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PREFACE T

Decorative Designs
On the Memorial Tablets of the Tang Dynasty

The memorial tablets of the Tang Dynasty form an in-’
tegral part of China’s precious cultural legacy. They not on-
ly provide sources of materials for the study of the Tang
—dynasty history, but also take as a combined whole the
ancient Chinese literature, calligraphy, painting and deco-
rative art in particular. In the Tang Dynasty, art of design
developed constantly, carried on traditions and reached the
peak of perfection. ' ‘

The memorial tablets are chiefly decorated with de-
signs. The creation of decorative patterns dates back to the
remote past, and occupies a prominent position in the his-
tory of Chinese fine arts. The decorative patterns which
emerged during the period of Painted Pottery Culture are
full of vigor and vitality, and reflective of the national spirit
and the features of the times. Decorative designs devel-
oped from the embryonic stage and found their way from
abstraction to realistic representation or from immaturity to
excellence. On their way to perfection, they constantly ab-
sorbed the creative features of traditional patterns, and car-
ried on the traditions of the national arts. Towards the es-
tablishment of the Tang Dynasty, they were in full bloom,
and sent out a delicate fragrance.

The memorial tablets of the Tang Dynasty excavated
across the Central Shaanxi Plains since the 1950’s are rich
in content, and part of them are fine and exquisite in carv-
ing style. Take for example the memorial tablets
respectively of Wei Chigong, Yang Zhiyi, Wang Dali and
Zhang Yu. The decorative designs on these memorial tab-
lets vary from one to another both in form and carving
style. These cultural legacies take history, literature, callig-
raphy and fine arts as an integral whole, and in varying de-
grees, exhibit the features of the times and the individuality
in carving style. Square characters; flowery inscriptions,
exquisite calligraphy and delicate patterns constitute a
combined whole, and they radiate with the artistic rays of
the Tang Dynasty.

The memorial tablets of the Tang Dynasy, which are
shaped out of a square stone slab about fifteen centimetres
in thickness, have a cover to be complete with. The cover,
in most cases, resembles a frustrum of a cone. The decora-
tive designs on the cover fall into three categories. The

helmet or rather the horizontal plane earries the tomb oc-
cupant's name and his official rank in seal characters or
square scripts. The margins on the horizontal plane. are
decorated with varied patterns. The inclined plane is the
major section for decorations. The vertical plane below the
inclined section is adorned with simple patterns. The deco-
rative carvings on the memorial tablet, with no exception,
find themselves on the profile planes. '

The use of  decorative patterns is aimed at
beautification. With respect to the motif, flowers, plants,
birds and animals dominate, and they vary considerably
both in form and style. Some are connected or
symmetrical; some are juxtaposed or balanced; others are
engraved in sets. Line drawing alternates with line engrav-
ing; shading and lighting are equally adopted:; linear forma-

" tion underlines the changes in emptiness and solidness.

Lines are apparently vigorous and flexible, and flow as eas-
ly and smoothly as the romantic charm requires. They are
created under a carving knife, and the skills required prove
to be delicate and exquisite. Lifelike patterns take shape as
lines flow smoothly, and set off flowery inscriptions. Deco-
rative designs exhibit an overwhelming artistic charm, and
display an impressive sense of splendor. Consequently, -
they still radiate a myriad of rays in the history of the
Chinese fine arts.

Decorative patterns on the memorial tablet are limited
in scope. With regard to the narrow and small plane, orna-
mental designs are well—balanced in organisation. They
are free from spatial limitations and remarkably
exaggerative in style. Flowing and whorly curves are like
drifting clouds and running water. Flying birds and gal-
loping animals are lifelike as if to move out of the decora-
tive patterns. Decorative designs roughly fall into four cat-
egories according to their content:

1. Stylized flower—and—plant patterns

Stylized patterns focus on flowers and plants in con-
tent. They independently serve the purpose of decoration.
Through linear addition or omission, flowers and plants are
freely spaced as the changes require. This form of decora-
tive pattern is universally existent on the memorial tablets
of the Tang Dynasty. In most cases, the cover of the mem—



