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Picture and Identity:
A Case Study of Eastern Han CIliff Tombs in Sichuan

University of Oxford, Xuan Chen

Abstract. The cliff tomb was one of the dominant tomb types in Eastern Han (AD
25-220) in Sichuan. According to the published cliff tombs by far, cliff tombs first appeared
in Sichuan in the Wang Mang period (AD 8-25) and remained developing mainly in Sichuan.
It is notable that since the Kingdom of Shu, which used to rule many areas of Sichuan, had
be en conquered by the Kingdom of Qin, the burial type in Sichuan followed the develop-
ment of burial type in the eastern provinces in China, from the vertical shaft tomb, which
was prevalent until late Western Han (206 BC- AD 8), to the horizontal brick or stone tomb
except the cliff tomb. It seems that the cliff tombs appeared in Sichuan as a local invention.

The paper studies how cliff tombs in Sichuan related to the burial types in the eastern
provinces in China through discussing the picture of the bird and the fish, which appeared
frequently in the decorations of the cliff tombs with many diversifications while appeared
only occasionally in the tomb decorations in the eastern provinces. The paper argues that
the development and the spread of the picture of the bird and the fish is crucial to study how
the residents in Eastern Han Sichuan built cliff tombs influenced by the pictorial stone and
brick tombs popular in the eastern provinces while establishing their own local identity
through incorporating their local tastes and beliefs.

Identity is a notion instrumental to understand the diversifications of the picture of the
bird and the fish and its popularity in the cliff tombs in Eastern Han Sichuan. The use of
the notion of identity is based on Richard Jenkins’ s work on social identity. Through inter-
preting the picture of the fish and the bird, the paper argues that the cliff tomb was a cultural
product related to the local residents who were trying to build their identity through devel-
oping regional features of their tombs. When the local residents of Sichuan built their iden-
tities, they took consideration of both how they were defined by the mainstream culture in
the eastern provinces and how they understood their own identity.

The stone carving of a bird holding a fish in the mouth is a popular decorating element
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in the tomb decoration, especially in the decoration of the pictorial stone coffin in Sichuan
in'Eastern Han (AD 25-220) (Fig. 1and2). Such stone carvings can be found frequently
on the wall-paintings in the cliff tombs in Sichuan and on the surface of the stone coffins
which were placed in the cliff tombs or the brick tombs in Sichuan in Eastern Han. In con-
trast, in contemporary central and eastern China, such stone carvings can only be found
occasionally on some of the wall decorations in some stone tombs. However, the stone
carvings of a bird holding a fish in the mouth can be found frequently in some earlier stone
shaft tombs dated from the early Western Han to the early Eastern Han in central and eastern
China, especially in southwestern Shandong (Map 1). Though there were regional variations
in the stone carvings of a bird holding a fish in the mouth throughout the period from the ear-
ly Western Han to the late Eastern Han, the stone carvings of the bird and the fish seem to
be an important element in the tomb decoration in Han China. This paper will consider this
phenomenon together with the development of burial types in Han China, especially the
development of the cliff tombs in Sichuan in Eastern Han.

The Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220) was a time when burial types experienced a
gradual change from vertical pit tombs to horizontal house-resembling tombs. @The vertical
pit tombs were usually in the form of wooden-panel boxes placed in the pits which were dug
into the ground. Usually there were burial mounds on top of the vertical pits. The horizontal
house-resembling tombs were usually built on the surface of the ground or lower ground in
bricks or stones resembling houses. There were usually burial mounds on top of the hor-
izontal tombs. The change took place in the early Western Han in the areas around Luoyang
in Henan in central China and gradually expanded to the other areas in China later. In the
Eastern Han, the horizontal house-resembling tombs became the most prevalent burial type
in China.

