
East Asian History
Number 43 • November 2019                          www.eastasianhistory.org

Editor’s Preface

 Benjamin Penny

The Transmission of Buddhist Iconography and Artistic Styles 
Around the Yellow Sea Circuit in the Sixth Century: Pensive 
Bodhisattva Images from Hebei, Shandong, and Korea

 Li-kuei Chien 

The Drug Poem in the Dunhuang Story of 
Wu Zixu Revisited

 Di Lu

‘Gaze Upon Its Depth’: On the Uses of Perspectival Painting  
in the Early-Modern Chinese Village

 Hannibal Taubes 

Tōa-Oan (The Big Pool) 1653-1983: A History of Water, 
Forests, and Agriculture in Northern Taiwan

 Hung-yi Chien

Reprinted papers by Igor de Rachewiltz      

The Name of the Mongols in Asia and Europe: A Reappraisal

Qan, Qa’an and the Seal Of Güyüg

i–ii

1–19

21–37

39–74

75–88

89–94

95–100

CONTENTS



Editor 

Associate Editor

Design and production

Contributions to

Back issues

ISSN (electronic)

Copyright notice

Contact

Banner calligraphy

Benjamin Penny, The Australian National University 

Lindy Allen

Lindy Allen and Katie Hayne
Print PDFs based on an original design by Maureen MacKenzie-Taylor

This is the forty-third issue of East Asian History, the fifth  
published in electronic form, November 2019. It continues the  
series previously entitled Papers on Far Eastern History.

www.eastasianhistory.org/contribute

www.eastasianhistory.org/archive

To cite this journal, use page numbers from PDF versions

1839-9010

Copyright for the intellectual content of each paper is retained by  
its author. 

Reasonable effort has been made to identify the rightful copyright owners 
of images and audiovisual elements appearing in this  publication.  
The editors welcome correspondence seeking to correct the record.

eastasianhistory@anu.edu.au

Huai Su 懷素 (737–799), Tang calligrapher and Buddhist monk

Published by 
The Australian National University



i

EDITOR’S PREFACE

 Benjamin Penny

In this issue of East Asian History, we continue our project of reprinting 
works of the late Professor Igor de Rachewiltz, doyen of Mongolian Studies. As 
I noted in the Preface to issue 40, before his death Igor had worked with us in  
the Australian Centre on China in the World, where he was based, to collect 
and make available articles that he considered represented his most impor-
tant work, and that were unavailable online. The two articles in this issue 
show Igor’s characteristically extraordinary scholarship and erudition and, 
we hope, will be appreciated by students of Mongolian history.

The four original articles in this issue, though on very different themes, all 
open out research in important new directions. Hung-yi Chien explores ground 
on which many have walked, literally, in her environmental history of that dis-
trict of Taipei now known as Da’an. Such ‘sedimentary’ historical study uncov-
ers layers of topography, settlement, land use, naming, and meaning in a way 
that is both revelatory and possibly unsettling. Di Lu’s study of part of a Tang 
Dunhuang manuscript brings together philology, literary studies, and medical 
history to reveal — as much as it is possible to do — the intriguing encoding of 
the names of medicinal drugs in a literary text. As much as the author notes 
this is a ‘revisitation’ of a known text, his scientific knowledge brings genuinely 
new insights to the study of Dunhuang manuscripts. Li-kuei Chien’s work on 
the circulation of ‘pensive’ bodhisattva images — those with one foot resting 
on the opposite knee — in the sixth century between the Chinese mainland 
and the Korean peninsula breaks new ground in its detailing of the routes of 
transmission of Buddhist sculptural motifs. In a period when the textual record 
relating to these questions is at best patchy, Chien’s research also broadens 
our view of the communications between states and regions during the medi-
eval period in general. Finally, Hannibal Taubes’s study of murals in village 
buildings in northern Hebei uncovers a remarkable local rural tradition of 
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wall painting across the last few centuries that shows both the creeping in 
of modernity and the persistence of local religious and theatrical traditions. 
Taubes’s research also performs an act of documentation of this work as, in 
some cases, it fades and crumbles; memorialising the performing and paint-
ing practices that informed it, and the lives of the people who created it, and 
lived among and around it.
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THE TRANSMISSION OF BUDDHIST ICONOGRAPHY AND ARTISTIC STYLES 
AROUND THE YELLOW SEA CIRCUIT IN THE SIXTH CENTURY: PENSIVE 
BODHISATTVA IMAGES FROM HEBEI, SHANDONG, AND KOREA

 Li-kuei Chien

When Buddhism reached the Korean peninsula and took root there between 
the fourth and sixth centuries, both China and the Korean peninsula were in a 
state of division. Regional powers competed against each other and waged wars 
for dominance on both sides of the Yellow Sea, making the political and cultural 
history of this period exceptionally complex. Korean rulers sought alliances 
with the powerful states to their west, and the transmission of Buddhist cul-
ture was accelerated along with these diplomatic exchanges.1 Despite the rapid 
development of Buddhism on the Korean peninsula, the history of interaction 
between Korea and China remains a challenging topic because relevant textual 
documents from this period are scarce.2 

Modern archaeological and art history research compensates for the lack of 
written records in this field.3 Our understanding of the development of sixth-
century Korean Buddhism and Buddhist art and their relationship with the 
outside world are largely based on material evidence such as stylistic and icon-
ographic analysis of extant Buddhist sculptures, examination of the remains 
of monastic sites, and scrutiny of Buddhist motifs in tomb murals and objects. 

These types of evidence suggest that although Buddhist emissaries reached 
Koguryǒ and Paekche in the late fourth century, the scale of Buddhist material 
culture remained limited for some time afterwards and was mainly associated 
with the royal courts. Early examples of Buddhist art include a small gilt bronze 
figure of a seated Buddha dated to the fifth century (found in the territory 
of Paekche but possibly produced elsewhere) and a painted mural of a seated 
Buddha in a late-fifth-century Koguryǒ tomb.4 Production of Buddhist images 
increased during the sixth century and expanded to Silla, which developed 
closer connections to China after its consolidation of territorial conquests on 
the Yellow Sea coast in 553.5 Scholars have tentatively proposed specifically 
northern or southern Chinese origins for certain stylistic features found in 
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numerous individual Korean Buddhist statues from the sixth century, such as 
facial features, ornamentation, clothing, and drapery.6 However, analysis of 
such stylistic features is made more challenging by uncertainties surround-
ing the geographical origins of many Korean statues and by the scarcity of 
surviving Buddhist sculptures from China’s southern dynasties.

Many questions about how Buddhist artistic styles were transmitted to 
the Korean peninsula thus remain unanswered. In particular, it is unclear 
which of the distinctive regional Chinese traditions provided the most impor-
tant sources of inspiration for Buddhist artisans working on the peninsula. 
By identifying the characteristics specific to certain locales, we can see how 
these places related to each other as a region, transcending geographic and 
linguistic barriers to share similar Buddhist iconography and art across the 
Yellow Sea.

This article presents an iconographic and stylistic analysis of the pensive 
bodhisattva images popular in Hebei, Shandong, and the Korean peninsula 
from the sixth to the early seventh century. The pensive bodhisattva image 
was widely reproduced in north-east Asia from the sixth to the eighth century, 
with more than a hundred stone sculptures in the round discovered in Hebei, 
about fifteen in Shandong, and in Korea and Japan about thirty bronze statues 
each. Scholars have published extensively on this subject since the beginning 
of the twentieth century.7 However, fundamental questions, including the 
sources of the iconography, the exemplars that provided artistic inspiration, 
the provenance of the extant works, and the religious meanings they carried 
remain hotly contested. 

Over the past twenty years, a wealth of material has become available that 
sheds light on the relationship between Chinese and Korean pensive images. 
Following the rapid economic development of China during the 1990s, dis-
coveries of ancient hoards during urban construction, new cultural policies 
to encourage the establishment and refurbishment of museums to display 
materials from old and new excavations, and the publication of existing 
materials have together enabled scholars to gain wider access to first-hand 
data for analysis and comparison.8 

The postures of the pensive images from Hebei and Shandong are similar 
overall. The bodhisattva is portrayed seated with one leg pendent and the 
other folded laterally with the ankle resting on the knee of the pendent leg. 
One of his hands supports his head or has fingers pointing towards his cheek 
or temple, as if the figure is absorbed in contemplation (Fig. 1a). However, 
Hebei and Shandong pensive sculptures differ in material, artistic vocabu-
lary, and iconographic arrangement. Hebei sculptures are mainly white 
marble while Shandong are grey limestone. The residual pigments on the 
surface of the stones show that both Hebei and Shandong sculptures were 
originally coloured. More exquisite works had a layer of white plaster applied 
before the addition of pigments, in order to make the colours more vivid. 
Nevertheless, the white marble base material of Hebei sculptures would still 
have made them appear more dazzling than Shandong sculptures to their 
original viewers in the sixth century. 

Most Korean pensive statues are made of bronze, requiring a different 
set of crafting techniques from the Chinese stone works. Despite this differ-
ence, we can still conduct stylistic comparisons to explore which formal fea-
tures the Korean artisans learned from their Chinese counterparts. Although 
the pensive images on either side of the Yellow Sea show formal connec-

tives on Early Korean Art: From Silla to Koryŏ 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2013), p.73; Youn-mi Kim, ‘(Dis)assembling 
the National Canon: Seventh-Century ‘Eso-
teric’ Buddhist Ritual, the Samguk yusa, and 
Sach’ŏnwang-sa,’ in ed. Youn-Mi Kim, New 
Perspectives on Early Korean Art: From Silla to 
Koryŏ (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2013), pp.123–24. 

3 Kwon Oh Young indicated that in the study 
of the early history of Korea, archaeological 
data plays a more significant role than writ-
ten records in his ‘The Influence of Recent 
Archaeological Discoveries on the Research 
of Paekche History,’ in ed. Mark E. Bying-
ton, Early Korea: Reconsidering Early Korean 
History Through Archaeology (Cambridge, 
MA: Korean Institute, Harvard University, 
2008), p.65. In the study of ancient archipe-
lagic-peninsular relations, William Wayne 
Farris pointed out that written sources 
alone cannot solve all the puzzles. One has 
to rely on archaeology, which in turn makes 
the revision of the historical view deline-
ated by textual records possible. See Wil-
liam Wayne Farris, ‘Ancient Japan’s Korean 
Connection,’ Korean studies 20 (1996): 1–22. 

4 Kim Lena, ‘Tradition and Transformation 
in Korean Buddhist Sculpture,’ in ed. Judith 
Smith, Arts of Korea (New York: The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 1998), pp.253–54.