orial tablet is ornamented with peony patterns and those of
lotus, chrysant are freely spaced as the changes require.
This form of decorative pattern is universally existent on
the memorial tablets of th are freely spaced as the changes
require. This form of decorative pattern is’ universally
existent on the memorial tablets of th are freely spaced as
the changes require. This form of decorative pattern is uni-
versally existent on the memorial tablets of th are freely
spaced as the changes require. This form of decorative pat-
tern is universally existent on the memorial tablets of the
Tang Dynasty. In most cases, the cover of the memorial
tablet is ornamented with peony patterns and those of lo-
tus, chrysanthemum and.camellia. The continuation of
curved lines are directed to a narrow and small space. Flex-
ible in length, they wind are freely spaced as the changes
require. This form of decorative pattern is universally
existent on the memorial tablets of the Tang Dynasty. In
most cases, the cover of the memorial tablet is ornamented
with’ peony patterns and those of lotus, chrysanthemum
and camellia. The continuation of curved lines are directed
to a narrow and small space. Flexible in length, they wind
themselves or stretch out otherwise. Various floral petals
and leaves follow the smooth and repeated movements of
~.the curves, and take shape in the process of deformation.

These features reflect the decorative patterns on the memo-

rial tablets of the Tang Dynasty.

The curve "~ " is widely applied to the artistic creation
of decorative patterns. The same is especially true of the
stone carvings of the Tang Dynasty. A similar curve is also
found in the Taijitu (the Diagram of Supreme Ultimate).
The painted pottery weaving wheel of the Neolithic Age
bears the vivid design of the Diagram according to Issue 3,
Archaeological Review, 1956. The Taijitu constantly ro-
tates, and the upper follows the lower or vice versa. There
exists mutual promotion between the yin (negative) and
the yang (positive). The former is empty, and the latter is
solid. These two factors represent the unity of opposites.
The Diagram created infinite prospect for the development
of the art of design. The juxtaposition and repetition of this
curve give shape to various exquisitely —wrought designs,
especially within a circle.

The painted  pottery vessels associated with the
Yangshao Culture teem with abstract patterns which have
ever exercised an enormous influence on the development
of the art of design. Though not specific, these patterns are
based on the real life. On the part of the ancients, natural
phenomena were beyond their explanation. Nevertheless,
wind, rainfall, thunder, lightning, water, fire and others

marked an indelible impression on their minds. Pottery ves-

sels, therefore, were decorated with abstract designs, rang-
ing in subject from the vast skies, the drifting clouds, the
mother earth to the prairie fires. Such festoons added luster

to their life. In addition, the ancients created a wide range
of geometrical patterns to meet the needs of vessel decora-
tion through linear juxtaposition and repetition and
through the contrasting between black and white.

Over the long years, ancient artisans carried on artistic
traditions and gave their creativity its full play.
Consequently. the art of design tended to be realistic. The
hall, the temple, the coffin, the outer coffin and the memo-
rial tablet, with no omission, were festooned with patterns
in varied styles. In the long course of practice, they devoted
much observation to and developed a deep understanding
of their life. Decorative patterns, after their refinement, ex-
aggeration and stylization, not only awakens an aesthetic
feeling, but also are close to the real life. Therefore, the
flowers and plants in the patterns on the memorial tablets
of the Tang Dynasty are identifiable both in genus and
specis. Though far from the real objects, they are still repre-
sentative. “Line drawing- or rather the traditional tech-
nique of the national arts is applied to the figuration of ma-
terial objects. When it comes to the memorial tablet, the
objects in lines mostly take a curly shape and create a
strong sense of movement. The lines are smooth, flowing
and of equal thickness. They are not only as forceful as ”
iron—wire lines”, but as soft and continuous as “gossamer
—thin lines”.

With respect to all the patterns of curved lines, the
space is filled with curves by means of extension. The
branch line flows along with the main line, and winds itself
naturally like floating clouds and running water. On the
memorial tablets of the Tang Dynasty, this artistic style
proves to be mature and perfect.

The extended chrysanthemum patterns on the stone
statues from the Northern Dynasty to the Shui Dynasty,
however, are relatively dull and immature. Take for exam-
ple two stone statues respectively marked by the second
year of Wucheng reign of the Northern Zhou Dynasty and
the fourth year of Kaihuang reign of the Shui Dynasty.
They are both housed and displayed in Xi‘an Forest of
Steles. The main line and the branch line almost form a
perpendicular angle. Both in charm and rhythm, the carv-
ings are no'match for the decorative patterns on the memo-
rial tablets of the Tang Dynasty. Nevertheless, they
undoubtedly sustained the development of the art of de-
sign. .

