Future research might explore the potential of skull symbolism in modern contexts shaped 
by technological advances and ecological crises, offering fresh insights into evolving life-
death paradigms. 

3. Representative Expressions of Skull Imagery in Eastern and Western Cultural Con-
texts 
3.1. Representative Expressions of Skull Imagery in Western Cultural Contexts 

Within the Western cultural tradition, the symbolism of the skull has long been in-
tertwined with religious themes and moral admonition. A notable early example is the 
Pompeii Mosaic Table (1st century), discovered in the ruins of Pompeii, which juxtaposes 
a skull with objects of daily life to vividly express the Roman worldview of coexistence 
between death and pleasure, as well as the fundamental equality of all people in death. 
Christian doctrine regards death as the inevitable consequence of original sin, and skull 
imagery in religious art often accompanies themes of judgment and redemption. For in-
stance, the depiction of Adam’s skull beneath the crucifixion scene symbolizes humanity’s 
fall and the ensuing mortality, while simultaneously embodying hope for eternal life 
through faith. This Christian re-signification of the skull began with biblical references to 
Golgotha (“the place of the skull”). The Enlightenment era in the 18th century attempted 
to demystify death through reason, with figures like Leonardo da Vinci producing ana-
tomical sketches, and Andreas Vesalius publishing De humani corporis fabrica (1543), 
which transformed the skull into an object of scientific inquiry. 
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3.2. Representative Expressions of Skull Imagery in Chinese Cultural Contexts 
In contrast, the skull imagery in traditional Chinese culture conveys markedly differ-

ent philosophical meanings. Daoist thought was the earliest to ascribe a speculative di-
mension that transcends fear to the skull. The earliest extant written record of skull im-
agery in Daoism appears in the Zhuangzi chapter “Supreme Joy,” where Zhuangzi en-
counters an empty skull, rests upon it, and dreams of a dialogue in which the skull pro-
claims: “In death, there is no lord above, no minister below, nor the four seasons’ affairs. 
One simply follows Heaven and Earth’s spring and autumn. Even ruling a kingdom can-
not surpass this.” This parable subverts conventional attitudes toward life and death, por-
traying death as liberation from social constraints and a return to the natural order. Such 
a reversal, embracing “joy in death,” became an important intellectual resource for later 
literati grappling with existential anxiety. Zhuangzi’s philosophy profoundly influenced 
the Quanzhen School of Daoism, whose founder Wang Chongyang (1113–1170) propa-
gated the “skull view” as a means of spiritual instruction, using the skull as a symbol to 
prompt reflection on life through death. Amidst a period of warfare and upheaval, Wang 
constructed a “tomb of the living dead” to illuminate the interdependence of life and 
death. This broad-minded notion of “life and death as one” merged with Buddhist doc-
trines of impermanence after Buddhism’s introduction to China, further embedding the 
skull as a tool for realizing emptiness and transience. Buddhist texts translated into Chi-
nese integrated skull imagery into ritual practice, as exemplified by the Chan Mi Yao Fa 
Jing (Meditation Essential Dharma Sutra, 5th century), which details the “white bone con-
templation” meditation, where practitioners visualize the body’s decay down to bare 
bones to sever attachment to the flesh [12]. Meanwhile, Confucian realism is reflected in 
dialogues from the Analects where Confucius, when questioned about death, responds, 
“If you do not understand life, how can you understand death?”, revealing a pragmatic 
attitude toward mortality [13]. 

3.3. Differences and Connections in Skull Imagery between Eastern and Western Cultural 
Contexts 

Despite significant divergences in the interpretation of skull imagery between East 
and West, a deeper resonance emerges through their cultural evolutions. Whether 
through the Christian memento mori’s admonition of vanity or the Buddhist contempla-
tion of impermanence, the skull consistently embodies collective anxieties about the 
finitude of life. The transformation of the skull from a symbol of horror to one of art re-
veals a shared civilizational strategy: by aestheticizing and philosophizing the ineffable, 
cultures transmute death from an unutterable silence into a subject of reflection and po-
tential transcendence. 