5 Jonathan W. Best, ‘The Transmission and 
Transformation of Early Buddhist Culture 
in Korea and Japan,’ in eds Washizuka 
Hiromitsu, Park Youngbok, and Kang Woo-
Bang, Transmitting the Forms of Divinity: Early 
Buddhist Art from Korea and Japan (New York: 
Japan Society, 2003), p.22.

6 For a useful survey of the artistic evidence, 
see Kim Lena, Buddhist Sculpture of Korea 
(Elizabeth: The Korea Foundation, 2007).

7 Mizuno Seiichi 水野清一, ‘Hanka shiyuizō 
ni tsuite’ 半跏思惟像について (1940), 
in Chūgoku no bukkyō bijutsu 中國の佛教
美術 (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1968), pp.243–
250; Sasaguchi Rei, ‘The Image of the 
Contemplative Bodhisattva in Chinese Bud-
dhist Sculpture of the Sixth Century’ (PhD 
diss., Harvard University, 1975); Tamura 
Enchō 田村圓澄 and Hwang Su-yǒng 黃壽
永, eds Hanka shiyuizō no kenkyū 半跏思惟
像の研究 (Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan, 
1985); Lee Yu-min 李玉珉, ‘Banjia siwei 
xiang zaitan’ 半跏思惟像再探, National 
Palace Museum Research Quarterly 3.3 (1986): 
41–55; Denise Patry Leidy, ‘The Ssu-Wei 
Figure in Sixth-Century A.D. Chinese Bud-
dhist Sculpture,’ Archives of Asian Art 43 
(1990): 21–37; Junghee Lee, ‘The Origins and 
Development of the Pensive Bodhisattva 
Images of Asia,’ Artibus Asiae 53.3/4 (1993): 
311–41; Eileen Hsiang-ling Hsu, ‘Visualiza-
tion Meditation and the Siwei Icon in Chi-
nese Buddhist Sculpture,’ Artibus Asiae 62.1 
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tions with each other, the thirty extant pensive images from Korea are each 
unique, without obvious stylistic similarities to one another. Scholars have 
proposed stylistic analyses to determine the respective provenances of these 
works and have come to divergent conclusions.9 Yet despite continuing dis-
putes over details, art historians generally agree that the majority of extant 
Korean pensive images from the sixth and early seventh centuries came from 
Paekche and Silla.10 

After the new archaeological material became available, Ōnishi Shūya  
大西修也 was the first scholar to discuss the iconographic connections 
between Shandong and Korean pensive bodhisattva images.11 He proposed 
that one particular pensive statue from the Longxing Temple 龍興寺, Qing-
zhou 青州 (Figs 1a, 1b, 1c), was the prototype for a group of Korean pensive 
images sharing a distinctive way of arranging the ring and sash ornaments 
suspended from the bodhisattva’s waist. Ōnishi proposed on the basis of indi-
rect evidence that this group of statues were produced in Silla; however, this 
argument rests on shaky foundations, since the provenances of the Korean 
pieces are unknown. 

By broadening the scope of investigation through an examination of 
pensive sculptures from various sites around the Yellow Sea circuit, I argue 
that Korean pensive bodhisattva images show some iconographic connec-
tions with works from Shandong, while their overall style is closer to those 
from Hebei. Building on Ōnishi’s work, I first show that the ring and sash 
ornament, common in Shandong but rare in Hebei, was a common orna-
mental element in Shandong Buddhist art, and I argue that the appearance 
of this ornament on the Korean peninsula reflects iconographic influences 
from Shandong. However, I depart from Ōnishi’s conclusion based on the 
profound stylistic parallels between pensive images from Hebei and Korea. 
Finally, I argue that although textual records suggest that Silla and Paekche 
had stronger diplomatic relationships with southern China than northern 

Figure 1a

Pensive statue from the 
Longxing Temple. Courtesy 
of the Qingzhou Municipal 
Museum.

Figure 1b

Rear view of the pensive 
statue shown in Figure 1a. 
Courtesy of the Qingzhou 
Municipal Museum.

Figure 1c

Detail of ring and sash ornament 
on Figure 1b. 

(2002): 5–32; Katherine Tsiang, ‘Resolve 
to Become a Buddha (Chengfo): Chang-
ing Aspiration and Imagery in Sixth-Cen-
tury Chinese Buddhism,’ Early Medieval 
China (2008): 115–169.

8 The archaeological findings from the 
Longxing Temple 龍興寺 in Qingzhou 青
州, Shandong in 1996 made its debut exhi-
bition in 1999 in Beijing. See Su Bai 宿白 et 
al., Shengshi chongguang: Shandong Qingzhou 
Longxingsi chutu fojiao shike zaoxiang jingpin 
盛世重光：山東青州龍興寺出土佛教石刻 
造像精品 (Beijing: National Museum of 
Chinese History, Beijing Chinasight Fine 
Art Co., Qingzhou Municipal Museum, 
1999). The inscriptions discovered from 
the Xiude Temple 修德寺 in Quyang 曲陽,  
Hebei in 1958 and 1959 were published 
in their entirety in 2005, including 47 
inscriptions on the pensive images and 
many more pictures. See Feng Hejun 馮 
賀軍, Quyang baishi zaoxiang yanjiu 曲陽 
白石造像研究 (Beijing: Zijincheng, 2005). 
The Buddhist Statues Exhibition Gallery 
within the Beijing Palace Museum was 
completed and open to public in 2015. In 
2013, Hebei Museum was reopened after 
eight years of renovation and dedicated 
the Quyang Stone Sculpture Exhibition 
Hall to displaying the sculptures discov-
ered from the Xiude Temple. Yecheng 
Museum 鄴城博物館 and Linzhang Bud-
dhist Statues Museum 臨漳佛教造像 
博物館 were opened in 2013 and 2015 
respectively, exhibiting more than a hun-
dred statues excavated from Linzhang in 
2012. All of the abovementioned collec-
tions include pensive images on display. 

9 For example, Youngsook Park and Rod-
erick Whitfield believe Korean National 
Treasure number 78 [hereafter NT78] 
came from Silla or Paekche, but Kang 
Woobang attributes it to Koguryŏ, based 
on his analysis of the artistic style and 
craftsmanship of the work. See Youngsook 
Park and Roderick Whitfield, Handbook 
of Korean Art: Buddhist Sculpture (Seoul: 
Yekyong Publishing Co., 2002), p.122; Kang 
Woobang, ‘Gilt-Bronze Pensive Image with 
Sun and Moon Crown: Reinterpretation of 
Gorguyeo, Baekje and Silla Buddhist Sculp-
tures of the 6th Century and the Japanese 
Tori Style,’ in ed. Kang Woobang, Korean 
Buddhist Sculpture: Art and Truth (Chicago: 
Art Media Resources; Gangneung: Youl-
hwadang, 2005), pp.31–68. 

10 Several pensive statues that remained 
at their original sites until modern times 
are located in the territories of ancient 
Paekche and Silla, including the cliff carv-
ing in Sŏsan (Fig. 24) and the stone sculp-
ture at Bongwha 奉化 (now in Kyŏngbuk 
University Museum). A recent discovery of 
a bronze pensive statue from Kangwǒn-do 
江原道, ancient Silla, is the only pensive 
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China, material evidence suggests that Paekche and Silla had strong ties with 
northern China as well. This evidence suggests a need to reassess the history 
of cultural interactions in the Yellow Sea region during the sixth century, 
giving greater significance to the relationships between the southern Korean 
peninsula and north-east China.

Common Iconographic Elements in Shandong and Korea:  
Ring and Sash

Pensive bodhisattva statues have been unearthed in many places in Shan-
dong that are concentrated on the coastal areas to the east of Mount Tai 泰山, 
including Zhucheng 諸城, Linqu 臨朐, Qingzhou, Boxing 博興, Huimin 惠民, 
and Wudi 無棣 (see Map 1).12 One particular statue excavated from the Longx-
ing Temple in Qingzhou has become extremely well known because of its fine 
condition, and has appeared in most major exhibitions and catalogues of Qing-
zhou sculptures around the world (Figs 1a, 1b, 1c).13 This statue shows the 
bodhisattva sitting on an hourglass-shaped stool (Chin. quanti 筌蹄).14 In the 
lower section of the stool, a carved dragon holds a lotus flower in its mouth, 
supporting the deity’s foot. The drapery of the bodhisattva’s skirt is depicted 
closely clinging to his legs, showing their contours and the shape of the stool. 

Ōnishi drew attention to a distinctive pair of ornaments worn by the 
bodhisattva composed of a ring and sash on either side of the bodhisattva’s 
hips. The rings are shown tied to two separate sashes — one to fix the ring to 
the waist and the other tucked between the seat and the buttocks of the pen-
sive image before draping down over the side of the stool (Fig. 1c).15 Ōnishi 
compared the arrangement of the rings and sashes between the Qingzhou 
example and those images believed to come from each of the three Korean 
kingdoms, finding that pensive statues believed to come from Silla have simi-
lar designs to that of the Qingzhou statue (Fig. 2), whereas pensive statues 
believed to come from Paekche have the ring tied to only one piece of sash 
that drapes down directly from the waist (Fig. 3). Based on records in the 
Suishu liyizhi 隋書禮儀志, Ōnishi further proposed that the ring and sash rep-
resented yuhuan 玉環 and shou 綬, elements of the formal ritual attire for 

Map 1

Sites of archaeological discovery of the pensive images.

statue unearthed with scientific archaeo-
logical methods. However, the statue is 
rather small at 15cm, and thus easily port-
able. The place of production is therefore 
uncertain. See ‘Excavated in Korea for the 
First Time in the Area of   Yeongwol,’ Naver, 
<http://news.naver.com/main/read.nhn?
mode=LSD&mid=sec&oid=016&aid=0001374
701&sid1=001>.

11 Ōnishi Shūya 大西修也, ‘Santōshō Seishū 
shutsudo sekizō hankazō no imi suru  
mono’ 山東省青州出土石造半跏像の意味 
するもの, Ars Buddhica 248 (January 
2000): 53–67. Ōnishi Shūya, ‘The Monas-
tery Kōryūji’s “Crowned Maitreya” and 
the Stone Pensive Bodhisattva Excavated 
at Longxingsi,’ in eds Washizuka Hiro-
mitsu, Park Youngbok and Kang Woo-
Bang, Transmitting the Forms of Divinity: Early 
Buddhist Art from Korea and Japan (New York: 
Japan Society, 2003), pp.54–65.

