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Introduction

This is the second of a series of three volumes collectively entitled “Between
Han and Tang: Art and Archeology in a Transformative Period. ” The central theme
of this volume is the interaction and mutual influence of different artistic and cultural
traditions during the approximately four centuries between the Han and Tang Dynas-
ties. This period, also known as the “Three Kingdoms, Two Jins, and Northern
and Southern Dynasties,” was one of the most important epochs in the history of
Chinese art. The early dynasties of Qin and Han which first unified China had fall-
en. The break up of the empire brought new forces into play: regional autonomy,
foreign incursions, and resettlement of populations. Many important changes in art
and visual culture took place and initiated subsequent developments during the Sui
and Tang dynasties.

Among these changes, the political division of the country brought about new
modes of cultural and artistic exchange. No longer dominated by a single metropoli-
tan tradition and bureaucratic system, Chinese culture and art developed in new di-
rections through the growth and interaction of regional traditions and foreign influ-
ences. Such interaction became evident in every art form and in all domains of visual
culture, including architecture, painting, sculpture, fashion, and funerary art. This
historical reality underlies our choice of the focus for this volume.

Like the previous volume, Religious Art and Archaeology in a Transformative
Period (Wenwu, 2000), the current volume is the fruit of a large collaborative pro-
ject. Initiated by the University of Chicago, this project involves four other organiz-
ing institutions in China and the United States: the School of Archaeology and Muse-
ology at Peking University; the Institute of Archeology at the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences; the Department of Art History at the Central Institute of Fine Arts,
Beijing; and the Department of Art and Architecture at Harvard University. A gener-
al goal of this project is to build a new basis for studying Chinese art and archaeology
during this complex historical period through collaboration between international

scholars. While synthesizing new archaeological materials, this project and its publi-
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cations also encourage serious discussion of research methods and re-examination of
historical concepts.

Each of the three volumes in the series focuses on a crucial aspect of Chinese
art and material culture during the period between the third and sixth centuries. The
first volume, published last year, focuses on religious art and archaeology. The cur-
rent volume has cultural and artistic interaction as its central theme. The third and
last volume, which we plan to publish next year, will investigate various forms of
“secular” art production and material culture, including painting and calligraphy,
artifacts, tombs, and the city. Each volume includes 18-20 articles, which present
the most up-to-date scholarship in this field, including new archaeological finds and
new interpretations. The contributors are from many research institutions inside and
outside China, and have been selected by an Editorial Committee (composed of
scholars from the above mentioned five institutions) through a systematic survey of
the field and screening process. Before their final inclusion, the papers in each vol-
ume have been presented and discussed at one of the three international conferences,
and have been revised accordingly.

The current volume results from the second of these conferences, held at Peking
University in July, 2000. The 18 papers in the volume are grouped into five sec-
tions, each representing a major aspect or direction in research on regional art and
architecture during this period. The first section centers on the stone sarcophagus of
Yu Hong, excavated in 1999 at Taiyuan in Shanxi. According to Yu’s epitaph found
together with the sarcophagus, he was a Sogdian and served as the King of Ruru’s
ambassador to Persia, Tuyuhun, and the Northern Qi. He subsequently stayed in
China and became an official in the governments of the Northern Qi, Northern Zhou
and Sui. Because the decoration of his sarcophagus features many Central and West-
ern Asian elements, the excavation of Yu Hong’s tomb provides crucial evidence for
studying the interrelationship between Chinese and foreign art traditions, and also
yields valuable clues to understand a group of extant Northern Dynasties stone carv-
ings.

