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Stone Sculptures at the Mausoleums
and Tombs of the Southern Dynasties

In the history of ancient China, six dynasties, namely, the Wu (A.D. 222-280),
Eastern Jin (317-420), Song (420-479), Qi (479-502), Liang (502-557) and Chen (557-
589), of the period of the Three Kingdoms (220-280), the Western (265-317) and
Eastern (317-420) Jin period and the Southern and Northern Dynasties (420-589)
made present-day Nanjing their capital. As a result, many cultural relics from
those dynasties remain around Nanjing and its vicinities. Among them, the world-
famous stone sculptures at the mausoleums and tombs of the Southern Dynasties
(420-479) are the most representative and of the highest artistic value. Lined in
front of the mausoleums and tombs, these art works are large in size and exquisite
in carving; they are unparalleled masterpieces magnificently created by the sculp-
tors of that time, and are art treasures which show the high artistic level of the
stone sculptures in south China during the Wei, Jin and Southern and Northern
dynasties.

Up to the present, 31 groups of stone sculptures at the mausoleums and tombs
of the Southern Dynasties have been discovered. They are at the Chuning Mau-
soleum of Liu, Yu, Emperor Wu of the Song Dynasty; the Yongan Mausoleum of
Xiao Chenzhi, Emperor Xuan of the Qi Dynasty; the Tai’an Mausoleum of Xiao
Daocheng, Emperor Gao of the Qi Dynasty; the Xiu’an Mauscleum of Xiao Dao-
sheng, Emperor Jing of the Qi Dynasty; the Jingan Mausoleum of Xiao Ze, Em-
peror Wu of the Qi Dynasty; the Xingan Mausoleum of Xiao Luan, Emperor Ming
of the Qi Dynasty; the Jianling Mausoleum of Xiao Shunzhi, Emperor Wen of the
Liang Dynasty; the Xiuling Mausoleum of Xiao Yan, Emperor Wu of the Liang
Dynasty; the Zhuangling Mausoleum of Xiao Gang, Emperor Jianwen of the Liang
Dynasty; the Wanan Mausoleum of Chen Baxian, Emperor Wu of the Chen Dyn-
asty; the Yongning Mausoleum of Chen Qian, Emperor Wen of the Chen Dynasty;
and the tombs of the nobility of the Liang Dynasty: Xiao Hong, Xiao Xiu, Xiao
Hui, Xiao Dan, Xiao Jing, Xiao Ji, Xiao Zhengli and Xiao Ying. The names of the
other 12 tombs with stone sculptures cannot be ascertained, but judging from the
characteristics of their shape and artistic style, they must undoubtedly belong to
the Southern Dynasties. Of these 31 groups of stone sculptures, 27 are fairly intact
and are introduced in this album which gives a systematic and overall account of
them.

The 31 groups of sculptural works can be divided into two categories, ie,
those at the mausoleums of emperors, and those at the tombs of nobility. Of the
11 imperial mausoleums, the Jianling Mausoleum of Xiao Shunzhi has the biggest
number of stone sculptures, eight pieces of four kinds in all: a pair of stone ani-
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mals, a pair of decorated shendao stone columns (shendao means the entrance pas-
sage to a mausoleum), a pair of stone steles, and a pair of square stone bases situat-
ed between the stone animals and columns. Most of the imperial mausoleums have
only a pair of stone animals left, and some only a single one. These animals are
basically similar in shape, the only difference being that those at the left side of -
the mausoleums have two horns while those at the right have only one horn. They
are generally called gilin (unicorns), tianlu (“good fortune Ifrom Heaven” or
Heavenly deer) or pirie (repelling evil spirits). There are 20 tombs of nobility in
all. The tomb of Xiao Xiu, Prince Kang of Ancheng of the Liang Dynasty, has
the biggest number of stone sculptures left, eight pieces of three kinds, i.e., a pair
of stone lions, a pair of shendao stone columns, and two pairs of stone steles.
All the stone sculptures at the other tombs are now far from being intact; some
tombs only have stone lions and shendao columns left, some only lions and steles,
and some only one shendao column.