12 No pensive statue is mentioned in the 
archaeological reports, but there is one 
on display in the Zhucheng Municipal 
Museum. See Zhuchengshi Bowuguan 諸
城市博物館, ‘Shandong Zhucheng faxian 
beichao zaoxiang’ 山東諸城發現北朝造
像, Kaogu 8 (1990): 717–26, pls II–IV. Linqu 
County Museum 臨朐縣博物館, ‘Shandong 
Linqu Mingdaosi shelita digong fojiao 
zaoxiang qingli jianbao’ 山東臨朐明道寺
舍利塔地宮佛教造像清理簡報, Wenwu 9 
(2002): 64–83; Shandong sheng Qingzhoushi 
bowuguan 山東省青州市博物館, ‘Qingzhou 
Longxingsi fojiao zaoxiangjiaocang qingli 
jianbao’ 青州龍興寺佛教造像窖藏清理簡報, 
Wenwu 2 (1998): 4–15; Lukas Nickel, Return 
of the Buddha (London: Royal Academy of 
Arts, 2002), pp.156–57; Chang Xuzheng 常敘
政 and Li Shaonan 李少南, ‘Shandong sheng 
Boxing xian chutu yipi beichao zaoxiang’ 
山東省博興縣出土一批北朝造像, Wenwu 
7 (1983): 38–44; Li Shaonan 李少南, ‘Shan-
dong sheng Boxing chutu baiyujian Beiwei 
zhi Suidai tingzaoxiang’ 山東博興出土百
餘件北魏至隋代銅造像, Wenwu 5 (1984): 
21–31; Ding Mingyi 丁明夷, ‘Tan Shandong 
Boxing chutu de tong fo zaoxiang’ 談山東博
興出土的銅佛造像, Wenwu 5 (1984): 32–43; 
Shandong sheng Boxing xian wenwu guan-
lisuo 山東省博興縣文物管理所, ‘Shandong 
Boxing Longhuasi yizhi diaocha jianbao’ 山
東博興龍華寺遺址調查簡報, Kaogu 9 (1986): 
813–21; Huiminxian wenwu shiye guanlichu 
惠民縣文物事業管理處, ‘Shandong Huimin 
chutu yipi Beichao fo zaoxiang’ 山東惠民出
土一批北朝佛造像, Wenwu 6 (1999): 70–81; 
and Huimin diqu wenwu guanli zu 惠民地
區文物管理組, ‘Shandong Wudi chutu Beiqi 
zaoxiang’ 山東無棣出土北齊造像, Wenwu 7 
(1983): 45–47. 
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princes in the southern dynasties and the Sui. It was out of admiration for the 
courtly attire of high-ranking royalty that the creators of the pensive statues 
in Qingzhou and on the Korean peninsula adopted this particular decorative 
scheme for their own creations.16 

Besides the Qingzhou pensive statue discussed above, two other pensive 
statues from Linqu show extant traces of the ring and sash ornaments. Both 
statues have the rings tied to two separate sashes, but they differ in the posi-
tioning of the rings and sashes on the body. The statue shown in Figs 4a, 4b, 
and 4c has the ring carved on the back of the body near the hip. The sashes are 
carved in elegant flowing contours along the body and the stool, conveying 
the lightness and softness of the fabric; the lower segments of the sashes are 
tied into elaborate knots. In the other pensive statue, the rings and sashes are 
carved on the sides of the body (Figs 5b, 5c), with the lower segments of the 
sashes stretched to the thighs and placed under the elbows before draping 
down naturally. 

The three pensive statues from Shandong (one from Qingzhou and two 
from Linqu) have distinct arrangements of the rings and sashes without fol-
lowing any formulaic styles, showing that the Shandong Buddhist artisans 
were confident in their skill to experiment with various designs. 

A survey of other Shandong bodhisattva statues makes it clear that the 
ring and sash ornament was not exclusive to the pensive statue but, rather, 
was common in Shandong Buddhist art, depicted in a variety of designs. In 
most cases in Qingzhou, the ring is tied to two separated sashes — one to the 
waist and the other draping down from the ring (Fig. 6). These ornaments 
have sophisticated designs: some rings are adorned with a pearl-roundel 
pattern and the lower sash is tied in an elegant bow (Fig. 6). Some rings are 
fixed to the central set of jewels (Fig. 7), some have sashes passing through 
them (Fig. 8), and some are embellished with one knot above and another 
knot below. In some cases, the sashes have elaborate carvings in the shape of 
pearls and are embellished with gold leaf (Fig. 9). 

Figure 2

Illustration by Ōnishi Shūya to explain how the ring and sash ornament is arranged in ‘Silla’ pensive images. From 
Ōnishi, ‘The Monastery Kōryūji’s “Crowned Maitreya” and the Stone Pensive Bodhisattva Excavated at Longxingsi,’ in eds 
Washizuka Hiromitsu, Park Youngbok, and Kang Woo-Bang, Transmitting the Forms of Divinity: Early Buddhist Art 
from Korea and Japan (New York: Japan Society, 2003), Fig. 9.

13 Su Bai et al., eds Shengshi chongguang, p.135. 
Lukas Nickel, Return of the Buddha (London: 
Royal Academy of Arts, 2002), pp.156–57. 
Edmund Capon and Liu Yang, eds The Lost 
Buddhas: Chinese Buddhist Sculpture from 
Qingzhou (Sydney: Art Gallery of New South 
Wales, 2008), pp.127–29.

14 Albert E. Dien, Six Dynasties Civilization 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 
p.306. Sarah Handler, ‘A Ubiquitous Stool,’ 
in Austere Luminosity of Chinese Classical Fur-
niture (Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: Uni-
versity of California Press, 2001), pp.82–102. 

15 Ōnishi, ‘Hankazō,’ pp.60–64. 

16 Using jade ornaments to mark prestigious 
political and social status had been devel-
oped into a ritual system since the West-
ern Zhou period. See Sun Qingwei 孫慶偉, 
Zhoudai yongyu zhidu yanjiu 周代用玉制度 
研究 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 
2008).
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Possibly drawing inspiration from their visual knowledge of aristocratic 
attire, sixth-century artisans in Zhucheng painstakingly delineated the ying-
luo zhubao 瓔珞珠寶 described in scriptures, as if their efforts could trans-
form the stone bodhisattvas into efficacious heavenly beings. In Zhucheng, 
many bodhisattva statues have rings and sashes similar to those found in 
Qingzhou, but with even greater complexity and variety.17 The work shown 
in Fig. 10 has two separate sashes passing through the ring with precious pen-
dants decorating the lower segments of the sash. The ring on the sculpture 
shown in Fig. 11 has a sophisticated knot in the circle outside of its left leg. 
Bodhisattva statues from Linqu, just 30km from Qingzhou, are also lavishly 
embellished; some even have double ring designs (Fig. 12). In Jinan, a sculp-
ture has sashes twisted within the ring to add more detail (Fig. 13). Similar 
accessories can also be seen on bodhisattva sculptures from Boxing, now in 
the Boxing Municipal Museum. 

The above examples illustrate how sixth-century Buddhist artisans in 
Shandong emphasised decorative effects. Their success relied largely on the 
fact that Shandong limestone has suitable hardness for fine carving and a 
dense texture for surface polishing. These qualities enabled the craftsmen to 
execute their carving techniques to capture the finest details, creating a sense 
of depth and producing a visual effect of luxury and extravagance. These 
qualities also allow us to observe decorative details 1500 years after their 
creation, even though the original colours have chipped and faded. Although 
Ōnishi cited textual evidence in support of his hypothesis that the ring and 
sash were modelled on southern court dress, it is more likely that the visual 
inspiration for the ring and sash ornament on bodhisattvas in Shandong came 
directly from Luoyang — the capital of the Northern Wei until 534. In the Bin-
yang Middle Cave 賓陽中洞, an imperial chapel cut in the 510s at the Longmen 
cave temples near Luoyang, two attendant bodhisattvas have rings and sashes 
suspended from their waists (Figs 14, 15). Since wearing jades and sashes was 
a conventional mark of prestigious status, it is natural that the bodhisattva 
sculptures in the capital city were depicted in a similar way.18 

Figure 3

Illustration shown by Ōnishi Shūya to 
explain how the ring and sash ornament is 

arranged in ‘Paekche’ pensive images. From 
Ōnishi, ‘Stone Pensive Bodhisattva ..,’ Fig. 13.

17 On the ornamentation of Zhucheng Bud-
dhist art, see Matsubara Saburō 松原三郎, 
‘Santō chihō tōbu zōzō kō — toku ni shojō 
shutsudo butsuzō wo chūshin to shite’ 山東
地方東部造像考—とくに諸城出土佛像を中
心として, in Chūgoku bukkyō chōkokushiron 
中国仏教彫刻史論, Vol.1 (Tokyo: Yoshi-
kawa kobunkan, 1995), pp.123–34. 

18 Jade ornaments similar to those por- 
trayed on stone Bodhisattvas have been 
discovered accompanying the remains 
of human bodies in many sixth-century 
tombs. Shanxisheng kaogu yanjiusuo 山
西省考古研究所 and Taiyuanshi wenwu 
guanli weiyuanhui 太原市文物管理委員會, 
‘Tai-yuanshi Bei Qi Lourui mu fajue jian-
bao’  太原市北齊婁叡墓發掘簡報, Wenwu 
10 (1983): 13, 15. Wang Kelin 王克林, 
‘Bei Qi Kudi huiluo mu’ 北齊庫狄迴洛墓, 
Kaogu xuebao 3 (1979): 393, pls IV, X. Hebei 
sheng Cangzhou diqu wenhuaguan 河北
省滄州地區文化館, ‘Hebei sheng Wuqiao 
sizuo Beichao muzang’ 河北省吳橋北朝
四座墓葬, Wenwu 9 (1984): 28, 38. Hebei 
sheng wenwu yanjiusuo 河北省文物研究
所 and Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan kaogu 
yanjiusuo 中國社會科學院考古研究所, ed., 
Cixian wanzhang beichao bihuamu 磁縣灣
漳北朝壁畫墓 (Beijing: Kexue chubanshe, 
2003), pp.137–38. 
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The above examples illustrate the decorative characteristics of Shandong 
Buddhist art, with the ring and sash ornament as a distinctive part of this 
artistic practice. Korean artisans incorporated this ornamental aesthetic 
from Shandong in their own creation of pensive statues, such as Korean 
National Treasure number 83 (hereafter NT83; Figs 16a, 16b, 16c) and NT78 
(Figs 17a, 17b). However, although this particular iconographic element sug-
gests strong connections between the Buddhist art of Shandong and the 
Korean peninsula, the pensive statues from these two areas exhibit rather 
different overall artistic styles. The Korean statues employ a distinctive 
artistic vocabulary in the treatment of the volume and the proportion of 
the body, the form of the stools, and the folds in the drapery. As I argue 
below, the closest parallels for these stylistic features are to be found not in 
Shandong, but in Hebei.