The authors of the four articles in this section study the sarcophagus and related
political, social, religious, and cultural phenomena from various angles. Zhang
Qingjie’s article is a detailed iconographical inventory of the images carved and
painted on the sarcophagus. Jiang Boqin, on the other hand, focuses on the pictorial
program of the sarcophagus’ decoration, and pays special attention to the origins of

specific motifs and their possible relationship with Zoroastrianism. Complementing
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Jiang’s argument with a contextual historical interpretation, Rong Xinjiang documents
a two-fold development of Sogdian Zoroastrian art when it was introduced to China:
while this foreign art brought a new visual vocabulary to the Central Plain, it also
gained new visual elements during the process. Zheng Yan’s study of a group of pic-
torial carvings from a stone sarcophagus excavated at Qingzhou in Shandong supports
Rong’s historical reconstruction. He finds that these carvings show many similarities
with the decoration on the Yu Hong sarcophagus, but the central image of the de-
ceased appears as a native Chinese. The complex relationship between the two sar-
cophagi challenges the traditional iconographic method in art historical studies, and
leads the author to consider the role of circulation and appropriation of certain “copy
books” in artistic production.

The second section of this volume focuses on cultural and artistic interactions as
reflected in burials. From ancient times, Chinese ritual culture developed a strong
emphasis on tombs—an emphasis that changed little during the Northern and South-
ern Dynasties period. But because of the specific conditions of this period including
regional autonomy, foreign incursions, and large-scale migration, the cultural impli-
cations of tombs became much more complex. Differences in tomb structure, decora-
tion, and furnishing could not only reflect regional variations but could also indicate
divergent identities and origins of the tomb occupants. Upon immigrating into north
and central China, many non-Han groups of people were influenced by the local or
adjacent cultures and developed new types of mortuary architecture and customs. A
comparative study of the tombs from this period shows the development of varying but
interrelated burial modes, which sensitively reveal cultural diversity and interaction.

In her article in this section Jessica Rawson observes some fundamental charac-
teristics of tombs built in central north China during the fifth and sixth centuries.
Based on these characteristics, she proposes that members of foreign elites adopted
the basic Chinese tomb type and its cosmological symbolism, while enriching this
traditional Chinese system with their own customs and tastes. Nancy Shatzman Stein-
hardt studies tombs in an even broader spatial-temporal scale, comparing various
tomb types dating from the third to sixth centuries in a geographical region stretching
from the Korean Peninsula to Chinese Turkistan. Going one step further, she links
these tombs with Buddhist cave chapels constructed in north China during the same
period—to her, the structural similarities between these two kinds of sacrificial
spaces imply shared concepts. Departing from such sweeping comparisons, Tian

Likun and Annette Kieser have conducted case studies of tombs excavated in specific
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areas. Tian classifies and periodizes burials found in the western Liaoning region,
where the Murong clan of Xianbei established the Former Yan, the Latter Yan, and
the Northern Yan. He concludes that the Three Yan burials were essentially Xianbei
products which, however, betray strong influences from Han culture and the absorp-
tion of elements from a number of neighboring cultures. Kieser, on the other hand,
focuses on the cemeteries of two powerful clans in the South. One a native southern
clan and the other originally from the North, their members’ burial arrangements re-
flect the complex political situation of the Southern Dynasties and the competition be-
tween different clans and families in the region.

In the third section of this volume, four authors discuss cultural and artistic in-
teractions as seen, respectively, in a large archaeological complex, two Buddhist
sites, and excavated objects. Valerie Hansen reconsiders some essential problems in
interpreting the society of Niya—problems concerning the local population, language,
and religion. She argues that in order to understand the complexity of this society,
we should not simply rely on vague concepts such as “ foreign invasion” or
“sinification. ” Rather, we should utilize the subtler modes of cultural interaction to
analyze the complex relationship between pluralistic societies. Her study thus aims to
raise methodological consciousness among researchers. Through analyzing Dunhuang
Caves 249 and 285, Ma Shichang explores a complex transformation of Dunhuang art
during the twenty years from 525 to 545. Fusing divergent elements from the
metropolitan center of China and the western regions, this new art may have been
patronized by Prince Dongyang and his family, who ruled the Dunhuang area during
this period. Focusing on the Lashao Temple located southeast of Langzhou in Gansu,
Roger Covey demonstrates that this Northern Zhou Buddhist site preserves important
evidence for artistic influences from Central Asia and western Asia: among the paint-
ed relief carvings on an enormous cliff, rows of animal images were unmistakably
based on prototypes found in Central Asian or western Asian art. Also employing an
iconographical method but focusing on objects and their decorative images, Patricia
Karetzky traces the origin of the Sasanian goddess Anahita and the introduction of her
images to China and Japan.