1 . Stylised patterns with realistic animal designs

With respect to the form of representation, the combi-
nation of stylised patterns with animal designs actually fea-
tures the carved designs of the Tang Dynasty. Stylised pat-
terns treat trailing flowers and plants as the subject matter
while realistic animal designs focus on the Four Gods, the
Twelve Animals, the wild duck, the mandarin duck, the
white crane and the mythological animal. The Four Gods




are positioned on the memorial tablet on the basis of direc-
tion: the Scarlet Phonenix on the obverse, the Tortoise and
Snake on the reverse, the Blue Dragon on the left and the
White Tiger on the right. In most cases, the Twelve Ani-
mals appear on the profile planes of the memorial tablet.
They represent the duodecimal cycle of years or rather the
Earthly Branches, knownas 1 , I, IT, IV, V, VI, VI, VI, IX,
X, Xl and M. Each of the Twelve Animals is used to mark
the year of one’s birth. They are referred to the mouse, the
bull, the tiger, the hare, the dragon, the serpent, the horse,

the goat, the monkey, the cock, the dog and the pig. Each »

of the four profile planes carries three animals. Besides, the
minority of the animals find themselves on the margins of
the horizontal plane of the cover. The same is true of the
memorial tablet meant to Crown Prince Zhang Huai and
his consort, nee Fang, which was excavated in the
periphery of Emperor Gao Zong's Mausoleum in 1972.

The figuration of various animals prove to be a great
success. Thanks to the then carvers rich life experience, ex-
traordinary imagination and their artistic exaggeration, the
animals under their knives are realistically carved and
awaken a sense of beauty. Summa highlights their unique
features, and local decorative effect grows out of exaggera-
tion. The whorly hairs on the elbow, the cloud pattern on
the hip and the geometrical design on the necks of the
Scarlet Phoenix and the Black Tortoise serve as typical ex-
amples. Limited to the narrow and small space, most of the
flying birds and four—footed animals exhibit a full sense of
activity. Some are on the run or rise to the sky; others stride
forward proudly or make a long roar. They actually present
a vivid and liflike picture. These animals, together with
cloud patterns, flower—and—plant patterns and trailing
—plant designs, constitute a complete whole. One example
is Shi SiLi's memorial tablet excavated in Guojiatan on the
eastern outskirts of Xi‘an in 1955. The Four Gods engraved
on the in clined planes of its cover are full of vigor and vi-
tality. The Scarlet Phoenix flutters its wings; the Tortoise
and Snake trundles; the White Tiger roars; and the Blue
Dragon chants. Another example is the Twelve Animals on
Li Xian’s memorial tablet unearthed in Qianxian County in
1977. The Twelve Animals vary from one to another both
in posture and carriage. Some spread the wings or demon-
strate the singing voices; others look back or hunt for prey.
“Beasts [ooking all about to seek company and birds sing-
ing together and raising their wings” feature the whole
scene. The Twelve Animals are set off against water cloud
patterns and ripple designs. The scene appears all the more
vivid and vivacious.

The combination of continuous ctimped patterns with
" birds and animals does not create a sense of disorder, but
reinforces the arrangement of the tableau and enriches its
content. Stylized patterns and realistically—carved animals

are kept separate through figurative variation and linear
organisation. The motif is obviously set off from stylized
patterns. In this respect, the decorative designs on the
meorial tablets of the Tang Dynasty are typical.

The images of the Twelve Animals are either mythical
or realistically wrought. Unlike frivolous realistically
—carved images, the mythical ones wear long robes and sit
straight with a memo tablet in hands. The images are
framed in a niche or a double niche. Cloud patterns are
used to full the vacancy inside the niche, with three sets on
each side. The decorative planes of a large—sized memorial
tablet are dotted with cloud clusters, and appear fairly vig-
orous. Take for example Qin Zhao jian’s memorial tablet
marked by the twelfth year of Yuanhe reign and excavated
in Hansenzhai on the eastern outskirts of Xi‘an in 1956,
The images of the Twelve Animals are clearly set off from
the backgréund. The engraved patterns on the profile
planes show a striking contrast between the motif and their
foils, and strengthen the decorative effect.

This expressional form of the mythological Twelve An-
imals exerted an influence on the Five Dynasties and the
Song Dynasty, and underwent constant changes. Take Shi
Yanci’'s memorial tablet for example. The tablet takes its
source from the fourth year of Kaiping reign of the Five
Dynasties and is now exhibited in Xi'an Forest of steles.
The heads of the Twelve Animals on its profile planes find
themselves on the cap of a civil official. The outside of the
niche is adorned with floral patterns while the inside is dot-
ted with balaams. This style of carving is original and dis-
tinctive. The profile planes of An Shouzhong’'s memorial
tablet of the Song Dynasty are engraved with the images
of Buddist monks, belted and well-dressed and with
memo tablets in hands. The niche turns into an oblong
shape. The inside of the niche is festooned with floral pat-
terns. There exists a striking contrast between these images
and those of the Twelve Animals in the Tang Dynasty.