The burial types discussed together with the stone carvings of the bird and the fish in
this paper include the cliff tomb, the stone tomb and the stone shaft tomb. The stone shaft
tomb is a kind of vertical pittomb (Fig. 3). Itmainly distributed in southwestern Shandong
and northern Jiangsu over the period from the early Western Han to the early Eastern Han.
Some scholars regard it as the early stage of the development of the stone tomb in eastern
China. @Like the vertical pit tomb in the form of a wooden-panel box, the stone shaft tomb

is made of stone panels which form a stone shaft in the pit for containing the body and the

(DFor the development of the burial types in Han China see Huang 2003.
(2)See Yan and Liu 1995.
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burial goods. Some stone shaft tombs have stone carvings of various figures and patterns,
for example, the bird and the fish, on their stone panels, usually on the inward sides,
while sometimes on the outward sides.

The stone tomb and the cliff tomb are horizontal house-resembling tombs. They are
the burial types reflecting regional variations in the later stage of the development of hor-
izontal house-resembling tombs. It can be briefly summarized that the cliff tomb and the
stone or brick tomb were two dominant burial types in Eastern Han China. While the stone
or brick tombs spread in most of the areas of Eastern Han China, the cliff tombs spread ma-
inly in the Sichuan area. Such distribution of the burial types in Eastern Han China leads to
the question on the origin of the cliff tombs in Sichuan, which I will discuss later in relation
to the development of the stone carvings of the bird and the fish.

The stone tombs discussed in this paper mainly distributed in Shandong and northern
Jiangsu over the period from early to late Eastern Han. The stone tombs were usually built
half underground by pieces of stone squared into proper shapes to resemble houses (Fig.
4). Many of the stone tombs have stone carvings of figures, patterns and narrative scenes
depicting historical stories on their walls in the chambers and other architectural elements
such as the door posts and the door panels. It has been suggested that the Han stone carvings
appeared in the stone shaft tomb first and then flourished in the middle and the late Eastern
Han in stone tombs, @

The cliff tombs discussed in this paper distributed mainly in the Sichuan Basin, along
the Min River, FuRiver, Tuo River, Jialing River and the Yangzi River. The cliff tombs
were usually cut horizontally into the sandstone cliffs along the rivers (Fig. 5). They
usually contain a long tomb passage, a doorway, an entry chamber, some middle
chambers and side chambers and a back chamber (Fig. 6 and 7). Many cliff tombs have
architectural elements resembling those of houses carved on the living rock, such as the
pillar and the brackets, the ceiling, the door post and the wooden-framed wall. Like the
stone tombs in Shandong, many cliff tombs have stone carvings of figures and pattern on
their walls and other architectural elements in the chambers. However, the stone carvings
in the cliff tombs are often less both in quality and in number compared to the stone carv-
ings in the stone tombs in Shandong. In addition, very few narrative scenes of historical
stories have been found in the cliff tombs in Sichuan. Most of the stone carvings in the

cliff tombs are separate figures or patterns distributing randomly in the chambers of the

(DSee Yan and Liu 1995.
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tombs. Incontrast, many of the stone carvings of figures in the stone tombs in Shandong
are arranged according to planned schemes to form narrative scenes or to follow certain
regulations in the burial ritual. To some extent, the cliff tombs exhibit more dedication
in building architectural elements resembling houses than the stone tombs. On the other
hand, the stone tombs exhibit more achievement in the designing and making stone car-
vings of high quality.

