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Marriage of the families of the king and the marquis
The Five Planets all appear in the east
Favourable to parents and to descendants
Auspicious to China for thousand autumns and ten thousand years
Peaceful and content, wishes fulfilled, unending longevity

—a collection of inscriptions on textiles from Niya
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Preface

The ancient site of Niya is located in the southern area of the
Taklimakan Desert. About 2000 years ago, it was the Jingjue Kingdom, one
of the 36 kingdoms in the west regions. Although the population was small,
the people lived peacefully and happily. By the end of the Eastern Han
dynasty (2nd century AD), Jingjue was annexed to the Shanshan Kingdom,
but the ruler still called himself king. During the 3rd to the 4th century, this
city was abandoned.

In 1901, Sir Aurel Stein came upon the site of Niya. From then on, the
ruined kingdom became famous in the world. In 1988, Japanese and
Chinese scholars began to make joint expeditions to the site, making a total
of over 400 persons/times successively. The graveyard of the royal family
was found in 1995, and large quantities of objects and mummies had been
excavated. Among them, the tombs no.8 and no.3 are double burials
containing, according to the research, two successive generations of rulers of
the Jingjue kingdom, the so-called "Desert Kings". The discovery was one of
the ten most important archaeological excavations in China in the same
year. The unearthed jin-silk with the inscriptions wu xing chu dong fang and
wang hou he hun are appraised as class one cultural relics.

e A selection of the treasures found in the tombs at Niya will be
displayed tl*f time."From them you can learn about the daily life of the
Jingjue noblés, the important achievements of silk production in Central
China between Han dyn%sty (206BC-220AD) and Jin dynasty (265-420AD),

and the cultural exchange between East and West in ancient times.
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Lost Oasis inside the Desert
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In the southern area of the Taklimakan Desert, it used to be
an oasis, through which the Niya River flowed from the
Kunlun Mountains, rearing the Jingjue people. The poplar
forest on the river sides has witnessed the luxuriance in the
past dynasty.
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Quiet Niya River in the autumn season
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The Kunlun Mountains are the sources of the Niya River
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The melancholy poplar tree shows the strength of life
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The died poplar forest witnessed the history
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East Pompeii on the Silk Road
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Nowadays there are only ruins covered by sand in Niya.
Buddhist pagodas are almost collapsed; the survived walls
have no roofs. Orchards, farms and drainage systems around
human dwellings are already dried out. However, to the
archeologists who came here, this is a complete and preserved
ancient city, just like another Pompeii on the Silk Road.
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The site No.3
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Pagoda: the Symbol of Niya
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Abandoned Buddhist Temple Map of the Niya site
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Excavation field at Niya The royal graveyard of the Jingjue Kingdom
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Investigation led by Aurel Stein
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Wooden carvings in Stein's collection
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Wax resist dyed cotton fabric excavated in 1959
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Joint Investigation Group
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Civilization buried in the Desert

Zhiyong Yu (Deputy director of Xinjiang Institute of Archaeology)

The ancient site of Niya used to be an oasis on the lower reaches of
River Niya, but now it is a ruined site among the desert. In the early
twentieth century, Sir Aurel Stein, a British explorer, made four trips to
this region from 1901. He found many sites of settlement, large
quantities of art works, and written tablets with Kharosthi and Chinese
inscriptions from which scholars identified this site to be the Jinjue

Kingdom in Han dynasty. Soon after that, a Japanese expedition also
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visited this site.

In 1959, the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region Museum sent
an expedition headed l:;y Yuchen Li to carry out field work in Niya. The
most rewarding find was the discovery of a tomb with double burial
cor{taining some complete costumes and many objects of daily life.
During 1988-1999, Japanese and Chinese scholars made a number of
joint expeditions to the site. This project was sponsored by Yasutaka
Kojima. Many fruitful achievements were made through this effort.
They include the finding in 1993 of some tombs dating to the 1st to 2nd
century and bronze culture sites 40 kilometers north of the site, and in
1994 two areas of settlement. But the most notable one is the excavation
of graveyard no.l in 1995, which was announced as one of the ten most
important Chinese excavations of that year. Some items discovered in
these tombs were apprasied as Class One cultural relics, including the
silk quilt with inscription wang hou he hun (marriage of families of the
King and the Marquis), and the silk arm protector with the inscription
wu xin chu dong fang (five planets appearing in the east). Some sets of
costumes are in very good condition. All the colours look very fresh
and bright.

Another achievement of the year is the discovery of the site of the
Buddhist temple. Wood carvings and wall paintings with Buddhist
motifs were found showing obvious influence from Gandharan art.
The evidence collected so far shows that the ancient site spreads out in
all directions on the delta of the ancient river.

The distribution of settlement is characterized by small settlements
scattered over a large area, with more than 20 areas of ruins that
include human dwellings, government mansions, Buddhist temples,
pagodas, town walls, road, graves, agricultural land, orchards, and
drainage systems. They have been dated to a period from the 2nd
century BC to the early 5th century AD. The exploration has uncovered
valuable evidence and data for the studies of archaeology, history and
physical anthropology of the Niya river basin and the southern route
of the Silk Road. At the same time it unveiled the secrets of the social
conditions, economic life and culture of the Kingdom. It is also of

Ammense value to studies of the political relationship between empires
‘in the Central China and kingdoms in the Western Regions, of trade
along the Silk Road and of cultural exchange between East and West
during that time.
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Bronze mirror with dragon-tiger motif from M3
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M8 [ RLRiEE
Bronze mirror with simplified TLV motif from M8
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Successive Rulers of the Jingjue Kingdom

Weichao Yu (Prof, Former director of China History Museum)

A great amount of important archaeological finds was made in
Niya, and they require scholars to do in-depth research. Here I would
like to give my opinion about the excavation of graveyard no.1 at Niya.

Altogether nine tombs are excavated in this graveyard, including
one which has been burnt and in which only some bones, textile
fragments, burnt wood and sands remain. Dating was made with a few
items of bronze mirrors found in the tombs. The bronze mirror from
M3, described as a dragon coiling round the central knob, was dated to
the first half of the 2nd century BC by a Japanese scholar. However,
both the photo and illustration of the mirror show that there is another
creature opposite the dragon, and this is customarily called mirror with
dragon and tiger. This mirror has a flat button, convex front side and a
rim with triangular cross section, all being the characteristics of mirrors
from late Han to the Three Kingdoms, or even as late as Western Jin
(late 2nd century AD to the 3rd century AD). Another mirror with
simplified geometric pattern from M8 shows similar features as the one
found in M3. Hence we can conclude that the date of the tombs are
from late 2nd century to early 3rd century.

The position of M3 and M8 shows a close relationship between
them. The contents of the tombs show that the tomb owners were of
similar status. Both are double burials and contain unique and precious
objects which should be produced in central China. The most notable
are two pieces of textiles, one found in each tomb. One is a silk quilt
with the inscription wang hou he hun (marriage of families of the King
and the Marquis ). The other is a silk arm protector with the inscription
wu xin chu dong fang (five planets appearing in the east). They show
clearly that the tomb owners should be two generations of the king and
consort of the Jingjue kingdom.

According to the excavation at Noin-Ula, Mongolia, auspicious