Stylistic Connections between Hebei and Korea: Proportion and  
Volume of the Body, Form of the Stool, and Folds of Drapery

Proportion and volume of the body

The primary difference in the overall visual effects of the Shandong 
and Korean works is the proportion and volume of the bodhisattva’s body. 
Although Korean pensive images vary in body volume — some fuller and 
others more slender — they are in general well-proportioned, approximat-
ing more closely to the true proportions of the human body (NT83: Figs 16a, 
16b, 16c; NT78: Figs 17a, 17b). The extant works from Shandong, by contrast, 
show greater stylisation in the relative sizes of the arms, legs, and torso. The 
Qingzhou statue shown in Figs 1a and 1b, for example, is slender in build, fol-
lowing the Eastern Wei (534–550) style, with a relatively flat upper torso, an 
oversized head, an elongated right arm, a stiff left arm, and thin legs. Another 
Qingzhou pensive statue (Fig. 18), shaped with a fuller body in the Northern 
Qi (550–577) style, has the left armpit awkwardly lower than the right. Both 
Shandong examples are less elegant and natural in capturing the proportions 
of the body than the Korean works. 

Besides the appropriate proportion and volume of the body, Korean arti-
sans also mastered the skill of expressing the curves of the torso, carefully 
defining the characteristics of the chest and the abdomen. The profile views 
of NT83 and NT78 show their well-built chests gently swelling out, clearly 
distinguishing the chest from the abdomen and the waist. In contrast, all the 
known Shandong works have a flat and simple curvature for the front of the 
torso.

The realistically depicted proportions, volume, and curves of the body 
in Korean pensive statues are closer to those of the Hebei counterparts. One 
exemplary Hebei statue in the Freer Gallery (Figs 19a, 19b) shows that the 
body is well-proportioned. Although the head is slightly on the large side, it 
conveys a sense of childlike innocence. To define the contour of the chest, 
Hebei craftsmen used lightly incised lines from the armpit to demarcate the 
chest from the arms and abdomen on the front of the torso. The visual effect 
of a muscular chest is thereby achieved, despite the lack of prominent swell-
ing when viewed in profile. The techniques by which Hebei and Korean crafts-
men manipulated the proportions, volume, and curves of the body to create a 
realistic body image are not found in extant Shandong pensive images.

Figure 4a

Pensive statue from the Mingdao Temple 
明道寺. Linqu Municipal Museum. 

Figure 4b

Rear view of Fig. 4a. A pair of ring and sash 
ornaments is suspended from the waist.

Figure 4c

Detail of the ring and sash on the right  
side of the bodhisattva’s hip.
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Stool 

Another stylistic similarity between the Korean and Hebei pensive images 
is the design of the stool. The majority of pensive statues from Korea and 
Hebei show a bodhisattva sitting on a stool shaped like a bucket. A neck is 
formed near the top with the upper section much shorter than the lower 
(Figs 16c, 17b, 20). The stools are carved with flowing incised lines or in low 
relief to suggest that they are smoothly cloaked in fabric. In NT83, the fabric 
covering the stool elegantly extends to the floor and the folds on the stool are 
neat and continuous, creating a sense of grace and serenity. These features 
are almost identical to those in the fragmentary Hebei pensive image shown 
in Fig. 20. In another Korean work (Figs 21a, 21b, 21c), not only is the stool 
rendered in the same manner as those in NT83 and in the Hebei statue in Fig. 
20, but a large lotus pedestal is also carved supporting the stool and a small 
lotus is added supporting the foot, in a manner resembling the Hebei statue. 

The shape of the stools in Shandong statues is completely different from 
that in Hebei and Korean images, though the carvings and traces of the 
remaining pigments on the surface of the stools in Shandong pensive statues 
also suggest the craftsmen’s intention to represent a layer of fabric wrapping 
around the seat. Shandong pensive bodhisattvas usually sit on an hourglass-
shaped stool (Figs 1b, 5b, 18) — a form believed to have come to China from 
Central Asia with the spread of Buddhism.19 

Drapery 

A third stylistic similarity between the Hebei and Korean pensive images 
can be seen in the folds of the skirt. Korean pensive statues generally have 
long skirts covering both the legs and the stool at the front. Close examina-
tion of the folds of the skirt reveals that the folds tend to concentrate in two 
areas: under the folded leg (Areas A, B in Figs 22, 23) and around the ankle 
of the pendent leg (Area C in Figs 22, 23). The set of horizontal curving lines 

Figure 5a

Pensive statue from the Mingdao Temple, 
Linqu. Linqu Municipal Museum.  

Figure 5b

Ring and sash ornament on the left 
side of the bodhisattva shown in 
Figure 5a.

Figure 5c

Ring and sash ornament on the right side of the 
bodhisattva shown in Figure 5a.

19 For discussions on the transmission of 
the hourglass-shaped stool with Bud-
dhism, see John Kieschnick 柯嘉豪, ‘Yizi 
yu fojiao liuchuan de guanxi’ 椅子與佛
教流傳的關係, Bulletin of the Institute of 
History and Philology Academia Sinica 69.4 
(1998): 739–40. See also John Kieschnick, 
The Impact of Buddhism on Chinese Material 
Culture (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2003), pp.233–36.

20 Soyoung Lee and Denise Patry Leidy state 
that ‘the dramatic cascade of the lower 
garments has prototypes in that of the ear-
lier Northern Wei’. See their paper ‘Sllia: 
Korea’s Golden Kingdom,’ Orientations 43.5 
(2013): 103. 
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beneath the folded leg (Area A) is a realistic depiction of the skirt getting 
bundled up and making the skirt shorter in appearance. Beneath the curv-
ing lines, another set of folds represent the hems of the skirt on the front of 
the body (Area B). The concentration of the skirt folds near the ankle of the 
pendent leg represents the rear portion of the skirt hanging down from the 
seat and almost touching the floor (Area C). 

The execution of the skirt folds in the Korean pensive images by and  
large conveys a sense of naturalism, with some folds represented in a flatter-
ing fashion (NT78) and others in a more three-dimensional manner (NT83).20 
The skirt folds in Hebei pensive images exhibit the same tendency (Figs 19a, 
20, 24, 25). The folds under the raised leg of Fig. 24 are intricately carved in a 
complex formulaic pattern, while those in Fig. 25 are more straightforwardly 
repetitive, but both display an intention to depict realistically the folding of 
the skirts. Through various concentrations of the folds, the skirts are made 
to appear shorter in the front and longer in the back, as they would normally 
be in a seated position. 

The skirt folds in the Shandong pensive statues are expressed with a very 
different artistic vocabulary from the Korean and Hebei statues. The length 
of the skirt in the Shandong statues is usually shorter, reaching only the 
upper section of the raised leg (Figs 1a, 5a, 18). The skirt presents an overall 
flat impression, with simple folds and few layers. Allowing for obvious dif-
ferences in the craftsmen’s training, techniques, and artistic tendency, the 
treatment of skirt folds and body volume suggest that Korean and Hebei arti-
sans shared a similar pursuit of realistic expression in the overall style of the 
pensive image.

Finally, an exceptional pensive bodhisattva statue from the Mingdao 
Temple in Linqu (Figs 4a, 4b, 4c) reveals that craftsmen and patrons were 
aware of the existence of distinctive local styles and that they freely and 

Figure 6

Ring and sash ornament on the right 
side of a standing bodhisattva statue. 
Qingzhou Municipal Museum.  

Figure 7

Ring and sash ornament tied to the 
central set of jewels of a standing 
bodhisattva statue. Qingzhou Municipal 
Museum.

Figure 8

Ring and sash ornament suspended from 
the right side of a standing bodhisattva. 
Shandong Museum.

Figure 9 

Ring and sash ornaments suspended from 
the right side of bodhisattvas’ waists.  
Shandong Museum.
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selectively combined iconographic and stylistic elements. This statue has 
rings and sashes similar to the other Shandong statues, but the folds of skirt 
resemble the works from Hebei in style. Since this statue is made of lime-
stone, typical of Shandong statues, it is safe to assume that it was made locally 
in Shandong. The curious stylistic and iconographic synthesis seen in this 
piece suggests that it could have been a Shandong attempt at imitating Hebei 
style, or perhaps a Hebei sojourning artisan’s effort, incorporating local ico-
nography. The artisan’s creativity is further demonstrated by his inclusion of 
a form of stool rarely seen in either Shandong or Hebei. The stool is neither 
in the slender hourglass shape common in Shandong nor the bucket shape 
with short upper section and long lower section popular in Hebei. Rather, it 
is divided into two equal sections separated by a thick waist — a form possibly 
adopted from the pensive images in the Weizi Cave 魏字洞 and Putai Cave 
普泰洞 at Longmen, cut in the 520s. This eclectic synthesis of iconographic 
and stylistic elements from different sources provides the closest parallels to 
the features of Korean pensive images among all currently known pensive 
images from China. 

Diplomatic and Buddhist Contacts across the Yellow Sea 

The iconographic and stylistic similarities between Korean, Shandong, 
and Hebei pensive images can offer us new insights into the history of cul-
tural exchange around the Yellow Sea circuit. The lack of textual records 
makes it difficult to ascertain the exact paths by which Buddhist visual cul-
ture reached the peninsula. However, available information and existing 
scholarship suggest several possibilities: 

1) Shandong and Hebei merchants coming to Korea may have sold Buddhist 
items as merchandise or brought them as personal icons or amulets, fol-
lowing the historical pattern by which Buddhist visual culture had orig-
inally been transmitted to China from the Western Regions.21 

2) Chinese monks may have brought Buddhist icons to Korea for evangelical 
purposes.

3) General population movements across the Yellow Sea may have allowed 
Chinese Buddhist artistic styles and iconography to enter Korea and to be 
synthesised with local indigenous aesthetics and techniques.22 

4) Buddhist icons may also have been sent together with Chinese Buddhist 
artisans and painters as official gifts from Chinese to Korean courts as part 
of diplomatic exchanges. Events such as these created the environment 
in which Korean artisans and patrons imitated, reproduced, and reinter-
preted Chinese pensive images.

Understanding which Chinese regions served as sources of inspiration 
for Buddhist artisans working on the Korean peninsula can provide clues as 
to which of the above modes of transmission were predominant. The major-
ity of surviving Korean pensive statues are thought to come from Paekche 
and Silla, which were geographically closest to the Shandong peninsula in 
the north and to the coastal regions of the southern dynasties.23 The short-
est maritime route between Shandong and Paekche was only 300 kilometres, 
which could be crossed in a few days of sailing.24 This geographic proxim-
ity was important for determining maritime trade routes, and it may also 
have enabled monastic and lay Korean travellers to become familiar with 

Figures 10 (above) & 11 (below)

Bodhisattvas adorned with jewels. 
Zhucheng Municipal Museum.
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21 Erik Zürcher, ‘Han Buddhism and the 
Western Region,’ in eds Wilt Lukas Idema 
and Erik Zürcher, Thought and Law in Qin and 
Han China (Leiden: Brill, 1990), pp.166–67. 
A small bronze Buddha statue discovered 
in Seoul, only 5cm in height, was brought 
from China to Korea probably as a talis-
man for personal use. See Won-Yong Kim, 
‘An Early Chinese Gilt Bronze Buddha from 
Seoul,’ Artibus Asiae 23.1 (1960): 67–71.

