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Archaeology in China is now in its golden age and still on the
increase. Recently. almost every year \here appeared some reports
of great discoveries in newspapers and magazines. It |s a matter of
course that we have reaped abundant harvests in the sphere of
archaeology because China has so long a history and so splendid a

R E FAC E civilization that the cultural objects are countless on the ground and
under the ground. What kind of discovery is of the most importance?
There is no unanimous standard to this problem in the academic circles today. Some people hold that
the value of the discovered cullural objects Is estimated in terms of guality, for example, the more the
discavered cultural objects are ranked with the first class national cultural treasures the more they are
valued. | think what they hold is only partly right because an important discovery certainly includes
some precious objects, but they are not of basic importance. The archaeological discovery of basic
importance should be the one that greatly influences the recognition of the ancient history and civiliza
tion d@nd thereby changes the face of history mitrored in the people’s mind’s eyes, including the history
of an epoch, a culture or even a nation. Only this kind of archaeological discovery can be called the most
important one that should be racorded in the history

The excavation of the Han tamibs at Mawangdui, Changsha, Hunan Province, in the sevenith decade
of this century was such a one that could be regarded as a discovery ol paramount importance in the
archaeological history. In 1972 when the “Cultural Revolution” was carrying on. the tomb No. 1 at
Mawangdui was excavated and from it the unheard-of miracles such as the |ntact female corpse and
many exquisite and delicate cultural relics were unearthed The good news spread of its own accord all
over the world. In the same year A Brief Report About the Excavation of Han Tomb: No. 1 at
Mawangdui, Changsha was published with an impression of 11,000 copies: and in the next year the
official excavation report The Han Tomb No. 1 at Mawangdu. Changsha was i1ssued. A lot of scholars
in China as well as in foreign lands focused special attention to the study of the relics from Mawangdui
As was expected, plenty of valuable cultural objects, especially, the books copied on silk and the
books inscribed on bamboo and wooden strips, were unearthed from tomb No. 2 and tomb No. 3 from the
end of 1973 (o the beginning of 1974. Since then a series of reports and papers on the study of the relics
from Mawzngdui have been issued. The fact that the study of Mawangdui has been prevailing for more
than twenty years marks the significance of this discovery.

The reasoris for the importance of this excavation include the burial dates, the geographic locatians,
the preservation conditions and the meanings inherent in the relics from Mawangdui

The owner of tomb No2 was Li Cang. the Marquis of Dal who died in the second year of the reign of
Empress Dowager Lu (186 B.C.); the owner of tomb No. 3 was buried in the twelfth year in the
Qianyuan Reign of Han Emperor Wen (168 B.C.); and tomb No. 1 was built a little later. This period was
not far from the time when the peasant insurrection occurred in the end -01 the Qin Dynasty and the
struggle between Chu and Han took place, that is, a time when the society was approaching stable
and the social ecanomy was recovering and developing. The excavation of these Han tombs explains
that the varjous products of both handicraft industry and agriculture were comparatively rich and the
living standard then was higher than what we estimated in the past, although | don't think that in the
beginning of the Western Han Dynasty the simple and frugal lite described in Shi i (Historical
Records) and Han Shu (History of the Han Dynasty) did not conform to reality The Han tombs at
Mawangdul concentratedly reflect this fact, just as the authors of this book say in A Comprehensive
Introduction About the Cultural Relics Unearthed from the Han Tombs at Mawangdui, “It is the epi-
tome of the civilization in the beginning of the Western Han Dynasty”

Changsha, where the three Han tombs were located in, was an important centre of the Chu culture
during the Warring States Period In the past years the excavation of the Chu tombs at Changsha has
displayed the splendour and brilliance of the Chu culture. The scholars of both archaeology and history
of fine arts take the Chu culture as their major subjects and the cultural objects from Changsha form an
Important basis for their study. They show deep concern for the problem whether the unique and vital
Chu ellture vanished into nothing after the Qin Dynasty. The truth has become known to all since the
excavalion of the Han tombs al Mawangdui. Now it is obvious that originally the influential Chu culture
is the basis on which the Han culture developed
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The completeness of tomb No. 1 and fomb No. 3 at Mawangdui was really seldom seen. The relics

in the tambs had been marvellously well-preserved and they were now brought to our view, including
the damageable articles such as lacquerware and silk fabrics. We feasted our eyes on the beautiful
scene since the high ranked tomb-owner, the Marquis of Dal, possessed so many funerary objects In
the excavation the most striking ones are three discoveries, namely, the intact female corpse, the sets
of articles, the rare secrel collection of books copied on silk and books inscribed en bamboo and

wooden strips. Such discoveries. each of which can be called a discovery of importance. were