In the contemporary era of globalization, the transnational circulation of skull im-
agery has further blurred traditional symbolic boundaries. Alexander McQueen’s skull 
scarves epitomize elegant decay; Japanese anime reimagines skull samurai as cybernetic 
beings; fantasy narratives in online literature reinvent skeletal cultivators. These develop-
ments showcase the ancient death symbol’s adaptability within new technologies and me-
dia, signaling a shift from monolithic cultural meanings toward a polysemous coexistence. 

At its core, the difference in skull imagery between East and West lies in divergent 
conceptions of the relationship between humans and nature. Western individualism casts 
the skull as a mirror reflecting individual life’s value and mortality, whereas Chinese cos-
mology’s emphasis on unity between heaven and humanity situates the skull within a 
grand narrative of cosmic cycles. Yet whether as a vehicle for moral instruction or philo-
sophical meditation, the skull steadfastly confronts humanity’s ultimate question: how to 
find meaning beyond death within finite existence. 

This timeless gaze makes the skull not only a symbol of death but a cultural cipher 
linking disparate civilizations in probing the essence of being. On the perennial stage of 
life and death, Eastern and Western skull images act as complementary mirrors, reflecting 
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common human perplexities, wisdom, and courage in the face of mortality. Furthermore, 
comparative studies of cultural origins reveal that although East and West manifest varied 
responses to death, all express a shared human impulse: imagination and inquiry into the 
unknown. 

4. Connections and Differences in the Expression of Skull Imagery in Eastern and 
Western Literature 

Skull imagery in Eastern and Western cultures exhibits marked differences in literary 
expression, rooted in distinct religious traditions, philosophical views, and aesthetic val-
ues. By comparing their representation in canonical texts, poetry, drama, and novels, we 
can reveal the underlying cultural logic and perspectives on life and death. 

4.1. Skull Imagery in Western Literature 
In Western literary and artistic traditions, the skull functions as a transcendent sym-

bol deeply intertwined with humanity’s evolving understanding of death, religious phi-
losophy, and socio-cultural transformation. From classical literature to modern poetry, 
from religious admonition to popular culture, the literary deployment of the skull reflects 
both a direct acknowledgment of life’s finitude and a rhetorical strategy to manage the 
fear of death. This cultural evolution mirrors the dialectic between reason and faith, indi-
viduality and eternity in Western intellectual history. 

Within Christian literature, the skull symbolizes original sin and redemption. The 
Gospel of John (19:17) situates Christ’s crucifixion at Golgotha, “the place of the skull”, 
interpreted in medieval exegesis as Adam’s burial site, symbolizing humanity’s salvation 
through Christ’s sacrifice [14]. The 14th-century English poem Piers Plowman pairs skull 
imagery with the seven deadly sins as a moralizing visual. The 15th-century Danse Maca-
bre poems employ dialogues between skeletons and the living to warn of death’s impar-
tiality. In 19th-century Gothic literature, the skull departs religious confines to embody 
psychological fear and alienation; Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) reveals the profana-
tion of life’s sanctity through scientific assemblage of bones, while Edgar Allan Poe’s The 
Fall of the House of Usher (1839) uses skeletal metaphors to depict mental collapse. 

Medieval skull imagery also signals final judgment, as in Dante’s Inferno, where the 
biting of the skull represents eternal punishment. The motif of equality before death per-
meates Western literature; Sebastian Brant’s Ship of Fools (1494) famously declares that 
skulls of popes, prostitutes, and paupers alike will decay in the grave. During the Renais-
sance, the skull epitomized vanitas, the futility of earthly glory, with poets like John 
Donne contesting death’s power through resurrection themes [15]. Jacob Cats’ aphorism 
“The skull mocks both crown and cap” (1635) condenses worldly vanity’s illusory nature. 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet famously deploys Yorick’s skull to meditate on mortality’s inevita-
bility and the leveling of social distinctions, blending concrete imagery with existential 
inquiry. Hamlet’s reflection on the skull extends to great figures like Alexander the Great 
and Caesar, underscoring the transience of fame and power. 