22 A study on the surnames of the Paekche 
envoys to China in the fifth and the seventh 
centuries shows that Chinese immigrants 
or Chinese descendants very often served 
as Paekche’s ambassadors to the Chinese 
court. Best, A History of … Paekche, pp.491–92. 

23 The only pensive bodhisattva statue dis-
covered in the territory of Koguryǒ (from 
modern-day Pyongyang) shows high sty-
listic similarity to those from Hebei. Korean 
National Treasure number 118, Cultural 
Heritage Administration of the Republic of 
Korea, <http://english.cha.go.kr/chaen/ 
search/selectGeneralSearchDetail.do?sCcebK
dcd=11&ccebAsno=01180000&sCcebCtcd=11>.  
However, this statue is very small (17.5cm 
high) and easily portable, and therefore its 
place of production cannot be easily deter-
mined. Its stylistic similarity to NT 83 may 
also suggest a place of origin in the southern 
part of the peninsula.

24 An envoy from Paekche in 659 spent nine 
days sailing from the south coast of the 
Korean peninsula to Hangzhou Bay in Zheji-
ang. In 847 it took Ennin 圓仁 ten days to sail 
from the tip of Shandong peninsula to the 
mouth of the Kum River 錦江 on the south-
west coast on the Korean peninsula. In Best, 
A History of … Paekche, pp.451–52, Jonathan 
Best states that Ennin departed China from 
the mouth of the Huai River, but, in fact, 
Ennin travelled between Shandong and Zhe-
jiang seeking official permission to go to the 
sea and eventually left from Shandong. See 
Huang Qinglian 黃清連, ‘Yuanren yu Tang-
dai xunjian’ 圓仁與唐代巡檢, Bulletin of the 
Academia Sinica Institute of History and Philol-
ogy 68.4 (1997): 932–36. For a map of Ennin’s 
journey, see Valerie Hansen and Kenneth R. 
Curtis, eds, Voyages in World History (Boston: 
Cengage Learning, 2016), p.213.

the characteristic features of Shandong Buddhist art. However, the influence 
of Hebei artistic traditions on Korean pensive bodhisattva statues suggests 
that mere geographic proximity was not the primary factor influencing the 
pathways by which Chinese artistic styles were transmitted to the Korean 
peninsula. After 534, Hebei was the location of the northern dynasties’ capital 
Ye 鄴 (modern-day Linzhang 臨漳). The stylistic similarities between Korean 
pensive bodhisattva statues and those of the region around the northern 
dynasties’ capital (rather than the geographically closer region of Shandong) 
suggest that the transmission of Buddhist artistic traditions to Korea was 
linked to diplomatic contacts between the northern dynasties and the courts 
of Paekche and Silla. 

Figure 12

Bodhisattva statue from the Mingdao  
Temple with a double ring and sash orna-
ment, Linqu. Linqu Municipal Museum.

Figure 13

Sash twisted with the ring 
suspended from the right side 

of the bodhisattva’s waist. 
Shandong Museum.  
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Records in Chinese and Korean official histories suggest that during the 
fifth and early sixth centuries, Paekche and Silla maintained close relation-
ships with the southern Chinese dynasties, while Koguryŏ had more regu-
lar contacts with the northern dynasties (Table 1).25 Earlier scholars have 
pointed out two major reasons that contributed to such alliances. Geographi-
cally, Koguryŏ blocked Paekche’s and Silla’s overland paths and interfered 
with their sea routes to northern China. Therefore, when the two southern 
states wished to contact China, it was easier for them to reach the southern 
dynasties.26 Moreover, Koguryŏ had established friendly relationships with 
China’s northern political powers, and Silla and Paekche therefore formed 
strategic alliances with China’s southern political entities in order to resist 
Koguryǒ.27 Amicable political relationships were usually accompanied by 
fruitful cultural exchanges, and material evidence from Paekche and Silla 
reflects cultural influences from the southern dynasties.28

Buddhist activities were an important element in Paekche and Silla’s 
diplomacy with the southern dynasties.29 According to the Samguk sagi 三

國史記, compiled in the twelfth century, Paekche’s embassy to the Liang in 
541 asked for supplies of Buddhist scriptures and artisans (gongjiang 工匠) 
and painters (huashi 畫師).30 In 549, the Liang sent diplomats to accompany 
a Silla monk returning to Silla with Buddhist relics.31 In 565, the Chen court 
sent a diplomatic mission to Silla with Buddhist monks as members of the 
official embassy, bringing 1700 fascicles of Buddhist scriptures (jing 經) and 
treatises (lun 論) as national gifts.32 Silla and Paekche monks usually chose 
southern China as a destination for studying Buddhism.33 These historical 

Table 1: Dates of contact between Chinese and Korean states

Northern China Southern China

Koguryǒ 435, 436, 437, 439, 462, 465, 466, 
467, 468, 469, 470, 472, 473, 474, 
475, 476, 477, 479, 484, 485, 486, 
487, 488, 489, 490, 491, 492, 493, 
494, 495, 498, 499

500, 501, 502, 504, 506, 507, 508, 
509, 510, 512, 513, 514, 515, 517, 
518, 519, 532, 534, 535, 536, 537, 
538, 539, 540, 541, 542, 543, 544, 
545, 546, 547, 548, 549, 550, 551, 
555, 560, 564, 565, 573, 576

420, 423, 424, 436, 438, 439, 
441, 443, 451, 453, 455, 458, 
459, 461, 463, 480, 481

502, 508, 512, 517, 520, 521, 
526, 527, 532, 534, 541, 548, 
561, 562, 566, 568, 570, 571, 
574, 585

Paekche 472 
567, 570, 571, 572, 578, 581,  
582, 589

406, 416, 420, 429, 430, 440, 
443, 450, 457, 467, 471, 480, 
484, 486, 490

502, 512, 521, 524, 534, 541, 
549, 562, 567, 577, 584, 586 

Silla 564,565,572 521, 549, 565, 566, 567, 568, 
570, 571, 578, 585, 589

25 For Koguryŏ’s diplomatic contacts with 
the northern and southern Chinese states 
and other political entities in the context 
of overall East Asian international relations 
in the fifth and sixth centuries, see Taedon 
Noh (trans. John Huston), Korea’s Ancient 
Koguryŏ Kingdom: A Socio-Political History 
(Leiden: Global Oriental, 2014), pp.231–82. 

26 Best, A History of … Paekche, p.450. 

27 In the contact between Paekche and the 
Northern Wei in 472, the Northern Wei 
refused Paekche’s request of taking military 
actions against its dutiful vassal Koguryŏ. 
See ibid., p.460. 

28 For discussions of Paekche’s cultural evo-
lution in the fifth and sixth centuries, see 
ibid., pp.499–501. For discussions on the 
influence of Liang art on the decorative 
designs of the tile ends and the wide circula-
tion of glazed pottery and celadon imported 
from the Western Jin (265–316), Eastern 
Jin (317–420), and Liu Song (420–479), see 
Kwon, ‘Paekche History,’ pp.75, 78.

29 In Paekche’s struggle for state survival 
in the sixth century, Buddhism devel-
oped along with political reforms. See 
Jonathan W. Best, ‘Buddhism and Polity 
in Early Sixth-century Paekche,’ Korean 
Studies 26.2 (2002): 165–215. King Widŏk 威 
德王 of Paekche (r. 554–598) used Bud-
dhist activities as a channel for his diplo-
matic engagement with Japan. See Best, A 
History of … Paekche, pp.154–56. For Silla’s 
use of pensive images in foreign relations, 
see Tamura Encho, ‘The Influence of Silla  
Buddhism on Japan During the Asuka-
Hakuho Period,’ in ed. Shin-yong Chun, 
Buddhist Culture in Korea, (Seoul: Interna-
tional Cultural Foundation, 1974), pp.201–
32. For the influence of Silla’s diplomatic 
relationship with China on its Buddhist 
art in the sixth and seventh centuries, see 
Choe, ‘Shilla and China,’ p.24–67. 

30 Kim Pusik 金富軾, Samguk sagi 三國史記, 
Vol.1 (Seoul: Taeyang sojok, 1972), p.77. 

31 Ibid., p.137. 

32 Ibid., p.138. 

33 Best, A History of … Paekche, p.468.  
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records indicate that Silla and Paekche had strong Buddhist ties with south-
ern China and that Buddhist gift-giving was an accepted component of dip-
lomatic exchanges. 

Political contacts between Koguryŏ and the northern dynasties also 
included similar Buddhist activities. The Chinese hagiography Xu gaosen  
zhuan 續高僧傳, compiled in the seventh century, recounts that in 576, 
Koguryŏ’s grand councillor-in-chief (da chengxiang 大丞相) sent monks to 
study Buddhist doctrines and history at the Northern Qi capital Ye.34 The 
embassy met with the grand controller-in-chief (da tong 大統) Fashang  
法上 — the highest Buddhist official of the Northern Qi — to receive instruc-
tion on Buddhism and Buddhist history.35 This Buddhist engagement at the 
highest level between the two countries very likely led to national gifts from 
the Northern Qi court to Koguryǒ such as Buddhist scriptures and icons that 
may later have come to influence the development of Korean Buddhist art. 

The connections between Koguryǒ and Shandong Buddhist art have been 
discussed extensively by earlier art historians. Dong-seok Kwak has pointed 
out the similarities in the design of mandorlas in Shandong and a Koguryǒ 
Buddhist bronze.36 Soyoung Lee and Denise Patry Leidy have also discussed 
the likeness in physique and the rendering of the flowing folds of the shawls 
and garments between the same Shandong and Koguryǒ works.37 John Jor-
gensen has raised the possibility that the internal layout of Koguryǒ stupas 
was based on a model in the Shentong Monastery (Shentongsi 神通寺) in 
Shandong.38 

Yet although the textual sources and the material evidence discussed 
above suggest that Koguryǒ interacted primarily with northern China and 
Paekche and Silla with southern China, recent scholarship has suggested a 
more complex pattern of relationships, especially during the second half of 
the sixth century. Jonathan Best has pointed out that although Buddhist dec-
orative patterns with influences from the Liang such as lotus blossoms were 
popular throughout the sixth century, Buddhist sculptural styles shifted 

34 Daoxuan 道宣, Xu gaoseng zhuan, Vol.1 (Bei-
jing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014), pp.261–62. 

35 For a detailed account of Fashang’s teach-
ing, see Takakusu Junjirō 高楠順次郎, ed., 
Taishō shinshū daizōkyō 大正新修大藏經, 100 
vols (Taishō issaikyō kankōkai, 1924–1932), 
#2065.50.1016b-c.

