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PROBABLY ATAYAL PEOPLES
HAND-SPUN FIBRE AND WOOL

AN OLD HANDWRITTEN INSCRIPTION ON THE BACK OF A CALLING CARD FOR ‘DR MAXWELL’ READING: ‘WAISTBAND FOR
DRESS OF SAVAGES IN FORMOSA. FULL DRESS – AS A RULE THEY DRESS IN SKINS OR ARE HALF-NAKED’

19TH CENTURY
SIZE: 152 CM LONG, 5 CM WIDE – 60 INS LONG 2 INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

OFFICIALLY NOW PART OF THE REPUBLIC OF CHINA THE MOUNTAINOUS EAST ASIAN ISLAND OF TAIWAN WAS ONCE
KNOWN AS FORMOSA; 'THE BEAUTIFUL'. SETTLED BY THE CHINESE IN THE 15TH CENTURY AND THEN OCCUPIED BRIEFLY
BY THE DUTCH DURING THE MID 17TH CENTURY IT WAS ANNEXED BY THE MANCHU DYNASTY IN 1683. THE ISLAND WAS

CEDED TO THE JAPANESE AFTER THE 1895 SINO-JAPANESE WAR AND WAS NOT REGAINED BY CHINA UNTIL AUGUST 1945.
TAIWANESE ABORIGINAL PEOPLES ARE CLOSELY RELATED TO THE MALAY PEOPLES OF AUSTRONESIAN DESCENT OF THE

PHILIPPINES, INDONESIA AND MALAYSIA. THE HAN CHINESE FROM THE MING AND QING DYNASTIES LOOSELY DIVIDED
THEM INTO TWO GROUPS: 'COOKED' THAT IS CIVILISED PLAINS ABORIGINALS, AND 'RAW' MEANING WILD HIGH MOUNTAIN

ABORIGINALS. 
THE HIGHLAND TRIBES WERE RENOWNED FOR THEIR SKILL IN HEADHUNTING WHICH WAS REGARDED AS A SYMBOL OF

BRAVERY AND VALOUR. THE HEADS WERE BOILED AND LEFT TO DRY HANGING IN TREES OR ON HEAD SHELVES. THE
LAST GROUPS TO PRACTICE HEADHUNTING WERE THE PAIWAN, BUNUN AND ATAYAL GROUPS. JAPANESE RULE ENDED



THE PRACTICE BY 1930 BUT THE HIGHLAND TRIBES HAD BEEN LITTLE KNOWN UNTIL THE EUROPEAN AND AMERICAN
EXPLORERS AND MISSIONARIES HAD BEGUN SEEKING THEM OUT IN THE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES.

EARLIER, CHINESE MERCHANTS, USING THE PLAINS ABORIGINES AS INTERPRETERS, TRADED WITH THEM FOR THE
CAMPHOR WOOD IN THE FORESTS, CLOTH, PELTS AND MEAT IN EXCHANGE FOR IRON AND MATCHLOCK RIFLES. THEIR
WOVEN TEXTILES WERE PRIZED FOR THEIR QUALITY AND ARTISTRY AND IN TURN THE HIGHLAND TRIBES PRIZED THE

TRADED IRON FOR THE MAKING OF THEIR LONG CURVED SABRES USED FOR DECAPITATING THEIR ENEMIES.

 