The Western skull’s cultural genesis fundamentally visualizes the Christian triad of 
sin, death, and redemption. The juxtaposition of Adam’s skull with Christ’s passion high-
lights mortal inevitability and hope for transcendence. This duality reaches its apex in 
Calvinist predestination and the vanitas still life, where skulls warn of judgment and sig-
nify elect identity. The rise of 18th-century anatomy integrated skulls into scientific dis-
course, yet Romantic literature reasserted their irrational, uncanny force, exposing En-
lightenment reason’s limits in mastering death anxiety. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 
dramatizes the peril of Enlightenment hubris in manipulating skeletal remains. Modern 
Gothic and subcultural movements further strip skull imagery of religious connotations, 
imbuing it with rebellious and mysterious aesthetics. Poe’s haunted mansion in Usher 
internalizes death fear as a psychological landscape reflecting industrial-age existential 
dread. 

https://pinnaclepubs.com/index.php/PAPPS


Pinnacle Academic Press Proceedings Series https://pinnaclepubs.com/index.php/PAPPS 
 

Vol. 4 (2025) 305  

In sum, Western literary expressions of skull imagery oscillate between sacred and 
secular, fear and irony, collective memory and individual experience. Their cultural trans-
formation encapsulates Western civilization’s long endeavor to “tame death” through lan-
guage and art, as well as humanity’s enduring existential struggle with mortality. The 
skull remains a mirror reflecting civilization’s deepest fears and desires, bearing witness 
to a philosophical practice of “living toward death.” 

4.2. Expression of Skull Imagery in Chinese Literature 
Compared to the West, skull imagery in Chinese literature emphasizes the cyclical 

nature of life and death, transcendence, and satire rather than horror or mere mortality. It 
conveys a complex meaning of “life through death” and “death supporting life.” Rooted 
deeply in philosophical reflection, religious metaphor, and worldly wisdom, the Chinese 
literary skull diverges from Western associations with fear and sin, tending instead to 
transcend the binary opposition of life and death. This has given rise to a sophisticated 
symbolic system in literature, art, and religious practice, grounded in the syncretism of 
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism and continuously evolving through history. 

In vernacular literature, a Yuan dynasty drama features the stingy Jia Ren, who in-
structs his son to dispose of his remains and fill the horse’s manger with it; his skull ulti-
mately mixes with the fodder, serving as a sharp satire of greed. Such depictions shift 
skull imagery from religious contexts to secular critique, inaugurating a literary tradition 
that uses the skull as a metaphor for human alienation. In Journey to the West (chapter 
27), the White Bone Spirit repeatedly transforms but is revealed by Sun Wukong to be “a 
pile of powdered skulls,” inheriting Buddhist “white bone contemplation” while narra-
tively imbuing the skull with demonic traits. Folklore treats skulls both as objects of fu-
nerary taboo and as playful elements in zhiguai (tales of the strange). In Qing dynasty 
Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio, the ghostly “painted skin” hides a “jade-colored 
skull” beneath, exposing the gap between appearance and essence and satirizing superfi-
cial obsession. Unlike Western literary skulls, Chinese literary skulls rarely evoke terror, 
often suffused with humor or detachment. 

In Chinese literature, skull imagery embodies diverse philosophical meanings re-
garding life and death. First, it symbolizes the natural cosmic cycle: Daoism endows the 
skull with significance as a return to the Dao. A Northern Song poem laments that even 
the fairest face must become ‘yellow sand and dried skull,’ underscoring mortality and 
transformation. A Song dynasty painting depicts a large skull manipulating smaller skulls 
like puppets, with an accompanying poem highlighting worldly suffering and hinting at 
transcendence through the skull’s ‘bloodless’ state. Second, the skull functions as a reli-
gious symbol of emptiness and awakening. The Quanzhen School employs skull imagery 
to guide reflection on death’s meaning, fostering awareness of life and death’s interde-
pendence. Buddhism concretizes “emptiness” through the skull, and Tibetan thangkas 
frequently portray “skull crowns” and “skull staffs,” symbolizing mastery over death and 
attainment of ultimate wisdom. Additionally, skulls serve as secular admonitory tools; A 
Qing dynasty record of ‘skulls borrowing money’ allegorizes karmic retribution. In Dream 
of the Red Chamber, a character’s scheme leads another to obsession with a magic mirror 
showing a beautiful woman on one side and a skull on the other, ultimately resulting in 
his demise, a reflection of Buddhist skull symbolism as a moral warning. 

