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Since the oracle bones were discovered in the 19™ century, these archaeological
texts have received the attention of the historical world. However, the number of
texts excavated is relatively small; thus, the question of how to use archeological
materials that do not have text is a problem that archeologists and historians must
face. Today this problem has been limited to the textual criticism of these relics.
Thus, the recent publication of Zhongguo muzang shi (History of Chinese tombs)
is especially meaningful. The editor of the volume is an archeologist and the
book’s intended audience is the broader historical community. The way the
materials are presented by archeologists and the thinking behind these is the key
to the success of this book.

“Burial” is the most important academic subject in Chinese field archeological
excavation; the term is quite representative of archeological study. Historians,
from another point of view, see the customary practice of burial as representative
of the study of cultural phenomenon. By selecting “burials” as an entry point, the
book is able to show consideration for archeology and history—two related
fields.

Below is an analysis of the important points of “Burials in the Wei and Jin
dynasties” and “Burial in the Six dynasties,” the fifth and sixth volumes,
respectively, of Zhongguo muzang shi.

The fifth volume provides the reader with three important threads: (1) the
simple burials; (2) the fusion of ethnic groups and cultural exchange; (3)
aristocratic society. The editor holds that the simple burials during the Cao Wei
and the Western Jin is a question worth studying, raising the examples of the
mausoleums of the Cao Wei and the Western Jin not inscribing tombstone and
not having ostentatious grave mound. As a result, the location of most of these
tombs cannot be distinguished. However, this volume is no means limited to the
policy of simple burials; instead, the work further probes the relationship
between policy and formation of tombs. Here, the editor quotes the results of
Zhao Chao’s research to analyze the evolution in the relationship between the
tombstones on the ground and the epitaphs within tombs. Zhao speculated that “a
direct reason for the promotion of epitaphs was the popularity of tombstones”
and “the simple burial of the Wei and Jin dynasties which included a ban on
tombstones; because of the implementation of simple burials, new tombstones no
longer appeared. In turn, the praises for virtues in life of the deceased were
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buried within the chamber. The epitaphs in the tomb, which were popular in the
Wei and Jin dynasties vividly reflects this change.” This example shows us that
even without using texts and simply using the forms of archeological materials
themselves could also solve historical questions.

The fusion of ethnic groups and cultural exchange is one of the most important
features of this time period. The volume employs “Analysis of Cultural Factors”
to dig deeper into the question. Yu Weichao came out with “Analysis of Cultural
Factors” as a method of archeological analysis, the essentials of which, simply
stated, focus on the composition of different cultural influences within a certain
archeological remain in order to recognize its cultural attributes so that its
position in the archeological spectrum can be ascertained. The volume touches
upon cultural factors by dividing them into concurrence and duration.
Furthermore, concurrence can be divided into two dimensions—north and south
and non-Han groups and Han groups.

The north south dimension refers to southern cultural elements and northern
cultural elements. Liu Bao’s tomb in the Zou City of Shandong, Xiyan pond
tomb in Linyi of the Jin dynasty as well as Cui Fen’s tomb in Linqu all involve
the north south dimension. The articles in the first two tombs, besides clearly
showing elements of northern culture, also exhibit southern influences in the
ceramics. Through the analysis of the percent of articles representing different
cultural influences, the editor holds that in Liu Bao’s tomb there were more
elements of northern culture as “ceramics and pottery from the south were only
the decoration.” In Xiyan pond tomb, on the other hand, southern elements were
more important and from this point, the editor surmises that the owner of the
tomb had a special connection with the Jiangnan region. As far as Cui Fen’s tomb
is concerned, through the exhibition of strong southern artistic attributes in the
murals and figures painted on partitions it is inferred that the family had feuded
with the southern regime. Finally, from an analysis of epitaphs, it can be deduced
that Cui Fen had been a senior member of Hou Jin government and actively
participated in the Hou Jin Rebellion which ultimately destroyed the Xiao Liang
regime in the South.