It is necessary to mention that compared to the cliff tombs, the stone carvings in Si-
chuan in Eastern appear more on pictorial stone coffins. Many of the stone carvings of the
bird holding a fish in the mouth were also found on the pictorial stone coffins. Like the cliff
tombs, the pictorial stone coffins also were carved from the local sandstone from the cliffs
and distributed mainly in Sichuan in Eastern Han. It is notable that that the pictorial stone
coffins were found not only in the cliff tombs but also in many stone or brick tombs in Si-
chuan. Inaddition, both the cliff tombs and the pictorial stone coffins appeared around the
early Eastern Han while no evidence can show which one appeared earlier than the other. In
this sense, it is not unreasonable to suggest that the pictorial stone coffins appeared earlier.
It is possible that coffins made of sandstone quarried from the cliffs in Sichuan, a new ma-
terial instead of traditional materials such as pottery and wood, were introduced into the
stone or brick tombs in Sichuan first, and then people realized that through quarrying sand-
stone from the cliffs, the space formed in the cliff could be used as tombs. The cliff tomb,
a new burial type appeared by chance when people quarrying sandstone from the cliffs to
make stone coffins. [ suggest that the pictorial stone coffins possibly developed based on
the pictorial scheme of the stone shaft tombs. Then the cliff tombs developed based on the
pictorial scheme of the pictorial stone coffins. In contrast, though the stone tombs in central
and eastern China inherited many pictorial elements from the stone shaft tombs, the pictorial
scheme experienced dramatic changes from separate pictorial elements to large narrative
scenes.

The development of the stone carvings of the bird holding a fish in the mouth, to some
extent, can support this suggestion and can be regard as an important clue to trace the de-
velopment of various burial types from the Western Han to the Eastern Han. Appearing later:
than the stone shaft tombs, the pictorial stone coffins adopted similar pictorial scheme in-
cluding pictorial element such as the bird and the fish (Fig. 8and9). Such similar pictorial
scheme continued to develop in the decoration of the cliff tombs, in which the pictures of
the bird and the fish continued to appear as an independent decorating element (Fig. 10).

In contrast, in the stone tombs in eastern China, unlike the pictorial scheme arranged in
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framed panels in the stone shaft tombs, the stone carvings exhibit large narrative scenes in
which independent decoration element, such as the bird and the fish was incorporated into
the narrative scene (Fig. 11). In the stone tombs, the picture of the bird and the fish was
no longer an independent decorating element and could only be traced through observing the
large narrative scenes in the tomb decoration.

The stone carvings of figures and patterns in the tomb first appeared in the stone shaft
tombs in Shandong. Figures and patterns were arranged in frames on each side of the stone
shaft built by stone panels. Though the size of the stone shaft is larger than that of the stone
coffin and the stone carvings were usually on the inward sides of the stone shaft, the pictorial
schemes on the surfaces of the stone coffins in Sichuan are similar to those on the stone pan-
els of the stone shaft tombs in Shandong. Figures and patterns also appeared relatively in-
dependent and were arranged in frames which fit into the four sides of the stone coffin. For
example, the picture of two birds holding a fish in their mouths was carved on the left section
of the framed picture on the stone panel in a stone shaft in Zoucheng in Shandong (Fig. 8).
Similarly, the picture of two birds with a fish in the middle was found on the framed picture
on a pictorial stone coffin (Fig. 9). Stone coffins with such pictorial scheme including
the picture of the bird and the fish have been found frequently in Sichuan, especially in the
area around Yibin, in southern Sichuan, along the Yangzi River.

In the cliff tombs, the stone carvings of the bird and the fish also appeared as important
independent pictorial elements. For example, there is a stone carving of a bird holding two
fishes in its mouth on the wall of the doorway in the third chamber in the tomb M6 at Tal-
iangzi in Zhongjiang in Sichuan (Fig. 10). Incontrast, in the stone tombs in central and
eastern China, the pictures of the bird and the fish rarely appear as independent image, but
appear in large scenes containing numerous images. For example, the image of a bird eating
a fish in a stone tomb dated to the late Eastern Han in Zoucheng in Shandong appears as a
component part of the picture depicting a pavilion next to the water. In the picture, there
is a group of people walking upstairs to the main pavilion while there are three other people
fishing in the main pavilion. In the water under the pavilion there are swimming fishes.
The image of a bird eating a fish is located among the group of fishes swimming in the water
(Fig. 11).