The skull’s cultural meaning in Chinese literature forms a spiritual map intertwining 
Confucian, Daoist, Buddhist, and folk ideologies. Daoism portrays it as emblematic of life-
death unity, with Zhuangzi’s “skull allegory” establishing the philosophical tone: death 
is not an end but a “co-birth with Heaven and Earth” and “oneness with all things.” This 
idea was further developed in Wei-Jin metaphysics; Guo Xiang’s commentary on 
Zhuangzi posits life and death as gatherings and dispersals of qi, making the skull a ma-
terial proof of cosmic transformation, profoundly influencing Quanzhen Daoism. After 
Buddhism’s introduction, skull imagery merged with the doctrine of samsara. Tibetan 
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Vajrayana, once dominant, incorporated skulls as ritual implements, reflecting mastery 
over death. Though Confucianism seldom addresses death directly, skull imagery still 
indirectly serves its ethical teachings. 

Essentially, Chinese skull symbolism is the product of a pluralistic negotiation on life 
and death: Daoism sees it as a witness to natural cycles; Buddhism, as a mediator of emp-
tiness and enlightenment; Confucianism, as an ethical tool; and folk culture, as both taboo 
and playful motif. This dialectical approach, “both fearful and transcending fear”, allows 
Chinese literary skulls to navigate between philosophy and secular life, differing from 
Western skulls’ focus on sin and punishment, and from Indian ascetic skull symbolism. 
From Zhuangzi’s skull pillow to Pu Songling’s painted skin skull, this image consistently 
reflects the profound structural core of Chinese culture and serves as a key to understand-
ing its life-death wisdom. 

4.3. Differences and Connections in Literary Expressions of Skull Imagery between East and 
West 

The divergent literary expressions of skull imagery between East and West funda-
mentally mirror two civilizations’ contrasting views on life and death. Western literature 
employs the skull to confront death’s finality and individual culpability, with language 
charged with oppositional tension. Chinese texts more often integrate skull imagery into 
a system of natural cycles and moral admonition, with a style tending toward detachment 
or satire. This contrast reveals not only the locality of cultural symbols but also how hu-
manity constructs distinct semantic worlds around the universal theme of death. From 
Zhuangzi’s allegory to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, from artistic inscriptions to Poe’s decaying 
mansion, the skull endures as a cross-cultural “spokesperson of death,” inscribing an eter-
nal inquiry into the essence of life. 

Although rooted in disparate philosophical and religious traditions, the skull im-
agery in both cultures shares profound commonality in literary expression and conceptual 
core. This cross-cultural resonance arises from a universal human interrogation of death’s 
nature and a shared endeavor to symbolically transcend death’s terror. From life warnings 
to existential reflection, from moral admonition to aesthetic transformation, the literary 
inscription of skull imagery reveals a convergent spiritual trajectory in humanity’s con-
frontation with ultimate questions. 

As a concretized rhetorical figure of death, the skull universally functions as a direct 
metaphor for mortality. In Western literature, Hamlet’s meditation holding Yorick’s skull 
laments, “This skull had a tongue in it, and could sing once… now tossed about by a jester” 
(Act V), paralleling Zhuangzi’s Ultimate Joy passage where the skull speaks of death as a 
state “without ruler above or minister below.” Both deploy the skull’s materiality to trans-
form abstract death into a speakable subject, using its “lifelessness” to highlight life’s fra-
gility and create potent rhetorical tension. 

The skull also serves as a moral allegory in literature across cultures, used to caution 
against worldly desires. Both traditions employ it to signify that worldly possessions can-
not be carried into death, and its egalitarian symbolism dissolves social hierarchies, warn-
ing against material obsession. 

Moreover, as a common symbol of death, the skull often acquires supernatural nar-
rative powers, enabling authors to blur reality and illusion for moral or psychological ef-
fect. Western Gothic novels like Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher describe decaying 
mansions with “cracks like skull eye sockets gazing at the wilderness,” while Chinese 
Strange Tales portray “jade-colored skulls beneath painted skins,” both utilizing skull im-
agery to evoke moral warnings or psychological fear by destabilizing boundaries between 
real and fantastic. 