unprecedented in the history of archaeology in China

On this occasion | would like te say something about the books copied on silk and books inscribed

of the old days, some of
copied at the beginning

on bamboo and wooden strips. These.books were all the original manuscript
thern were copied on the eve of the unification of the Qin Dynasty. some we

of the Han Dynasty, but most of them were written before the period of the Qin Dynasty. If arranged in
the order of the classification of Han Shu: Yi Wen Zhi ("The Records of Literature" History of the Han
Dynasty). the books embrace all aspects such as six classics, all kinds of masters, military works,
mathematics, technology, etc. The books of Huang-Lao (Yellow Emperor and Lao Zi) capied on silk
were first published and, consequently, it has been suggested by some scholars that the books of
Huang-Lao are the most important ones among them. Actually, the significance of such books

text and commentaries of Zhou Yi {The Book of Changes) is no less than that of the books of Huang
Lao. The basic contents of about thirty kinds of books copied on silk of inscribed on strips were made
clear and half of the material published owing to the hard work of the research group of Mawangdui

In the history of China large-scale discovery. of the lost ancient books occurred several times. e g
the classics within the walls of Confucius House discoverd in the Han Dynasty, the books inscribed on
bamboo in the tomb at Ji discovered in the Jin Dynasty, the scrolls in the Dunhuang Caves discovered
at the end of the Qing Dynasty. All of them have greatly influenced the history of sclence and clviliza-
tion. The books copied on silk and the books inscribed on strips from Mawangdui, carrying over
100,000 characters, deserve to be called a discovery of importance. The publication of each of the

books on silk or on sirips gave rise to lively discussions among scholars. It might be impossible to
digest the information packed In the lost ancient books in this generation, | think, and their influence to
the promotion of various branches of learning is unable to be evaluated in a short time.

The excavation of the Han tombs at Mawangdui deserves to the reputation of a discovery of
importarice because it gives us a brand-new panorama of the historical culture at the beginning of the
Western Han Dynasty. | had the apportunity of participating in the study of the cultural relics unearthed
from the Han tombs at Mawangdui at the very beginning and learning from the scholars of various
fields of science. | specially appreciate the archaeologis!
the work concerning this sphere About twenty years have elapsed since the excavation and Mr. Fu

in Hunan who made a great contribution to

Juyou and Mr. Chen Songchang have compiled a book entitled The Cultural Relics Unearthed from the
Han Tombs at Mawangdui with vivid illustrations and captions. | am much honoured 1o be asked to
write a preface for this book. As the name of Mawangdui is already famed the world over, it is
unnecessary for me to talk more about it, and what | mentioned above are just some words serving as a
memento of this discovery of paramount importance

Li Xueqin

September, 1991
Al Institute of History of the
Academy of Social Science in China
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Coffins and Funeral Objects Were Being Unearthed




® Outer Coffin

Length & 72 m Width: 4.88 m Heignt: 28 m
Uneatined from tomt No 1

Whern unearhed the outer coffin with a double wooden cover and @ double wooden botiom was placed
in three sleepers at the base of the fomb The outer coffin s composed af a ceitral cofiin chamber and
four side boxes (n the shape of the Chinese character meaning a wel thus it was knowr as a i

shaped ouler colfin according to th ds left by antiquity: The bo which contain more than 1 000
ultural 1 ver an atea of 6,8 s meters and ecougy a vol f 9 DI me In the gen

r layers, one containing another the oulmost one Is & coflin

1 undercoated with black lace
lacquer ang painted with
s magnificent outer coffin is formed by combining 70
e all

et ol cottins 4
quer

e s a coflin Undercoz

fral cha
coated with black |
signs the third o
ner one is'a
planks (abiput ¢
jomed by mortises and tenons withoul using any metal rive
coffin of the Han Dynasty that has ever been unearthied so far

othin omamerited with broc

s 1.5 tons if weight The plarks
s the biggest and most perle

cubic meters of wood). of whic
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® Coffin Undercoated with Black Lacquer and Painted with Designs.
Length 256 m Width 118 m Height 1 14/m
Unearthed fram tomb No 1
The coffin 15 coated with vermlilion lacquer inside and undercoated with black lacquer puts
tour sides are all painted with designs of mythic gods and, divine
clouds to creat a fanta world. The
demons or serpents by th y bele! can be tound n the
hook Chu Cf (Elegies of © bout 300 BC ) The borders of the designs are elaboralg lineated in
rehiel with raised lacquer so as 10 © a three-dimensianal view

s 11 Il and
among he dynamic loatmg
d trom the harm of

e ot the painting 1s proteeting the
awers above The literary proof for this customs