IT. Cloud and water patterns

Like floral—and —plant patterns, cloud and water pat-
terns, though inferior in number, also serve the function of
decoration independently. In style, they are of two types:
stylized and realistically—carved. The arrangement of two
—side connected patterns does not subordinate itself to a
particular form or model, but changes with the size of a
carving plane. In some other cases, the subjective pattern

- appears in the middle, and other patterns are arranged in

both directions. Take for example Princess Linchuan’s
memorial tablet marked by the first year of Yongchun reign
and excavated in the periphery of Zhaoling Mausoleum in
1972. Both the vertical and inclined planes on the cover of
the tablet are festooned with clouds which fall into a pat-
tern. Each plane carries three cloud patterns. The profile
planes are filled with such patterns in a symmetrical form.



These patterns are simple but exquisitely wrought. Judging
from the carving style, the creator must have been a con-
summate and professionally experienced craftsman. The
ground was scaped even with a knife. The solid part was in
relief while the empty part in intaglio. The carving style was
unique and distinctive. Take Yang Wanrong’'s memorial
tablet for example. The tablet took its source from the sixth
year of Zhenyuan reign and was unearthed on the eastern
outskirts of Xi‘an in 1956. Its profile planes are embellished
with clouds close to life. The clouds are well—arranged,
and take the shape of a ribbon. The thickness of the clouds
is reflected by the density of lines. The lines do not flow
evenly but vary in style from vigorousness to litheness. This
style proves to be distinctive and unconventional.

IV. Geometrical patterns

Geometrical patterns which consist of the fret, the
linked—pellet design and the confronting—quadrangle de-
sign supplement the decorative patterns of the memorial
tablets. These supplementary designs fill the blank spaces
on the horizontal plane or between the horizontal and in-
clined planes. Though they cover a small area, they serve
as a foil to the flowing lines that dominate the planes.
Consequently, there exists a striking contrast between
straight lines and curved lines. In other words, vigorous
lines and supple curves complement each other, and pro-
duce distinctive decorative effect.

Abstract patterns also fall under the decorative designs
on the memorial tablets of the Tang Dynasty, and show a

wide variation with the shape of a particular object. These.

patterns have their own historical origins. The bronze ves-
sels of the Qin and Han dynasties bear such patterns. The
same.is also true of Gou Jing’'s memorial tablet of the
Northern Wei Dynasty, Fan Angui’s memorial tablet of the
Shui Dynasty and Zhang Shigui’'s memorial tablet of the
Tang Dynasty. Obviously, this type of decorative pattern
was finalised in the minds of ancient craftsmen, and was
passed on from generation to generation.

The three planes on the cover of the memorial tablet
showed a constant variation in area with the lapse of time.
In the early days, the horizontal plane. was larger than the
inclined and vertical planes. Major decorative patterns
dominated on the margins of the horizontal plane. This
form of structure remained relatively the same in Northern
Wei Dynasty, the Shui Dynasty and the early Tang
Dynasty. In later days, the inclined plane tended to expand,;
the horizontal plane lessened; and the vertical plane nar-
rowed. Major decorative designs were placed on the in-
clined plane and the margins of the horizontal plane. The
space specified for the inscription and the tomb occupant’s
rank became narrow and small. Take Zhang Qushe’s me-
morial tablet for example. It was excavated in Bizhangwan,
Xianyang in 1953. The side of the cover is ninety centime-

tres in length, but the section with seal characters is only
twenty—eighty centimetres. These features are also re-
flected on many other memorial tablets of the Tang Dynas-
ty.

With respect to content, form and location, decorative
designs both on the memorial tablet and its cover show a
wide variation. Judging from dozens of exquisitely —carved
memorial tablets, content conforms itself to the shape of
the tablet; style and form change with location and the size
of the plane. In most cases, major decorative designs are
arranged on the inclined plane and on the margins of the
horizontal plane. Narrow and small margins are only deco-

" rated with floral—petal designs engraved in simple lines.