There are no historical records concerning the rules of placing stone sculp-
tures in front of the imperial mausoleums and tombs. What we see from the
stone sculptures at the 31 mausoleums and tombs mentioned above tells that there
are as a rule six pieces of three kinds to each. For an imperial mausoleum
there are a pair of stone animals (a tiganlu and a unicorn), a pair of shendao stone
columns, and a pair of stone steles; for a tomb of the nobility there are a pair of
stone lions, a pair of shendao stone columns, and a pair of stone steles. Such ar-
rangement is probably a fixed practice prevailing at the time. Some tombs, however,
have more stone steles. For instance, the tomb of Xiao Xiu has two pairs of
stone steles, so does the tomb of Xiao Dan. But these are the only cases of addi-
tional stone steles. The stone sculptures at both the imperial mausoleums and the
tombs of nobles are similar in main aspects, the only difference being the kinds of
animals, Tianlu and unicorns are used in front of the imperial mausoleums,
whereas lions are used in front of the nobles’ tombs. Tianlu and unicorns were
mythological animals of good omen, which were supposed to appear only in the com-
pany of superior men. Therefore, they could only be used in front of an imperial
mausoleum to signify that an emperor enjoyed unparalleled prestige and dignity at
Heaven’s will. The lions, beasts of prey, were commonly called kings of all beasts.
Stone lions used in front of the tombs of the noble men, therefore, signified their
high renk. The use of different stone animals to show different ranks is a reflec-
tion of the feudal hierarchy.

The existing stone sculptures of the Southern Dynasties mausoleums and tombs
are of three main forms, i.e., animals, stone columns and steles. Their designs and
style of carving followed those of the traditional stone sculptures of the
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-A.D. 220), but on the other hand represented a transition
from crude to fine carving, achieving maturity both in artistic composition and
sculptural techniques, as compared with the Han Dynasty works.

The shape of the stone steles was inherited from the Han Dynasty. They are
like a gui (an elongated plaque) with interlaced dragon design on the rounded top
under which is a hole. The upper front section is decorated with a relief carving
of a pair of leaping dragons, with a long epitaph carved below it; the name of the
person who had the stele erected is also incised on it in intaglio. The base of the
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stele is in the shape of a tortoise craning its neck as if struggling to crawl under
the heavy load. The sculpturing is in a pithy style, with orderly lines and life-
like image. Some steles have relief decorations of mythological animals and birds
on both flanks. Eight such decorations are found on the stele at the tomb of Xiao
Hong; those on the stele at Xiao Xiu's tomb are now virtually blurred due to age-
long weathering. Because of balanced design, fine proportion and flowing lines,
the stele, though a giant mass of about six metres tall, gives the impression of
towering height, firmness, solidity and stability instead of cumbersomeness.

Shendao columns are a kind of cylindrical columns outstanding with their
characteristic features among the stone sculptures of the Southern Dynasties
mausoleums and tombs. Each is divided into three sections, the upper, the middle
and the lower. The lower section is a stone plinth of pedestal in the shape of two
dragons, each having two horns and a pearl in its mouth, their long tails interlock-
ed. There are 24 rows of undulating tile-pattern decorations in the middle section,
with one exception which has 28 rows. The upper part of the column is a rectan-
gular stone tablet with carved characters. On the upper and lower parts of this
tablet are relief decorations of interlocked dragons, cord impressions and warrior
fisures. Here the tile pattern is replaced by gourd-edge pattern, making the lines
more lively to achieve a better ornamental effect. This shows the ingenuity of the
designer. The top of the column has a round cover in the shape of an upturned
lotus flower above which stands a smaller animal similar to those standing in front
of the tombs. This design adds greatly to the beauty of the whole structure, with
the smaller towering animal giving a feeling of magnificency and solemnity. This
is in keeping with the desired effect of placing stone sculptures in front of the im-
perial mausoleums and tombs. It is a pity that most of the smaller stone animals
and the round covers on these shendao columns have been seriously damaged or
disappeared altogether through the ages, Only those at the tombs of Xiao Jing
and Xiao Ji are well preserved to give an idea of the original design.

All the stone animals, be it tianlu, unicorn or lion, were carved out of a single
giant piece of rock. Most are three metres in height and length, and some are four
metres. Round sculptures of such size are a magnificent sight even in the present
day. The majority of the animals were sculptured with head raised, chest thrown
out, the middle section of the trunk curved, and the upper section drooped. Some
were carved with one paw raised, as if walking; some were made as if ready to go
forward, and some in a squatting position. These configurations were of the tra-
dition since the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220). From the stone animals of the
Southern Dynasties, for instance, the tianlu and unicorns at the Chuning Mausoleum
of Liu Yu, one can still find traces of the Han Dynasty sculpturing style, ponderous
in form yet simple in artistic effect. On the other hand, the tianlu and unicorns
at the imperial mausoleums and tombs of the Qi and Liang dynasties appear
muscular and sturdy, forceful and gallant, imparting a feeling of vigour, agility
and vitality. The sculpturing of the tianlu and unicorns at the Yongning Mauso-
leum of Chen Qian is even more lifelike and spirited. These works of art are a
departure from the dullness of the Han Dynasty style. This change marks a
progress of historic significance in stone. sculpturing during the Southern Dynasties.