36 Dong-seok Kwak, ‘Korean Gilt-Bronze 
Single Mandorla Buddha Triads and the Dis-
semination of East Asian Sculptural Style,’ 
in eds Washizuka Hiromitsu, Park Young-
bok, and Kang Woo-Bang, Transmitting the 
Forms of Divinity: Early Buddhist Art from Korea 
and Japan (New York: Japan Society, 2003), 
pp.89–90.

37 Denise Patry Leidy with Huh Hyeong Uk, 
‘Interconnections: Buddhism, Silla, and the 
Asian World,’ in eds Soyoung Lee and Denise 
Patry Leidy, Silla: Korea’s Golden Kingdom (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013), 
p.146.

38 John Jorgensen, ‘Goguryeo Buddhism: An 
Imported Religion in a Multi-Ethnic Warrior 
Kingdom,’ The Review of Korean Studies 15.1 
(2012): 78–79. 

Figure 15
Ring and sash ornament carved on a  
bodhisattva on the east wall of the 
Binyang Middle Cave, Longmen.

Figure 14

Ring and sash ornament carved on a 
bodhisattva on the west wall of the 
Binyang Middle Cave, Longmen.
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in accordance with Paekche’s changes in foreign policy, from resembling 
southern Chinese styles to the northern Chinese styles.39 Tanabe Saburōsuke 
has mentioned the resemblance between Paekche and Shandong Buddha 
sculptures.40 Songeun Choe has discussed the general similarities between 
Silla pensive statues and those from northern China, pointing out that they 
have a bare upper body, wear a thin necklace, and have drapery flowing from 
their waist.41 Taken together, these observations imply extensive cultural 
contacts between China’s northern dynasties and the southern kingdoms 
on the Korean peninsula. The similarities between Hebei and Korean pen-
sive bodhisattva statues discussed in the previous section not only provide 
additional evidence for these contacts, but suggest the further conclusion 
that they were directly linked to diplomatic exchanges between north-
ern dynasties and southern Korean courts. Meanwhile, the iconographic 
elements of Korean pensive bodhisattva statues adopted from Shandong  
prototypes demonstrate that although the artisans who produced the 
Korean pensive statues were working primarily in the tradition of the Hebei 
style, their sources of inspiration were not restricted to Hebei alone, but also 
incorporated distinctive features of geographically closer regions of China 
such as Shandong.

This complex network of connections between Buddhist artistic produc-
tion in Hebei, Shandong, and the Korean peninsula was not limited to the 
pensive bodhisattva statues. A similar process of integration of multiple Chi-
nese regional traditions can be seen in the cliff carving in Sǒsan 瑞山, in the 
territory of ancient Paekche, slightly inland from the Tae’an 泰安 peninsula 
protruding into the Yellow Sea.42 This carving has a central Buddha figure, 
probably intended to represent Amitābha, flanked by an Avalokitêśvara on 

39 Best, A History of … Paekche, p.180. 

40 Tanabe Saburōsuke, ‘From the Stone 
Buddha of Longxingsi to Buddhist Images of 
Three Kingdoms Korea and Asuka-Hakuhō 
Japan,’ in eds Washizuka Hiromitsu, Park 
Youngbok, and Kang Woo-Bang, Transmit-
ting the Forms of Divinity: Early Buddhist Art 
from Korea and Japan (New York: Japan Soci-
ety, 2003), pp.47–50.

41 Songeun Choe, ‘Relationship between 
Buddhist Sculpture of Shilla and China,’ 
Korea Journal 40.4 (2000): 49–53.

42 Based on a very limited number of Bud-
dhist sculptures excavated from Sichuan 
and the similarities between the tile pat-
terns and ceramic between Paekche and 
the Liang, François Berthier believed that 
the art of the pensive bodhisattva image in 
the triad was influenced by the southern 
dynasties Buddhist art. See François Berth-
ier, ‘The Meditative Bodhisattva Image in 
China, Korea and Japan,’ in International 
Symposium on the Conservation and Restora-
tion of Cultural Property: Interregional Influ-
ence in East Asian Art History (Tokyo: Tokyo 
National Research Institute of Cultural 
Properties, 1982), pp.4–5. 

Figures 16a, 16b and 16c

Pensive bodhisattva statue, NT83, frontal, side, and rear view. Courtesy of the National Museum of Korea. 
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Figure 18

Pensive statue from the Longxing Temple, 
Qingzhou. Qingzhou Municipal Museum. 
From Kim Seunghee, Kim Haewon, Jeong 
Myounghee, ed., Masterpieces of Early 
Buddhist Sculpture, 100BCE–700CE  (Seoul: 
National Museum of Korea, 2015), p.254.

Figures 17a and 17b 
Pensive bodhisattva statue frontal and side views, NT78, Courtesy of the National 
Museum of Korea. 

Figures 19a and 19b

Pensive statue (front and side views) in Hebei style. Freer Gallery of Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.: Gift of Charles Lang Freer, F1911.411.
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Figure 20

Pensive statue from the Xiude Temple, 
Quyang. Palace Museum, Beijing.

Matsubara Saburō, Chūgoku Bukkyō 
chōkoku shiron 中国仏教彫刻史論, Vol.1 

(Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 1995), pl.268a.

the viewer’s left and a pensive bodhisattva on the viewer’s right (Fig. 27). 
The cliff faces east, so that worshippers viewing the images would be facing 
west — the direction of Amitābha’s Western Paradise. This combination of 
Avalokitêśvara and the pensive bodhisattva was a popular iconographic prac-
tice in sixth-century Hebei with many examples discovered at the site of the 
Northern Qi capital Ye.43 Many of these Hebei images show evidence that their 
patrons aspired to rebirth in Amitābha’s Western Paradise, and it is possible 
that the depiction of the pensive bodhisattva beside Amitābha on the Sǒsan 
cliff carving was directly inspired by religious traditions from Hebei. On the 
other hand, since cliff carving of Buddhist icons and scriptures was a popular 
practice characteristic of sixth-century Shandong, the existence of this triad 
on a cliff face strongly suggests a direct connection with Shandong.44 Like 
the Korean pensive bodhisattva statues, this cliff carving shows that Korean 
artisans integrated iconographic and stylistic features from different regions 
of northern China to produce a distinctive artistic style of their own.

Conclusion

The geographic distribution, artistic styles, and iconography of extant 
pensive images around the Yellow Sea circuit are consistent with the increas-
ing tendency towards closer cultural interactions between the southern 
Korean kingdoms of Silla and Paekche and the northern Chinese dynasties 
over the course of the sixth century.45 The production of independent pensive 
bodhisattva images — a Buddhist phenomenon unique to Hebei and Shan-
dong in China that reached its climax in the mid-sixth century — inspired 
the production of similar images as the most prominent bodhisattva icon in 
Paekche and Silla just a few decades later. However, because of gaps in the 

43 For example, the Avalokitêśvara statue 
commissioned by Zhang Jingzhang 張景章 
in 544 has a pensive image on the back. For 
the images, see Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan 
kaogu yanjiusuo 中國社會科學院考古研究
所, Hebei sheng wenwu yanjiusuo 河北省
文物研究所, and Yecheng kaogudui 鄴城考
古隊, ‘Hebei Yecheng yizhi Zhaopengcheng 
Beichao fosi yu Beiyuzhuan fojiao zaoxiang 
maicangkeng’ 河北鄴城遺址趙彭城北朝佛
寺與北吳庄佛教造像埋藏坑, Kaogu 7 (2013): 
56–57. The Zhang Jingzhang statue is cur-
rently on display in the Yecheng Museum. 
Another two examples can be seen in Han-
danshi wenwu yanjiusuo 邯鄲市文物研究
所, Handan gudai diaosuo jinghua 邯鄲古代雕
塑精華 (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 2007), 
nos.53, 54. 

44 For the discussion on sixth-century Shan-
dong Buddhist cliff carvings, see Robert 
Harrist, The Landscape of Words: Stone Inscrip-
tions from Early and Medieval China (Seattle:  
University of Washington Press, 2008), 
pp.93–217. For an archaeological report on 
Shandong cliff carvings of Buddhist icons, 
see Zhang Zong 張總, ‘Shandong Licheng 
Huangshiyai moyai kanku diaocha’ 山東
歷城黃石崖摩崖龕窟調查, Wenwu 4 (1996): 
37–46. 

45 Best, A History of … Paekche, p.180; Best, 
‘Transmission and Transformation of Early 
Buddhist Culture,’ pp.22–23.
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Figures 21a, 21b, and 21c

Pensive statue (frontal, rear and side views) believed to be from Chungcheong-namdo in the 
territory of ancient Paekche. Tokyo National Museum. 

Figure 22

Skirt folds of NT83 (Figures 16a, 16b, and 16c). 
Adapted from the National Museum of Korea 
Collection Database.

Figure 23

Skirt folds of NT78 (Figures 17a and 17b). 
Adapted from the National Museum of Korea 
Collection Database.
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textual record, we are as yet unable to answer questions such as the route 
by which the pensive bodhisattva reached the Korean peninsula, the time 
and context of this transmission, or the social identities of its earliest spon-
sors. Iconographic and stylistic analyses provide the best form of evidence 
available for understanding the historical connections of different groups of 
artisans across time and space.

Nevertheless, the iconographic and stylistic analysis presented here 
points towards the conclusion that the most iconic image of Silla and Paekche 
Buddhist art was inspired by contacts with north-east China. Moreover, it 
shows that the Korean artisans owed their inspiration not to a single source 
in northern China but to multiple distinctive regional Chinese traditions, 
integrating the Hebei artistic traditions with iconographic elements from 
Shandong art to arrive at a unique representational and iconographic style.

In contrast to previous scholarship that presumed a special relationship 
between the Buddhist art of the Korean peninsula and that of Shandong, I 
have proposed that the Korean pensive bodhisattva statues bear a more pro-
found relationship to those from Hebei. The refined handling of the stylistic 
features that Korean pensive statues share with those of Hebei — especially 
the proportions and volume of the body and the detailed treatment of the 
drapery — are most likely to have been transmitted through direct personal 
relationships among artisans, perhaps through the training of Paekche and 
Silla artisans in Hebei or through the migration of Hebei artisans to Paekche 

Figure 24

Pensive bodhisattva, dated 545, from the Xiude Temple, 
Quyang, Hebei. Courtesy of The Palace Museum. Photograph 
by Zhao Shan 趙山.

Figure 25

Pensive bodhisattva statue, dated 540, from the Xiude 
Temple, Quyang. The Palace Museum.
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and Silla. By contrast, the features shared between pensive statues from 
Korea and Shandong — the sash and ring — are relatively superficial design 
elements that could have been incorporated through imitation after a brief 
visual encounter. 