At the core of their intellectual expression, East and West texts share a degree of phil-
osophical consonance. Both articulate human anxiety over death, the brevity of life, and 
death as humanity’s ultimate fate. Holy Sonnets question death’s finality through faith, 
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while the Quanzhen School employs skull imagery to teach ‘life and death interdepend-
ence’ and ‘living toward death.’ Though stylistically distinct, both embody compassion 
and interrogation regarding life’s impermanence. 

Writers frequently invoke the skull to philosophically reflect on existence and the 
body-soul relationship. The Divine Comedy depicts sinners’ skulls suffering eternal bod-
ily torment, implying soul’s punishment; Chinese Buddhist ‘white bone contemplation’ 
uses skull visualization to realize detachment from worldly attachments. Both traditions 
seek to explore spiritual continuity beyond physical decay. 

The shared elements in East-West skull imagery fundamentally express humanity’s 
collective response to mortality. Whether Hamlet’s philosophical soliloquy or Zhuangzi’s 
transcendental allegory, whether vanitas’ worldly admonition or “white bone contempla-
tion”’s insight into emptiness, the skull remains a prism reflecting humanity’s enduring 
quest to comprehend death and transcend finitude. This cross-cultural resonance affirms 
that despite linguistic and religious differences, human pursuit of life’s meaning con-
verges. The literary history of skull imagery is simultaneously a history of contesting 
death anxiety and constructing existential significance through language and thought. 

5. Connections and Differences in the Expression of Skull Imagery in Eastern and 
Western Visual Arts 
5.1. Western Skull Imagery in Visual Art 

Western skull imagery has undergone complex transformations closely linked to 
philosophical reflections on life and death and socio-cultural contexts. In early Christian 
catacomb paintings, skulls appeared primarily as relic symbols rooted in the Genesis no-
tion that humans are “dust to dust,” emphasizing death as a return to primordial matter. 
By the medieval period, amid the Black Death and eschatological anxieties, skulls 
emerged as autonomous icons in religious art, such as the widespread Danse Macabre or 
Triumph of Death motifs, depicting the Grim Reaper leading all social classes to the grave, 
reinforcing the doctrine of death’s egalitarian inevitability. 

During the Renaissance, the Danse Macabre evolved under humanist influence into 
a socio-philosophical allegory, critiquing social hierarchies and reflecting pre-Refor-
mation spiritual reevaluations. Hans Holbein’s 1523–26 woodcut series exemplifies this 
shift, using the skull to satirize emerging bourgeois vanity. The 17th-century Dutch Van-
itas still lifes mark the skull’s transition from religious to philosophical symbolism, com-
bining skulls with objects such as books, musical instruments, and hourglasses to signify 
life’s transience and worldly futility, resonating with Calvinist predestination. Caravag-
gio’s chiaroscuro and Dutch masters’ still lifes dramatize the tension between life and 
death, knowledge and oblivion. 

Notably, Northern Renaissance artists like Bosch and Dürer reconceived skulls be-
yond religious iconography into surreal and philosophical symbols, exemplified by Dü-
rer’s Knight, Death, and the Devil (1513), where the skull contrasts with human resolve, 
symbolizing rational transcendence over mortality. Holbein’s The Ambassadors (1533) 
employs anamorphic skull imagery to disrupt perceptual certainty, juxtaposing scientific 
instruments and religious symbols, embodying the era’s cultural tensions amid the Refor-
mation. 

The Baroque period amplified the skull’s theatricality, as in Caravaggio’s Saint Fran-
cis in Prayer, highlighting the dialectic of life and death through dramatic light and 
shadow. Vanitas paintings, analyzed through Panofsky’s iconology, use skulls among 
symbolic objects to evoke meditations on mortality, the limits of knowledge, material 
wealth, and human endeavor within the inevitable horizon of death. 

Modernism expanded the expressive potential of skull imagery. Salvador Dalí’s In 
Voluptas Mors (1951) assembles nude female forms into a skull, transforming death anx-
iety into a collective unconscious symbol. Contemporary artists like Damien Hirst employ 
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skulls as cultural critique; Hirst’s diamond-encrusted skull For the Love of God juxtaposes 
opulence with mortality, satirizing consumerist detachment from death. 