The stone sculptures of the Southern Dynasties also made big strides in their
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carving technique, which can be seen especially in the stone animals done as round
sculptures in the real sense of the term. They are of a clear and solid image which
remains so when viewed from whatever angle. This technique was handled quite
satisfactorily in the stone animals of the Southern Dynasties mausoleums and tombs.
Although products of people’s rich imagination, these animals (tianlu and unicorns)
were so well represented that they look realistic and the details were so rendered as
to make the whole structure harmonious. The co-ordinated ornamental lines and the
rhythmic feeling afforded by the configuration constitute striking beauty. In their
inaction one senses a feeling of action as if the animals are roaring ahead in the wil-
derness. It can be said that these stone animals of artistic charm represent a big
progress compared with the Han Dynasty stone sculptures which were sketchy and
simple in style; they have a far-reaching influence on the art of sculpturing of the
subsequent Tang (618-907) and Song (960-1279) dynasties.

The stone sculptures in front of the Southern Dynasties mausoleums and tombs
are all arranged in the following order: first the animals, and then the shendao col-
umns, which are followed by the steles. There is symmetry in every respect, from
arrangement of the stone sculptures themselves to the posture of the animals as
well as the reading of the carved characters on the shendao columns. For instance,
if the characters on the left side were carved to read from right to left, those on the
right were done to read vice versa. Such emphasis on Eymmetry is an outstand-
ing characteristic of the designing of these stone sculptures of the Southern Dyn-
asties.

The stone animals had diverse names, and often not even the written historical
records give the same name to one and the same animal such as unicorn, tianlu
and pixie. Zoology shows that these animals do not exist in the world at all, so
they were entirely creatures out of people’s imagination. They were created just
to uphold the feudal proposition that “the sovereign’s authority is bestowed by Di-
vine Rule”. According to Zoology, different kinds of animals have different num-
bers of horns on their heads. The stone animals at the Southern Dynasties mauso-
leums and tombs were named with various historical records as reference. Those
with a single horn were named unicorn, those having two horns tianlu
(“good fortune from Heaven” or Heavenly deer); since all the stone animals in
front of the tombs of the nobility were hornless but had bushy hairs around the
head and a big tuft of hair at the tip of the tail similar to that of a lion, they were
named lion for convenience’s sake, though they had two wings. As to the name
“pixie”, this is not the name of an animal at all; it means ‘“repelling evil spirits”
and was given to these stone animals because they were supposed to chase away
anything evil. The name tianlu probably came from the sentence “tian lu yong
zhong” (“everlasting good fortune from Heaven”) in the ancient Book of History.

Some people hold that the shendao columns and the winged stone animals were
originated from India, Greece or Persia. They confuse Buddhist sculptures, which
first appeared in China after the introduction of Buddhism from abroad, with tra-
ditional Chinese ornamental sculptures in imperial palaces, mausoleums and tombs,
and some other buildings. As a matter of fact, the custom of placing stone sculp-
tures in front of mausoleums and tombs was-in vogue during the Han Dynasty.
There are nine such sculptures, (stonefigures, horses, oxen, tigers, etc.) in front
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of the tomb of the famous General Huo Qubing of the period of Emperor Wu of
the Han Dynasty. Moreover, we find stone watch-towers at the Han Dynasty tem-
ples and shrines in present-day Shandong, Beijing, Shanxi, Henan, Shaanxi,
Sichuan and other places as well as stone figures, tigers, lions, sheep, unicorns and
shendao columns in front or at the back of these watch-towers. This shows that
the placing of stone sculptures in front of mausoleums and tombs was already a
general practice in the Han Dynasty, and that some rules huabiao had been work-
ed out for this matter.

Decorated shendao stone columns, otherwise known as huabiago (ceremonial
columns) were also known in the Han Dynasty. Such columns of the Southern
Dynasties absorbed elements of the Buddhist art. For instance, the round cover in
the shape of an upturned lotus flower on their top probably follows the Buddhist
tradition of having a lotus-shaped pedestal. But this interflow of art can by no
means detract from the tradition of shendao columns themgelves; instead, it only
enhances their historical characteristics.

As to the mythological animals with wings, they were undoubtedly also part of
the tradition of the Han Dynasty. Their origin, however, can be traced to an even
earlier time. Among the cultural relics of the Zhongshan Kingdom of the Warring
States Period (475-221 B.C.) unearthed in Pingshan County, Hebei Province, are
two pairs of bronze mythological animals inlaid with silver whose shape and posture
are almost identical with those in front of the Southern Dynasties mausoleums and
tombs. Besides, such mythological animals can be found as part of the ornaments
on the bronzewares of the Shang (c. 16th century-11th century B.C.)) and Zhou
(c. 11th century-221 B.C.) dynasties. All these facts show that winged mythologi-
cal animals have their origin in Chinese tradition.
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