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and of the Island of Formosa,” Proceedings of the Zoological Society of London (1870):
652-53.
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The Island as Told by Whales: Cetacean Folklore and Records in
Taiwan Before the 19th Century

Yu-hsin Hsu*

Abstract

Surrounded by oceans, Taiwan boasts a diverse and abundant marine
environment, especially noted for the rich cetacean ecosystems in its
surrounding waters. Cetaceans play a vital role at the top of the marine food
chain and serve as key indicators of ecological health. Legends and stories
from centuries ago, recounting encounters between humans and sea life,
highlight Taiwan’s identity as an island and its close relationship with the
ocean.

Before the advent of written records, fossils served as evidence of past
life. During the Japanese colonization, numerous cetacean fossils were
unecarthed in Taiwan, offering insights into the island’s marine ecology from
millennia ago. Beginning in the 18th and 19th centuries, local gazetteers and
travel notes on Taiwan’s immigrant society also recorded the biological
features of cetaceans — sometimes portraying these creatures in exaggerated
terms as mysterious and enormous sea beings. At the same time, Western
naturalists, including Robert Swinhoe, introduced new perspectives by
analyzing and identifying stranded cetacean species in Taiwan and sending
their skeletons to Britain for classification. These historical records of stranded
cetaceans contribute to our understanding of Taiwan’s marine biodiversity.

In addition to historical records, legends vividly portray the role of
cetaceans. Han Chinese folklore tells tales of Koxinga riding a giant whale or
of whales taking human form, associating these mysterious marine creatures
with pirates skilled in navigating the seas. Indigenous peoples, particularly the
Amis and Pinuyumayan (Puyuma), also recount vibrant cetacean legends, with
traces of these creatures embedded in their current maritime rituals.

This study aims to re-examine maritime history from multiple

* M.A., Department of History, National Chengchi University.
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perspectives, trace Taiwan’s island identity, and reveal the persistent presence

of cetaceans within the marine historical narrative.

Keywords: Cetaceans, Fossils, Cetacean Folklore, Maritime Rituals,

Maritime History