In the 20th century, world wars rendered skulls direct metaphors for violence and 
devastation, seen in Otto Dix’s War (1924) and Picasso’s Guernica (1937). Simultaneously, 
pop art commodified skulls, as in Andy Warhol’s Skull (1976), reflecting the symbol’s as-
similation into consumer culture. 

Today, skull imagery permeates mass culture, simultaneously sacralized and com-
mercialized: Alexander McQueen’s skull scarves and the global popularization of Mex-
ico’s Day of the Dead Calavera skulls illustrate this trend. Media such as The Nightmare 
Before Christmas reinvent the skull as a versatile icon blending mortality with whimsy 
and moral narrative. 

Throughout Western art history, the semantic expansion of the skull parallels societal 
shifts, from eschatological admonition to existential philosophy, religious asceticism to 
consumer critique, testifying to an enduring human engagement with life’s finitude. In 
contemporary visual culture, the skull transcends traditional painting, extending into in-
stallation, video, and street art, confirming its vitality as a persistent cultural symbol. 

5.2. The Expression of Skull Imagery in Chinese Art 
Skull imagery in Chinese art carries unique philosophical reflections and aesthetic 

traditions. Its visual expression unfolds within the tension between taboo and metaphor, 
shaped by Confucian ethics, emphasizing the sanctity of life and the unknown nature of 
death, and deeply influenced by Daoist notions of equivalence and Buddhist cycles of 
rebirth. From ancient funerary artifacts to contemporary experimental art, the evolving 
representations of the skull reveal a distinct Chinese epistemology toward life’s ultimate 
questions. 

In the Neolithic Hongshan culture, red crystal skull carvings feature simplified cir-
cular eye sockets and teeth, coexisting with fertility-related pottery in tombs, implying an 
early conception of death as part of a life cycle. Although Shang and Zhou dynasty bronze 
vessels do not depict skulls directly, their taotie motifs evoke fierce skeletal imagery and 
devouring metaphors, possibly reflecting ancestral memories of tribal warfare and serv-
ing as intimidating ritual decoration. 

Skull imagery also appears prominently in Buddhist murals, such as those in the Kizil 
Caves of Xinjiang (caves 8, 34, 104, 196, 224), illustrating themes of the Buddha’s teaching 
on relics. Here, skulls are not mere death symbols but central ritual objects in Tibetan 
Vajrayana and Bon traditions, embodying metaphysical and meditative functions. As rit-
ual implements derived from revered masters’ relics, skulls concretize Buddhist doctrines 
of “emptiness” and “non-self,” facilitating practitioners’ transcendence of physical attach-
ment. These ritual uses are strictly governed by tantric liturgies like the Vajra Garland 
Sutra, involving purification and empowerment rites. 

Beyond religious contexts, the skull motif in Chinese literati painting reinterprets aes-
thetics and philosophy. Li Song’s Skull Puppet Play employs a hand fan format to depict 
a large skull manipulating smaller skull puppets before a mother and child, embedding 
theatrical and philosophical allegories. The precise anatomical rendering of bones juxta-
posed with the delicate puppet strings metaphorically conveys life’s illusory, performa-
tive nature, resonating with Daoist and Quanzhen internal alchemy concepts of “transfor-
mation and renewal.” Iconographically, the painting draws on Zhuangzi’s “Skull Dream” 
allegory but secularizes it into a lively street performance, reflecting Song dynasty urban 
culture. The detailed anatomical accuracy owes to Song advances in forensic medicine 
(e.g., Washing Away the Wrong), while deliberately avoiding taboo by preserving pelvic 
joints. 

In Qing dynasty Luo Pin’s Ghostly Amusements, particularly its eighth leaf portray-
ing two interacting skeletons, anatomical precision meets social commentary. The skele-
tons’ naturalistic postures and gender-differentiated pelvic angles reflect Qing forensic 
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knowledge, yet the ink wash equalizes bone color, symbolizing death’s leveling effect. 
This piece merges Buddhist meditative “white bone contemplation” with a satirical take 
on judicial practices, highlighting the era’s intellectual anxieties and ethical tensions be-
tween Confucian orthodoxy and empirical scholarship. 