The picture of the bird and the fish in the tomb is regarded to have multiple mean-

ings. @It might bless the tomb occupants to be wealthy in their afterlife. Meanwhile it

(DFor the studies of the multiple meanings of the picture of the bird and the fish see Luo 2005 and Niu
2010.
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might function in guiding the tomb occupants through the path to the heaven. Further-
more, the picture of the bird eating fish might have the implication of sexual intercourse
which blessed the tomb occupants to have prosperous offspring. @In Sichuan, such pic-
tures of the bird and the fish in the tomb have been further linked to the local tradition
in ancestral worship. The pictures of the bird and the fish have been suggested to be
used as the symbol of the totem of the local residents in southern Sichuan in the Han
dynasty. @ The importance of this symbol of the local totem was reflected through the popu-
larity of the picture of the bird and the fish in the cliff tombs and on the stone coffins. Not
only the meaning of the picture of the bird and the fish developed under the local influence,
but also the form of the picture. The image of the fish in the picture of the bird and the fish
in Sichuan forms stark contrast to that in the tombs in central and eastern China. The images
of the fish in Sichuan, especially in the Yibin area in Southern Sichuan, along the Yangzi
River appear much longer and look very similar to a certain fish, the sturgeon which inhabits
in Yangzi River in large number (Fig. 12). @ In this sense, the development of the picture
of the bird and the fish can be regarded as a continuation of the tomb decoration in central
and eastern China but with local features. It is notable that when the picture of the bird and
the fish was no longer an important decoration element in the tombs in central and eastern
China in Eastern Han, the cliff tombs in Sichuan became to widely adopt this decoration
element. In this sense, the picture of the bird and the fish becomes one of the clues to trace
the development of the cliff tombs in Sichuan in Eastern Han.

The cliff tombs in Sichuan developed on the basis of many established traditions in
tomb architecture and tomb decoration which had been developing for a long time in central
and eastern China. Certain elements in the traditions in tomb architecture and decoration
were adopted and developed to adapt to the local demands while certain elements were di-
scarded. The picture of the bird and fish was one of the traditional elements that were put
on important value in the process of selecting and developing. When the picture of the bird
and fish and other elements of the tomb architecture and decoration work together to form a
new burial type - the cliff tomb, the cliff tomb became a product related to the creation of

the local identity of the residents in Sichuan in Eastern Han.

(DLiu (1991) suggests that the single image of the fish might have the implication of wealth. When
the images of the bird and the fish were put together, the more obvious meaning of the picture was on sexual
intercourse which meant to bless the tomb occupants to have prosperous offspring.

(2)See Zhang and Chen 1991.

(3)See Lan and Qian 1987.
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The notion of identity is instrumental in understanding the local features of the cliff
tombs in Sichuan and how they related to tombs in central and eastern China. The picture
of the bird and the fish is one of the local features of the cliff tombs in Sichuan. My use of
the notion of identity is based on Richard Jenkins’s work (2008) on social identity. The
cliff tomb was a cultural product related to the local residents who were trying to build their
identity through developing regional features of their tombs. When the local residents of Si-
chuan built their identities, they took consideration of both how they were defined by the
mainstream culture in central and eastern China and how they understood their own identity.
When they considered how they were defined by the mainstream culture in central and east-
ern China, they selected from a collection of available elements which were regarded as
component parts of their collective identity defined by the mainstream culture. The picture
of the bird and the fish was one of such elements. The selecting process was carried out not
necessarily self-consciously by the local individuals. In the selecting process, based on the
external definition of their collective identity given by the mainstream culture, the local in-
dividuals also contributed to the prodliction and reproduction of their identity with their own
internal understanding of who they were. The picture of the bird and the fish was adopted
from the tomb art in central and eastern China while the meaning and the use of this picture
acquired more local features in Sichuan in Eastern Han. As aresult, building the cliff tombs
became a materialised consequence of the internal-external negotiation of building identity.
The use of the picture of the bird and the fish in the cliff tombs is a case study to show this
internal-external negotiation of building identity.

( Doctoral advisor: Jessica Rawson )
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