The dimension of Han and other ethnic groups is not only divided by the Han
culture factors and that of other five ethnic groups. It also includes cultural
factors from Zoroastrianism as well as those from Koguryd. On the specific
question of ethnic fusion, the volume selects the aristocratic tombs with foreign
last names in areas jointly ruled by the Han and other ethnic groups and imperials
tombs of the Northern Wei dynasty. An analysis of the ebb and flow of Han and
other cultural factors in the mourning customs and burial artifacts found in these
tombs reflects the simultaneous influence between Han and other ethnic groups.
The same theme is evident in the tomb of Sima Jinlong. However, when
analyzing this tomb, the editor primarily relies on the research of epitaphs. Sima
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Jinlong’s epitaph realistically records the ethnic origins of his in-laws, reflecting
the fact that different ethnic groups could intermarry during the early Northern
Wei. Using the “Analysis of Cultural Factors” to analysis the tombs belong to
Zoroastrian and Koguryd, it also can find the Han culture factors. Through and
analysis of the change in the weight of Han cultural factors in different periods, it
is possible to judge the change in the intensity of exchanges with Han culture.
Conversely, in ethnically Han tombs from this period, it is also possible to find
cultural elements from other ethnicities. For example, from the tomb of Li
Xizong (Zanhuang County, Hebei Province) contained silver cups from Central
Asia as well as coins and rings from the Byzantine Empire. By synthesizing the
above examples it is possible to discover that when looking at ethnic fusion and
cultural integration, research is not limited to looking for obscure clues in
historical documents. The analysis of different cultural factors in archeological
materials is also a viable method.

The relationship between different cultural factors in a given period could be
analyzed through the concurrence of these cultural factors; on the other hand, by
analyzing the duration of different cultural factors is a cultural longue durée.
Chen Yinque’s well-known thesis that Sui and Tang culture stemmed from three
origins shows that the historical community has already had an expansive
discussion through documents. Moreover, this book provides concrete evidence
for this thesis through an analysis of cultural factors. In the chapter “Mural
painting of Wei and Jin in Hexi region” the editor discovered that the form and
subject matter “basically inherited those of the Han dynasty.” This is in line with
the proposition that the Hexi region preserved Han cultural traditions, which was
part of Chen Yinque’s theory. In the chapter “Eastern Wei, Northern Qi Imperial
Tombs” and analysis of the tombs of Princess Ruru and Wanzhang big tomb it is
discovered that the passage way in and leading to the tomb and the murals in the
tomb, the terracotta in the tomb for both security and ceremonial purposes, the
cooking ware, the composition and forms were a precedent for imperial and
aristocratic tombs in the Sui and Tang dynasties. Therefore, from the perspective
burial culture it is possible to deduce of that the origins the Sui and Tang Culture
lies in Eastern Wei and Northern Qi dynasties.

The aristocratic system was in fact a common attribute of both the south and
the north during the Weijin North-South Period. The existence of the aristocratic
system was based not on royal power but on lineage. The aristocratic classes put
heavy emphasis on “marriage with nobles and taking up some special official
position” as a result. The examples chosen in this book, Hua Fang’s Tomb,
Fengs” Tomb and Gaos’ Tomb of Jin Prefecture etc. reflect this particular
attribute. Members of aristocratic families have to be buried in their hometown.
Meanings behind this burial practice and the consequent influence (the influence
on epitaphs for example) were analyzed in detail in Chapter Eight of the fifth
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volume. Besides some of these common attributes, the North and South
aristocrats had their own distinct practices. The Han aristocrats of the North have
to deal with the differing ethnic groups in power, as well as maintaining their
aristocratic status. The Cui Tomb of Linzi reflects the preservation of familial
characteristic in the formation of their tombs and the composition of the items in
the tombs. The tomb of Cui Fen displays his close relationship with Hou Jin. The
Gao Tombs of Jin Prefecture shows signs of mixed parentage. This is the
evidence that while prominent Han families in the North strived to maintain
independence and higher social status, they also gradually immersed themselves
in the regimes of the minorities.