The last two sections of this volume discuss cultural and artistic interactions as
seen in different types of painting and ritual artifacts. The three articles in the fourth
section all focus on tomb murals and religious paintings, but the authors’ purposes,
materials, and methods differ. Zheng Yan’s article analyzes murals found in Wei-Jin

tombs in the Liangzhou region; but he hopes to interpret these paintings in a larger
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spatial-temporal context—to understand their significance in the development of Chi-
nese murals on the one hand, and to speculate on their relationship with contempo-
rary art in the Central Plain on the other hand. Finding clues from images of cere-
monial processions in Northern and Southern Dynasties tombs, Zhao Yonghong tack-
les important problems concerning mortuary rites, spatial construction of tombs, and
the relationship between murals and figurines in a single burial. Similarly, Judy Ho
explores some fundamental social and artistic issues through a focused study of spe-
cific images. In this case, the images from funerary and Buddhist art represent fami-
ly relationships and moral conduct; the different emphases and styles of these images
reveal the changing social reality and people’s concerns.

Albert Dien offers a careful treatment of ceramic “figured jars” found in the
South. Instead of forging a straightforward typology, he sees changing concepts of the
afterlife and mortuary custom in the metamorphic designs of these ritual vessels.
Based on textual and archaeological evidence, Sun Ji reconstructs the history of a
type of exquisite bronze sword, whose ring-shaped handle is decorated with bird and
animal motifs. Produced as court ceremonial paraphernalia, few examples of this
type of sword have survived in China; but the design enjoyed popularity in Korea
and Japan after the sword was introduced to these two countries. Finally, Qi Dong-
fang has conducted a systematical study of gold and silver objects found in North and
Northwest. He classifies these finds into two large categories he calls the Xiongnu
System and the Xianbei System, and discusses each system’s relationship with adja-
cent cultures. His study is thus again concerned with the diversity and fusion of re-

gional cultural traditions.

Like the papers in the previous volume, the purpose of these articles is not to
provide well-formulated conclusions, but to provide research materials and to open
up new ways in studying regional art during this important period. In fact, readers
will find different research methods, approaches, and interpretations throughout the
volume. Instead of emphasizing uniformity, the Editorial Committee believes that
such differences will encourage discussion in this field and will lead to a renewed
understanding of art and material culture during this period. The significance of the
three volumes thus both lies in their subject matter and editorial approach. In terms
of content, the volumes depart from the traditional emphasis on a few “ Golden

Ages” in Chinese art, and focus instead on the emergence and early development of
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historical trends in an era of political chaos and instability. In terms of editorial ap-
proach, they promote the exchange of ideas and collaboration between scholars, be-
cause in our view only such exchange and collaboration will propel scholarship in the
field to the next stage.

The collaborative research project “Between Han and Tang: Art and Archaeol-
ogy in a Transformative Period,” as well as the three international conferences on
the subject, is funded by the Luce Foundation. The publication of the current vol-
ume is funded by the Tang Research Foundation. Professors Ma Shichang and Li
Congfeng oversaw the organization of the conference at Peking University that led to
this volume. Katherine R. Mino and Wang Yudong translated most of the Chinese
abstracts into English for this volume. Here we wish to thank these foundations and
individuals for their support and contributions to this project, and also want to ex-
press our gratitude toward the Cultural Relics Publishing House for bringing out these

volumes.
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