Some memorial tablets and their covers are filled with peo-
ny designs. The engraving style conforms itself to the use
of lines. The tableau is an integral whole and full of vigor
and vitality. One example is Li Ji's memoriai tablet marked
by the third year of Zongzhang and unearthed in Yanxia
Village, Liquan County, in 1974. The other is Arshinar
Zhong's memorial tablet marked by the second year of
Shangyuan reign and excavated southeast of Zhaoling
Mausoleum. The layout of decorative designs and the ar-
rangement of their content do not fall into a particular pat-
tern,_but depend on the carver’s creative habits and the
shape of a tablet, and retain the general characters of the
times.

The cover of the memorial tablet resembles a frustrum
of a cone. Apparently, this creative work resulted from the
ancient craftsman’s life experience and his wisdom and
imagination. The cover takes a protruding shape, and its
planes are square. Hence, it is like a frustrum of a cone.

The decorative designs on the memorial tablets of the
Tang Dynasty are attributed to the ancient labourer’s
creativity and the folk artists’ wisdom and imagination.
This form of art varied from generation to: generation, ab-
sorbed the artistic features of the times, carried on the tra-
ditions of the national arts and considerably enriched the
treasure house of China’s art of design.

He Zicheng
Zhang Hongxiu
April 18, 1987
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PREFACE [I

The Four Gods and the Twelve Arﬁmals

(1)

The Four Gods are referred to the Blue Dragon, the
White Tiger, the Scarlet Phoenix and the Tortoise and

Snake and otherwise known. as the Four Deities or the

Four Images. These deified animals were worshiped in the
hearts of the ancient Chinese people since they symbolized
auspicious omens, exorcised evil spirits, motivated the an-
cients to surmount difficulties, and bestowed good fortune
upon mankind. Therefore, they were applied to wars, as-
tronomy and social life. .

The Four Gods are also known as the gods of
direction. On a selective basis, the ancient Chinese astron-
omers classified the stars in the four directions into twenty
—eight constellations, which was intended for astronomi-
cal observation. On the basis of direction, these constella-
tions were subdivided into four star clusters, with seven in
each. Each star cluster formed an image, and represented
one direction. Around the Yin Dynasty, the four star clus-
ters were respectively imagined as a dragon, a tiger, a bird
and a mixture of tortoise and snake. During the period of
the Warring states, ,each of these images was associated
with a particular colour; hence, the Blue Dragon, the White
Tiger, the Scarlet Phoenix and the Black Tortoise and
Snake.

The dragon, chief of the aquatic family, was an imagi-
nary mythological animal. The ancients allowed the imagi-
nation its full play to give shape to the image. The deified
animal, therefore, assumed the features of many reptiles
and four—footed animals. Take for example the deer’s ant-
lers, the tiger's eyes, the lion’s nose, the bull's lips, the
hawk’s paws, the horse’s mane, the fish’s scales, the clam’s
belly and the serpent’s body. The image of such features
turned into an accepted model after years-of extensive use.
The dragon had two antlers on the head and scales all over
the body. Its mouth was big as a basin, and its teeth were
as sharp as a sword. It grew palpi under its jaws. Its two
eyes were as large as bells. It had dorsal fins and forceful
paws. Infinitely resourceful, the mythological dragon could

hide in deep waters and soar up to the hevean. Thus, it was
accepted as an honourable god in the minds of the ancient
people. The twenty—eight constellations had their fixed
positions. The eastern seven star constellations formed an
image of dragon, the Blue Dragon or rather the God of the
East. Huainan’s Astronomical Terms with Exegeses says, ”
No deities are more honourable than the Blue Dragon”.
The majestic—looking feudal emperor, therefore, was ac-
cepted as an incarnation of the Blue Dragon, or the Son of
Hevean by euphemistic name.

The tiger, beast of prey in Nature or king of ferocious
animals, dwelled in the mountain lair and enjoyed a high
reputation for its might and power. The Classic on Origin,
Esoteric Treatises and Basic Factors says, "The White Tiger
is the God of Power during a year.” The mythical animal
possessed ‘a severe and belligerent countenance; its roars
reverberated like threatening thunder; and it boasted an
awe—inspiring sense of justice. Therefore, the deity was
held in esteem for its unusual ability to exterminate evil
spirits. The western seven star constellations formed an im-
age of tiger, the White Tiger or the God of the West.