This conclusion suggests that it may be necessary to reconsider the 
emphasis that recent scholarship has given to the role of Shandong in the 
transmission of Buddhist artistic styles to the Korean peninsula, and to 
explore more thoroughly the roles of other local northern Chinese artis-
tic traditions. The details of my argument depend on stylistic features that 
are unique to the pensive bodhisattva and show clear differences between 
images produced in Hebei and Shandong. It remains to be seen whether a 
comparative analysis of other types of Buddhist icon might suggest different 
geographic patterns of transmission and imitation. Nevertheless, the pen-
sive images themselves stand as a testament both to the complexity of sixth-
century artistic exchanges around the Yellow Sea and to the ingenuity of the 
artisans who drew on multiple regional traditions in order to create them. 

Figure 26

Cliff carving of a Buddha triad in Sŏsan, Korea.
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THE DRUG POEM IN THE DUNHUANG STORY OF 
WU ZIXU REVISITED

 Di Lu

An earlier version of this paper was pre- 
sented at the Rediscovering Medical Anti-
quity in China conference, University of 
Chicago, 7–8 June 2018. 

A story of the escape, revenge, and death of Wu Zixu 伍子胥 (?–484 BC) 
is partially transcribed in the Dunhuang manuscripts Stein nos. 328 and 6331 
and Pelliot nos. 2794V and 3213.1 Arthur Waley (1889–1966) and Victor H. Mair 
published their English translations of this story in 1960 and 1983 respectively, 
both under the title of ‘Wu Tzu-hsü’.2 However, the four Dunhuang fragments of 
the story all lack original titles. Although there are the characters lie guo zhuan 
列國传 (The Tale of Various Countries) written on the back of the manuscript 
S.328,3 they were actually added later by Marc Aurel Stein’s (1862–1943) assis-
tant and Chinese teacher Jiang Xiaowan 蔣孝琬.4 By the mid-twentieth century, 
these manuscripts had gained at least five different titles.5 In 1957, a collation 
of the four manuscripts was published in a collection of Dunhuang bianwen 
變文 (transformation texts), under the title of Wu Zixu bianwen 伍子胥變文 
(Transformation Text on Wu Zixu, hereafter WZXBW).6 This title now has been 
generally adopted by scholars of Dunhuang studies.7 According to Victor H. 
Mair, Dunhuang transformation texts are a type of popular text that originated 
from narratives of Buddhist miraculous transformations illustrated in paint-
ings.8 He speculates that the Dunhuang story of Wu Zixu was initially composed 
in south-east China around the end of the first quarter of the eighth century, 
then gradually spread to other regions of China, and meanwhile was repeatedly 
transcribed and polished during the second half of the eighth century and the 
first half of the ninth century.9 Some scholars seldom differentiate between its 
composition and transcription dates, but still try to date the composition (more 
accurately, finalisation) of the Dunhuang story of Wu Zixu to the late Tang 
period, or, more specifically, the Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang (786–848).10

One of the most interesting sections in WZXBW is a dialogue between Wu 
Zixu and his wife, which contains dozens of apparent or hidden drug names. 

1 For the content of these manuscripts, see 
Zhou Shaoliang 周紹良, ed. Yingcang Dun-
huang wenxian (Hanwen fojing yiwai bufen) 英藏 
敦煌文獻(漢文佛經以外部份) Vol.1 (Chengdu: 
Sichuan renmin chubanshe, 1990), pp.123–
29; Song Jiayu 宋家鈺, ed. Ibid., Vol.11, p.14; 
Shanghai guji chubanshe and Faguo guojia 
tushuguan 上海古籍出版社, 法國國家圖書館,  
eds Faguo guojia tushuguan cang Dunhuang 
xiyu wenxian 法國國家圖書館藏敦煌西域文獻, 
Vol.18 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 
2001), pp.246–49; Ibid., Vol.22), Shanghai: 
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2002), p.176. S.328, 
S.6331, P.2794V and P.3213 contain 373, 13, 
132 and 28 lines respectively.

2 Arthur Waley, Ballads and Stories from Tun-
huang: An Anthology (New York: The Macmil-
lan Company, 1960), pp.25–52; Victor H. Mair, 
Tun-Huang Popular Narratives (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp.123–65.

3 Zhou Shaoliang, ed. Yingcang Dunhuang wenx-
ian, Vol.1, p.129.

4 Xiang Da 向達, Tangdai Chang’an yu xiyu wen-
ming 唐代長安與西域文明 (Beijing: Shenghuo 
dushu xinzhi sanlian shudian, 1957), p.247; 
Zhang Yongquan 張涌泉, Dunhuang xieben 
wenxianxue 敦煌寫本文獻學 (Lanzhou: Gansu 
jiaoyu chubanshe), 2013, pp.572–73.
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 5 They are: 

(A) Lie guo zhuan 列國传 (title for S.328), see, 
for example, Luo Fuchang 羅福萇, ‘Lundun 
bowuguan Dunhuang shumu’ 倫敦博物館敦
煌書目, Guoli Beijing daxue guoxue jikan 國立北
京大學國學季刊 1 (1923): 165. See also Chen 
Bingkun 陳炳堃, Zuijin sanshi nian Zhongguo 
wenxue shi 最近三十年中國文學史 (Shanghai: 
Taipingyang shudian, 1930), p.173. Luo did 
not give the Stein number for Lie guo zhuan, 
but indicated that the manuscript on the 
story of Wu Zixu was incomplete. What he 
referred to was probably S.328, as the char-
acters lie guo zhuan are clearly written on the 
back of S.328.

(B) Lie guo zhi can juan 列國志殘卷 (title for 
S.328), see, for example, Zheng Zhenduo 鄭
振鐸, ‘Dunhuang de suwenxue’ 敦煌的俗文
學, Xiaoshuo Yuebao 小說月報 3 (1929): 492–94. 
Zheng Zhenduo probably did not examine the 
original manuscript, and therefore miswrote 
the character zhuan 传 (tale) as zhi 志 (record). 
Nevertheless, he considered that it would be 
more proper if S.328 was entitled Wu zi xu 伍
子胥; meanwhile, he also suspected that the 
characters lie guo zhi [zhuan] 列國志[传] should 
be added by a modern editor of Dunhuang 
manuscripts.

(C) Wu zi xu xiao shuo 伍子胥小說 (title for S.328), 
see, for example, Xiang Da 向達, ‘Lundun 
suocang dunhuang juanzi jingyan mulu’  
倫敦所藏敦煌卷子經眼目錄, Tushu jikan 圖書
季刊 1(4) (1939): 399. See also Xiang Da, Tang-
dai Chang’an yu xiyu wenming, pp.198, 241.

(D) Wu zi xu 伍子胥 (Wu Zixu, title for P.2794V 
and P.3213), see, for example, Liu Fu 劉復, 
Dunhuang duosuo 敦煌掇瑣 (Beiping: Guoli 
zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan yanjiusuo, 
1931–32), pp.2, 57–67.

(E) Wu Zi xu bian Wen 伍子胥變文 (title for S.328, 
P.2794V and P.3213), see, for example, Liu 
Xiuye 劉修業, ‘Dunhuangben Wu Zixu Bian-
wen zhi yanjiu’ 敦煌本伍子胥變文之研究, 
Dagong bao: tushu fukan 大公報: 圖書副刊 (Ta 
kung pao: bookman), 3 June 1937 (184): 11; 
Zhou Shaoliang 周紹良, ed. Dunhuang bian-
wen huilu 敦煌變文彙錄 (Shanghai: Shanghai 
chuban gongsi) 1954, pp.295–326.

 6 Wang Chongmin 王重民 et al., eds Dunhuang 
bianwen ji 敦煌變文集 (Beijing: Renmin 
wenxue chubanshe, 1957), pp.1–31. Li Shiren 
doubts the propriety of defining this text as 
bianwen 變文 (transformation text), see Li 
Shiren 李時人, ed. Quantang wudai xiaoshuo 
全唐五代小說, Book 4 (Xi’an: Shan’xi renmin 
chubanshe), 1998, p.2483.

 7 Rong Xinjiang 榮新江, ‘Yingcang Dunhuang 
wenxian dingming shangbu’ 《英藏敦煌文
獻》定名商補, Wenshi 文史 52 (2000): 116–17. 
Cf. Rong Xinjiang, Eighteen Lectures on Dun-
huang (trans. Imre Galambos) (Leiden: Brill, 
2013), p.489. Nevertheless, there are still 
publications unaware of ‘Lie guo zhuan’ as a 
modern title and treating it the original title 

Here, hidden drug names refer to the drug names whose constituent char-
acters are entirely or partly substituted by other characters so as to reduce 
obstacles to comprehension of the dialogue, and/or to engage the audience 
in the entertaining unveiling of such names. Among the four fragmentary 
Dunhuang manuscripts, only S.328 and P.2794V include this dialogue.11 S.328 
looks neater than P.2794V in terms of handwriting (Fig. 1). Though constitut-
ing merely a fraction of many extant stories of Wu Zixu, the dialogue infused 
with drug names does not exist elsewhere in pre-modern Chinese literature 
on Wu Zixu, and thereby adds to its literary value.12 Some editions of exca-
vated Chinese medical texts include the dialogue as a special piece of non-
medical writing,13 while some others stress its value to literature rather than 
medicine, and therefore exclude it.14 A variety of scholars attracted by the 
drug names as puns have made admirable efforts to improve our understand-
ing of the dialogue,15 including its entertaining effect.16 But there remain 
unsolved issues. For example, none of the collations of WZXBW, published 
since the 1950s,17 note the textual difference between jia 家 (family) in Wu 
Zixu’s reply to his wife in S.328 and its corresponding character qie 茄 (egg-
plant) in P.2794V. Another example is the character shi 詩 (poem) in the first 
sentence of the dialogue in P.2794V (absent in S.328). This has caused some 
scholars to treat the dialogue as a poem,18 though some others reject such 
an opinion.19 This divergence not only concerns the stylistic nature of the 
dialogue, but also concerns our quest for its historical origins.

This article highlights the value of the dialogue in mediæval Chinese 
medical culture, popular literature, and forms of transmission of the stories 
recorded in Dunhuang transformation texts. Central to the dialogue, the drug 
names bear multiple senses. They at least enable correction of a recent idea 
that dates the intensive use of drug names as puns within a limited length of 
words or a poem in vernacular novels only back to the post-Song (960–1279) 
period.20 In this article, I first give a new collation of the dialogue, then re-
identify the embedded drug names. On this basis, I revisit the significance of 
the drug names, and trace the historical-philological backgrounds of such 
dialogue. The hidden drug names themselves testify to written rather than 
oral transmission of the story, or at least the dialogue, because the transcrib-
ers or storytellers would not have needed to hide some names if the text took 
an oral form. This thereby adds to our understanding of the composition 
and circulation of Dunhuang transformation texts. Above all, I argue that 
the dialogue in the Dunhuang story of Wu Zixu cannot be considered merely 
wordplay; to further understand the dialogue and related issues, it must be 
placed within a larger context of drug culture, literary traditions, Buddhist 
rhetoric and the geographical position of Dunhuang in early and mediæval 
Chinese society.