The main thread of the Sixth Volume is (1) The transformation from more
lavish burials to more barren burials; (2) The nativization of the Southern
Regime; (3) Aristocratic Society. The editor summarized the transformation from
lavish burials to barren burials in the introduction: “Tombs of the Sun Wu period
largely continued the traditions of the Eastern Han period, where multi-roomed
tombs were common. The Sun Wu regime was not as strictly against lavish
burials compared with the Wei and Jin. As a result, large-scale tombs were
common in the North, and the worldly possessions buried in the tombs were
more abundant. During the Eastern Jin period, the exiled nature of the
government made burials much more temporary. Northerners who were used to
less opulent burials, to a large degree maintained constraint even after moving
south. Consequently, tiny rectangular brick tombs accounted for the vast majority,
and the material goods were much fewer as well. As the southern dynasty went
on, in spite of extensive influence of the singular brick tomb from Eastern Jin,
the area of the tombs gradually increased, decorative features also became more
common. In particular, large and exquisitely crafted stone statutes appeared in
front of royal mausoleums. These all indicate that the sense of temporariness
seen in tombs of Eastern Jin had all but disappeared. Consistent with the nativist
nature of the Southern regime, tombs of the Southern dynasty truly became the
resting place for eternity.” The distinction between lavish burials and those less
ostentatious is no longer simple burial customs, but specific reflection of deep
historical undercurrents. The difference of tombs between Eastern Jin and the
Southern dynasties were particularly illuminating in the discussion of the exile
nature of the Eastern Jin dynasty and the increasing nativist tendencies of the
Southern dynasties.

If we define the primary conflict for the Han nobilities of the northern part
were ethnic tensions, then the primary challenge for the exiled Southern nobles
was the challenge from lesser nobles native to the South. In the chapter about the
tombs of prominent families, besides introducing basic archeological information
about the arrangement of the family tombs, the author also noted the effects
stemming from the change of nature in regimes. The example of the Xie family
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tombs selected in this book is a snapshot of these effects. The peculiar case of
Xie Chong’s epithet, “where all the members of the Xie You branch of the clan,
including marital relations” were faithfully recorded reflects the nostalgia for
past glories among the exiled high nobilities in the face of rising statures of
natives and their own gradual decline.

With broader historical trends in mind, the study of individual cases in these
two volumes was great examples as well. In the case of the two Eastern Jin
tombs in Xiyan pond of Linzi, they were considered one of the ten greatest
archeological discoveries in China in 2003. They were so named because of their
location in the former residence of Wang Xizhi, and considered to be related to
the Wang family. But the editor’s analysis shows that the large number of
ceramics “were products of Yue,” hinting at a “special relationship between the
buried and Southern part.” The plaster works discovered were “written in red,
probably handcrafted at government facilities of the Western Jin period.”
Families that could use these plaster works were no ordinary nobility. Even more
important was the analysis of the golden dang with the pattern of cicadas
uncovered. “According to Xu Hanshu (Continuation of History of the Han) and
Jinshu (The book of the Jin dynasty), gold dangs were a sign of special official
positions like Shizhong and Sangichangshi.” “However, the person buried here
was an infant, and only infants in the royal family were given such high ranks.
Therefore, according to the combination of the origins of the ceramics, the
high-quality plaster works and the golden dang, the person buried in the Xiyan
pond tomb could very well be related to the ruling Sima family in the Jin
dynasty.” Examples like this were numerous.

By analyzing the fifth and sixth volumes, we could discern that this book was
not so much an exhaustive list as a compilation of materials that could be
effectively used by historians, which was one of the things that made this book
stand out. Specifically, the editor had chosen the core of each chapter before
finding examples and provided that to the reader at the outset. He then chose his
materials based on these threads. The threads chosen were all the hot topics
among historians. In order to emphasize the threads, the editor omitted more
famous but less relevant cases, such as tombs of Zheng Chou and Zhou Chu. In
describing the materials, he tried to avoid archeological analysis besides
necessary statistics. Only in the comments about the materials did he enumerate
the historical significances. On the surface, this practice could be easily confused
with simply compilation of data. However, this actually highlights the unique
editing philosophy of the editor. When reading this book, the reader is not simply
passively taking in information, but rather participating actively, becoming an
author in the end.

Before reading this book, I had wondered what the point of this book was
given the abundance of books written about tombs out there, as this book offered
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neither new material nor new ideas. After reading the fifth and sixth volume, the
author is of the opinion that this book is significant in three ways. First, this is a
dedicated volume that introduces the comprehensive state of tombs to historians
in the field. Secondly, by introducing “the analysis of cultural factors,” it made
possible the use of non-textual archeological materials, broadening greatly the
range research horizons for historians. Thirdly and most importantly, by not
using archeological form, but historical threads instead was a bold attempt that
challenges the status quo of research methods of archeology.

Weiguang Deng

Nanjing University

E-mail: dwg.1@126.com

(Translated from the unpublished manuscript in Chinese by Austin Dean)
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