‘The phoenix was an imaginary penta—coloured mythi-
cal bird. The bird perched on the Chinese parasol tree, and
lived on bamboo shoots. It was a symbol of high dignity
and propitious omen. The mythological bird assumed par-
tial features of multiple animals. Take for example the swan
goose's upper part, the kylin's lower part, the serpent’s
neck, the fish’s tail, the dragon’s scales, the tortoise’s body,
the swallow’s jaw and the cock’s beak, This deified bird
symbolized morals, justice, benevolence, trust, righteous-
ness and valiantness. Upon the establishment of the Qin
Empire, the phoenix stood out of the common run and was
promoted to King of Birds. Phoenix was authoritatively ac-
cepted as a symbol of imperial power in the Han Dynasty.
The word "phoenix”was much used within the limits of the
imperial court. His Majesty’s carriage was known as the
phoenix carriage. His consort's headdress was called the
phoenix headgear. The imperial palace turned into the
phoenix palace. The canopy over an imperial carriage was




known as the phoenix canopy. Various phoenix images
found themselves on multiple vessels to produce decora-
tive effect. The scarlet bird engraved on the hollow brick of
the Han Dynasty was close to the image of phoenix. The
image turned into an accepted model in unigue style
through creative procedures. The southern seven constella-
tions formed an image of a bird, known as the Scarlet
Phoenix or rather the God of the South. '

The tortoise, an amphibious reptile, was-featured by
placidity and longevity. In his Autumn Water, Zhuangzhou
remarked,” | ever heard of a supernatural tortoise in the
Kingdom of Chu. He lived a life of three thousand years.”
The Long Excursion in the Ballads of Chu says, "Xuanwu
refers to a combined image of tortoise and snake. Xuan is
derived from its location in the north while Wu stems from
the scales and shells on its body.” The northern seven star

- constellations formed an image of a tortoise entangled
with a snake, otherwise known as the God of the North.

The twenty—eight star constellations are distributed in
the vast skies of the solar system, and constitute four celes-
tial images. In line with the regularity of their appearance
and the cycle of their movement, the ancients’classified a
whole year into spring, summer, autumn and winter, and
made arrangements for farm work accordingly. In
summary, the Four Images played an important role in dat-
ing and production in the remote past. The formation of the
Four Gods exercised a strong in fluence in Japan, Korea
and Southeast Asia. In some of Japan’s temples are exhib-
ited today the ancient wood carvings of the Blue Dragon,
the White Tiger, the Scarlet Phoenix and the Tortoise and
Snake. With regard to their uses and implications, these
images are typically Chinese.

The Four Gods also served military purposes in the an-
cient times. They were applied to the formation of battle ar-
ray, the Scarlet Phoenix in the front, the Tortoise and
Snake in the rear, the Blue Dragon on the left and the
White Tiger on the right.” The phoenix is a firey spirit or the
Scarlet Phoenix when in the sky.” Alert and valiant, she

mouinted a frontal attack. Placid and slow, the Tortoise and
Snake stablized battle formation in the rear. The Blue
Dragon and the White Tiger, the left and right wings, ad-
vanced bravely and achieved outstanding military exploits.

The images of the Four Gods were popular in the Han
Dynasty as well as in the Southern and Northern
Dynasties. The dynasties of the Shui, Tang, Song and Yuan

witnessed more extensive use of these images. In various
forms they appeared both on underground memorial tab-

lets and ground construction materials. The images on
building materials exorcised evil spirits and meanwhile,
produced decorative effect. Those on memorial tablets and
tomb walls shut up demons and indicated directions. The
images engraved on beams and pillars served the purpose
of beautification and symbolized propitious omens. On the
basis of direction, the four images of the Han Dynasty were
mostly engraved on hallow bricks and tiles. Through
mould pressing, they took shape with lines in relief. The
decorative designs were exaggerative in formative style
and succinct in structure. Major linear variations reflected
the vigorous and magnificent features of the Han's figura-
tive arts. The images on hollow bricks were positioned in
symmetry. In other words, two. images within the same
category turned up thereon face to face. This patterning
made it possible to fill up the space within a rectangular
area and to produce excellent decorative effect. The four
images in different attitudes contributed considerably to
the development of architectural arts. The Four Gods va-
ried in posture with the arc—shaped tile surface, and they
were set off in relief. The well—arranged tiles with unified
content and decorative patterns added a lot to the ele-
gance and splendour of China’s national architecture.