Contemporary artists like Yu Hang and Duan Yuanwen continue exploring skull mo-
tifs to meditate on life and death. Yu’s 2023 solo exhibition Pink Skulls features pointillist 
textures evoking life’s fragility and volatility, while Duan’s Tower Series integrates skulls 
with natural elements in dynamic, contrasting compositions that underscore existential 
reflection. 

Overall, Chinese skull imagery negotiates a balance between ritual propriety and 
philosophical innovation. Its visual language charts a distinctive cultural wisdom, es-
chewing apocalyptic fear or existential despair, by situating death within an ongoing cos-
mic flux. This “life-through-death” aesthetic tradition remains fertile ground for contem-
porary reinterpretation and intercultural dialogue. 

6. Conclusion 
The skull imagery in Chinese and Western cultures serves as a tangible projection of 

humanity’s understanding of death, exhibiting pronounced cultural particularities in tex-
tual and visual expression while sharing profound spiritual commonalities that transcend 
civilizations. This interplay of difference and resonance stems from distinct philosophical 
responses to life and death, reflecting humanity’s enduring effort to symbolically confront 
the fear of mortality. 

In Chinese art and literature, skull representations are deeply embedded within the 
interwoven traditions of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. Zhuangzi’s “skull fable” 
dissolves the dichotomy of life and death with a transcendent stance; Buddhist “white 
bone contemplation” employs skull visualization to realize impermanence; literati paint-
ings such as Li Song’s Skull Puppet Play transform the motif into a visual allegory critiqu-
ing worldly affairs. This philosophically reflective approach tempers death anxiety by em-
bodying a cosmology of the unity of life and death and Buddhist notions of emptiness. 

In contrast, Western skull imagery remains tightly bound to the Christian duality of 
original sin and redemption. From the medieval Danse Macabre, where dancing skeletons 
summon all to death, to Vanitas still lifes juxtaposing skulls with worldly possessions, the 
skull functions as both a moral admonition and a symbol of individual culpability. This 
divergence arises from China’s conceptualization of death as part of a natural, harmoni-
ous cycle (“unity of heaven and humanity”), whereas Western thought emphasizes death 
as the final divine judgment in the relationship between God and man. 

Symbolically, both traditions position the skull as a “death messenger,” yet their ex-
istential functions differ. Chinese skulls primarily serve as philosophical media, whether 
the self-aware skull in Zhuangzi proclaiming the joy of death, or the puppet-master skull 
in Skull Puppet Play guiding insight into life’s illusory nature. Western skulls more fre-
quently act as instruments of ethical instruction, such as the distorted skull in Holbein’s 
The Ambassadors or the skull confronting viewers in Sternwick’s still lifes, compelling 
confrontation with mortality and the urgency of salvation. Nevertheless, both employ ar-
tistic and aesthetic strategies to transform the ineffable reality of death into manageable 
cultural resources. Dunhuang’s “Nine Contemplations” murals, depicting skulls to illus-
trate impermanence, parallel Dutch Vanitas imagery warning of worldly vanity; both vis-
ually domesticate death anxiety. 

Despite culturally divergent interpretations, both Chinese and Western skull im-
agery converge in addressing humanity’s collective anxiety over life’s finitude and aspi-
ration for transcendence. Whether Hamlet’s existential meditation over Yorick’s skull, 
Zhuangzi’s naturalistic death acceptance, the meditative skulls in Kizil murals, or Dürer’s 
ominous skull engravings, these images form a timeless “death meditation” across space 
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and time. They affirm that death, while an absolute cessation, also serves as the starting 
point for understanding the essence of existence. 

The comparative study of skull imagery in East and West transcends mere cataloging 
of symbolic differences; it probes spiritual strategies confronting death. Within difference 
lies local wisdom; within resonance, a shared human texture. When Holbein’s distorted 
skull dialogues across centuries with Li Song’s puppet skull, or when the emerald skull in 
Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio reflects Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of 
Usher, they collectively testify to an eternal truth: death symbols in art and literature mir-
ror cultural self-awareness and stand as humanity’s poetic resistance and philosophical 
awakening before the chasm of mortality. This intercultural dialogue ultimately points 
not to East-West division but to a universal poetic defiance and awakening confronting 
life and death. 
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