The Four Gods also constituted the main subject mat-
ter of stone carvings. The same was especially true of an-
cient memorial tablets. Both in scope and quantity, the use
of the Four Gods was unmatched. From the Northern Dyn-
asty to the Southern Dynasty , the memorial tablet and its
cover were alternatively decorated with such images.
These decorative patterns were reflective .of excellant carv-
ing skills and profound artistic attainments. The four im-
ages and their foils emerged as the romantic charm re-
quired under the carving knife of the folk artisan. A typical
case is the decorative pattern on Yuanhui’s memorial tablet
housed in Xi'an Forest Steles. In line with the plane
surface, the carver skillfully coordinated the part with the
whole, and adopted the bas—relief method to balance light
with shade. The cloud pattern and the plant design were
used to fill the vacancy in an ingenious way. The decora-
tive designs on the tablet formed an integrated whole. Lim-
ited to the narrow and small area, the Blue Dragon dances;
the White Tiger roars; the Black Phoenix dashes; and the
Tortoise and Snake rolls. The four images are full of vigor
and vitality. Decorative designs in this :sty!_e proved to be
very popular on the memorial tablets in the Northern Wei
Dynasty and especially in the Tang Dynasty. The majority
of the Tang—dynasty memorial tablets excavated were




decorated with the Four Gods. In most cases, the inclined
plane of the cover was the major section for decoration.
The motif is set off from surrounding clound patterns and
water designs. The carving skills are consummate; the lines
are smooth and dexterous; and the dark alternates with the
light. A typical case is Gao Yuangui's memorial tablet
marked by the fourteenth year of the Tianbao reign of the
Tang Dynasty. The Four Gods thereon are true to life. The
Blue Dragon has water in control; the White Tiger patrols
on the mountain; the Scarlet Phoenix mounts the ciouds;
and the Tortoise and Snake floats in the azure ripples.

Decorative designs' on the memorial tablets of the
Ming and Yuan dynasties focus on the Blue Dragon and
the Scarlet Phoenix. The dragon represented male while
the phoenix stood for female. The memorial tablet in a con-
jugal joint tomb was engraved up and down with two
dragons playing with a pearl, and also decorated left and
right with two phoenixes dancing face to face. These or-
namental images are not only beautifully wrought, but
minute, exquisite and true to life. The memorial tablet with-
in the tomb of a woman occupant was sometimes orna-
mented with phoenix images on all its four sides. Take for
example the memorial tablet of some woman tomb occu-
pant, nee Liu. The four sides of her memorial tablet were
decorated with eight phoenixes, exquistitely carved and
well—balanced.

A popular legend says, “The Blue Dragon has nine
children. They look different. Each has its own likes and
dislikes.” The nine young dragons, respectively known as
Bixi, Chiwen, Pulao, Bi‘an, Taotie, Baxia, Yazi, Suanni and
Jiaotu, assumed different features and characteristics.
These images were symbolically carved on the stone tablet,
the roof of a hall, the gate of a prison, the handle of a knife,
the incense burner and on the bridge and the daily vessel.
The patterns not only enriched the ancient’s experience of
life and produced decorative effect, but also added lustre
to the national culture and arts. )

in the Qing Dynasty, the stone tablets, almost with no
omission, were engraved with dragon images. In various
forms they presented themselves on the top, the edge or
the seat of a tablet and elsewhere. The dragon images both
on the top and the seat of the tablet are well—balanced and
set off in relief. The surface carving is composed of white
lines while the head of the dragon is of vermilion ones. The
images fall into a pattern both in shape and countenance.
The engraving style is tending to realistic expressicn. Some
are active as if floating in the air; others are tranquil as if

winding -themslves under the sea. Take for example the
stone tablet of E'hai marked by the forty—fourth year of
Kangxi’s reign of the Qing Dynasty and now housed in Xi’
an Forest of Steles. The periphery of the tablet is orna-
mented with nine dragons, the one on the top in prone po-
sition, the two at the bottom playing with a pearl and the
six on both sides face to face. They are exquisitely en-
graved and pleasant to look at.

Nevertheless, alongside the changes of the times, the
development of the society and the extermination of super-
stitious ideas, stone carving has been on the wane, and the

'Four Gods have been accepted as a historical legacy.

(2)

The Twelve Animals, otherwise known as the symbols
of the duodecimal cycle of years, are: composed of the
mouse, the bull, the tiger, the hare, the dragon, the serpent,
the horse, the goat, the monkey, the cock, the dog and the
pig. These. animals function as distinctive year—marking
symbols. They are used together with the twelve phases or
rather the Earthly Branches: T, 11, 10, IV, V, VI, VI, I, IX ,
¥, ¥, and XI. Specifically, the mouse corresponds to the
first phase; the bull matches with the second; and the rest
can be deduced accordingly. In addition, the Earthly
Branches are also matched in order of sequence with the
Heavenly Stems, known as A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, | and J.
Therefore, sixty years make one cycle, and each year is as-
sociated with a particular animal. For instance, a person
who is born in the year Al is a Mouse, The year Bl is repre-
sented by the bull, and others down the line.

The habits and characteristics of the Twelve Animals
sustain the sequence in which they are matched with the
twelve hour periods within agfingle day. At the time [ (23:
00-1:00) the mouse is the most active; at I (1:00—3:00)
the bull chews the cud; at Tl (3:00—5:00) the tiger roars on
the hill; at IV (5:00—7:00) the moon (the Jade Hare) still
shimmers; at V  (7:00-9:00) dragons have water in
control; at VI (9:00—11:00) the serpent disappears from
view; V[ (11:00—-13:00) is when the Positive replaces the
Negative (the horse included in the Negative category); at
VI (13:00—-15:00) the goat grazes without affecting the re-
production of grass; I{ (15:00—17:00) is when the mon-
key clatters on the mountain; X} (17:00—-19:00) is when
the cock retires for the night; at XI (19:00-21:00) the dog
keeps watch; and at X[ (21:00—23:00) the pig is sunk in
sleep. Two hours make one cycle, and the Twelve Animals
take turns around the clock.



According to Volume 34, Textural Research on Miscel-
laneous Subijects, the version of the Twelve Animals origi-
nates just from the Eastern Han Dynasty. However, the
cultural relics excavated indicate that this point of view is
not reliable. The Twelve Animals are said to have served
the purpose of divination during the Spring and Autumn
and Warring States Period and to have been applied far
and wide over the successive years. In the Shui and Tang
Dynasties, they were used extensively beneath the ceme-
tery. The tomb occupant could date and tell hour phases

~with the aid of the Twelve Animals. They varied in form

from wood carving, clay sculpture to line engraving. Those
in.incised lines make their appearance on the stone outer
coffin and the memorial tablet. Those engraved on the pro-
file planes of a memorial tablet and on the margins of its
cover are positioned in order of sequence. Each profile
plane carries three images. The mouse and the horse stand
opposite each other from top to bottom. This arrangement
indicates the meridian line. _

The Twelve Animals in tombs incessantly changed
both in style and form« Ma Zhi's. memorial tablet, marked
by the twentieth year of Kaihuang reign of the Shui Dynas-
ty, carriés the names of both the Earthly Branches and the
Heavenly Stems, which are complete with the Eight Dia-
grams. This form of representation is almost
unprecedented. The periphery of the pedestal of the stone
outer coffin in Li Shou’s tomb is ornamented with the im-
ages of the Twelve Animals which assume realistic
features. The majority are at a standstill, and profile against
simple background. The Twelve Animals on the memoaorial
tablet are set off against flower—and—plant patterns; this
arrangement considerably indicates decorative excellence.
The images are exquisitely wrought. Running briskly,
standing still, clammeting hard or flying swiftly refiects

“eachrariimal’s habit and characteristic. In some other cases,

the Twel\}’e Animals bear mythical characteristics. This type
of animal retains its facial features, but has a human build.

Dressed in a long robe and sitting still with a memo tablet

in hand, the animal looks solemn and dignified. The animal
is framed in a niche and set off against cloud patterns. This
style of representation exerted an influence on the Five
Dynasties and the Song Dynasty, and showed changes
with the passage of time, Take for example the profile
plane of Shi Yanci's memorial tablet marked by the fourth
year of Kaiping reign of the Five Dynasties. The heads of
the Twelve Animals turn up on the cap of a civil official.
The outside section of the niche is decorated with floral

/

patterns, but the inside remains empty. In the Song Dynas-
ty. the profile plane of the memorial tablet was engraved -
with the image of a belted and well-dressed Buddhist
monk. The niche turned into an oblong shape, and the in-
side section was decorated with leaf patterns. The same is
true of the profile plane of An Shouzhong's memorial
tablet. Judging from this, the Twelve Animals in incised
lines showed variations with the lapse of the times. The
Twelve Animals also functioned as funeral objects. They
were of three types: wooden, pottery and tri—coloured. The
majority appeared in mythological forms. This style of
represention is typical of stone carvings. The tide of stone
carving has been on the wane from the Tang Dynasty on-
wards. The Twelve Animals, together with the Heavenly
stems and the Earthly Branches have been used in the
Chinese lunar calender.

Zhang Hongxiu
June 26, 1987
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