Collation and Translation of the Dialogue Embedded with Drug Names

The following transcript of the dialogue, based on S.328, and collated with 
P.2794V (Figures 1a & 1b), provides a basis for further discussion. It consists 
of 321 characters. Meanwhile, a tentative English translation of the dialogue, 
which tries to overcome linguistic obstacles caused by the embedded drug 
names, is also given below.

其妻遂作藥名詩問曰,21 ‘妾是仵茄之婦, 細辛早仕於梁.22 就禮未及當歸,23 使
妾閑居獨活.24 莨薑芥, 澤瀉無隣.25 仰歎檳榔,26 何時遠志.27 近聞楚王無道, 
遂發材狐之心.28 誅妾家破芒消, 屈身苜蓫.29 葳蕤怯弱,30 石膽難當.31 夫怕逃
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of S.328, see, for example, Yan Tingliang 顏 
廷亮, ed. Dunhuang wenxue gailun 敦煌文學
概論 (Lanzhou: Gansu renmin chubanshe, 
1993), p.67.

 8 Victor H. Mair, T’ang Transformation Texts: A 
Study of the Buddhist Contribution to the Rise of 
Vernacular Fiction and Drama in China (Cam-
bridge: Council on East Asian Studies, Har-
vard University, 1989), pp.36–72.

 9 Mair, Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.12.

10 Wang Chongmin 王重民, Dunhuang guji xulu 
敦煌古籍敘錄 (Beijing: Shangwu yinshu-
guan, 1958), p.336; Wang Weiqin 王偉琴, 
Dunhuang bianwen zuoshi zuozhe kaolun 敦煌
變文作時作者考論 (PhD diss. Lanzhou: xibei 
shifan daxue, 2009), pp.44–45.

11 Zhou Shaoliang, ed. Yingcang Dunhuang 
wenxian (Hanwen fojing yiwai bufen) Vol.1, 
p.124;  Faguo guojia tushuguan cang Dunhuang 
xiyu wenxian Vol.18, p.247. See also Wang 
Shumin, ‘Abstracts of the Medical Manu-
scripts from Dunhuang,’ in eds Vivienne 
Lo and Christopher Cullen, Medieval Chinese 
Medicine: The Dunhuang Medical Manuscripts 
(London: Routledge, 2005), p.431. Wang mis-
records the catalogue numbers S.328 and 
P.2794V as S.3281 and P.2794.

12 For the image of Wu Zixu in pre-modern Chi-
nese literature, see Nemoto Makoto 根本誠, 
‘Chūgoku bungaku no ichitokuchō (Ue): Go 
Shisho henbun no jinbutsu byōsha no gen-
kaisei’ 中國文学の一特徴(上): 伍子胥變文の
人物描寫の限界性, Tōyō bungaku kenkyū 東
洋文学研究 14 (1966): 7–16; Nemoto Makoto 
根本誠, ‘Chūgoku bungaku no ichitokuchō 
(shita): Go Shisho henbun no jinbutsu 
byōsha no genkaisei’ 中國文学の一特徴(下): 
伍子胥變文の人物描寫の限界性, Tōyō bun-
gaku kenkyū 東洋文学研究 15 (1967)): 38–49; 
David Johnson, ‘The Wu Tzu-hsü Pien-wen 
and Its Sources: Part I’, Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies 40.1 (1980): 93–156; David 
Johnson, ‘The Wu Tzu-hsü Pien-wen and its 
Sources: Part II,’ Harvard Journal of Asiatic 
Studies 40.2 (1980): 465–505; Zhang Ruifen 張
瑞芬, Wu Zixu bianwen jiqi gushi zhi yanjiu 伍
子胥變文及其故事之研究 (MA thesis, Taipei: 
Zhongguo wenhua daxue, 1986); Gu Yongxin 
顧永新, ‘Wu Zixu gushi congkao’ 伍子胥故事
叢考, Guoxue Yanjiu 國學研究 10 (2002): 237–
74; Huang Yaping 黃亞平, ‘Wu Zixu gushi 
de yanbian—shizhuan xitong yu dunhuang 
bianwen wei daibiao de minjian xitong de 
duibi’ 伍子胥故事的演變—史傳系統與敦
煌變文爲代表的民間系統的對比, Dunhuang 
yanjiu 敦煌研究 2 (2003): 93–96; Wu Enpei 吳
恩培, ed. Wu Zixu shiliao xinbian 伍子胥史料 
新編 (Yangzhou: Guangling shushe, 2007).

13  Ma Jixing 馬繼興, ed. Dunhuang guyiji kaoshi 
敦煌古醫籍考釋 (Nanchang: Jiangxi kexue 
jishu chubanshe, 1988), pp.501–503; Cong 
Chunyu 叢春雨, ed. Dunhuang Zhongyiyao 
Quanshu 敦煌中醫藥全書 (Beijing: zhongyi 
guji chubanshe, 1994), pp.716–20; Ma Jixing 

人, 茱萸得脫. 潛形菵草,32 匿影藜蘆.33 狀似被趁野干,34 遂使狂夫莨菪.35 妾憶
淚霑赤石,36 結恨青箱. 夜寢難可決明,37 日念舌乾卷百.38 聞君乞聲厚朴, 不覺
躑躅君前. 謂言夫婿麥門,39 遂使蓯蓉緩步. 看君龍齒, 似妾狼牙. 桔梗若為, 願
陳枳殼.40

子胥答曰,41 ‘余亦不是仵家之子,42 亦不是避難逃人.43 聽說途之行李. 余乃生
於巴蜀,44 長在藿鄉.45 父是蜈公, 生居貝母.46 遂使金牙採寶,47 友子遠行.48 劉
寄奴是余賤朋,49 徐長卿為之貴友.50 共渡蘘河,51 被寒水傷身.52 二伴芒消,53 唯
余獨活. 每日懸腸斷續, 情思飄颻.54 獨步恒山, 石膏難渡. 披巖巴戟,55 數值柴
胡.56 乃意款冬,57 忽逢鍾乳.58 留心半夏,59 不見鬱金.60 余乃返步當歸, 芎窮至
此. 我之羊齒, 非是狼牙. 桔梗之情, 願知其意.61

His wife then composed a poem embedded with drug names, and, through the 
poem, asked, ‘I am a lady married into the Wu family, and my husband began 
his early career as an official in the state of Liang. Prior to our marriage cer-
emony, he had to go back, leaving me alone. The fat meat and fine grain at 
home was about to be exhausted, and the pavilion I chose to live in stood with 
no neighbours. I raised my head and sighed for my husband as a guest in Liang, 
‘when will you come from afar?’ Recently I heard that the tyrannical King of 
Chu unleashed his jackal- and wolf-like heart. He slaughtered my family, but I 
escaped and was bent on survival. I was listless and timid, and could hardly bear 
a fugitive life even if I were endowed with stony courage. My husband also fled 
in fear, and extricated himself in a moment. He hid among slough grass, and 
dodged into Veratrum plants. My husband wandered in the wild, like a chased 
fox-like animal called yegan. When I thought of him, my tears dropped onto red 
stone, and my bitterness shed on to green boxes. Night-time sleep could not 
eliminate my sorrow, and murmuring his name in daytime dried my tongue out 
like spike moss. When I heard your sincere and unpretentious voice begging 
for food, I unconsciously came to you and loitered in front of you. I told myself 
that it might be my husband stepping to the door, and thereby kept calm and 
slowed my pace. Your ‘dragon’ teeth resemble my husband’s teeth. Please tell 
me straight how you got here to quench my thirst for information about my 
husband. 

Zixu answered, ‘I am neither a son of the Wu family nor a refugee from persecu-
tion. Please listen to the story of my journey. I was born in Bashu, and grew up 
in Huoxiang. My father is Mr Wu, living with humiliation. He sent me to gather 
treasure in Jinya, and he asked two people to help me along the journey. One 
of them is Liu Jinu, a humble friend of mine, while the other is Xu Changqing, 
a noble friend of mine. We crossed the Xiang river together, but the cold water 
harmed our bodies. Consequently, my two companions died, but I survived. 
Everyday I was deeply concerned with their deaths, I had uneasy feelings, and 
my mind was far away. I walked to the Heng Mountains alone, confronted with 
high rocks and rivers hard to cross. I split the rocks and pulled out the thorns, 
and encountered jackals and foxes several times. Then I decided to go east, 
and soon discovered a stalactite cave. After spending half the summer there, I 
found no jade or gold. Therefore, in due course I returned, and passed by this 
place fearful and impoverished. I only have ‘goat’ teeth, which are not like your 
husband’s teeth. I have spoken frankly and hope you can understand.’ 

The context of this dialogue is Wu Zixu’s escape from the state of Liang 
梁, where he served as an official. His family was native to the state of Chu 楚. 
However, the King of Chu slew his father (a minister of Chu) and elder brother 
(holding an official position in the state of Zheng 鄭), as his father unfavour-
ably criticised the King of Chu’s marriage with a young lady from the state of 
Qin 秦, who was betrothed to the Crown Prince — one of the King’s children. 
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Wu Zixu fled from Liang and sought opportunities for revenge. During his 
fugitive journey, which finally ended in the state of Wu 吳, he was anxious 
about his survival. When he passed by a house and begged for food, his wife 
opened the door. They recognised each other but the woman, who escaped 
the King of Chu’s murder of her family, was not sure of her own judgement 
of the unexpected visitor. At this time, Wu also pretended not to know her, 
probably because he did not want to involve her in an unstable and danger-
ous situation. In this dialogue, Wu disguised his identity, but still communi-
cated some obscure information about his previous experiences.

Identification of the Drug Names Embedded in the Dialogue

The word yao ming 藥名 (drug name) obviously indicates the use of drug 
names in the dialogue between Wu Zixu and his wife. The symmetry between 
their words conduces to identification of certain drug names. For example, 
Wu and his wife both use the word jie geng 桔梗, which obviously refers to the 
medicinal plant jie geng 桔梗 (Platycodon grandiflorus). The word wu jia [MC]/
ŋuə̆̓  kja: [LMC] 仵家 in Wu’s reply, a homonym of the medicinal plant name wu 
jia [MC]/ŋuə̆̓  kja: [LMC] 五加 (Eleutherococcus nodiflorus), corresponds to wu qie 
[MC]/ŋuə̆̓  kɦia [LMC] 仵茄 in his wife’s account.62 The correspondence helps 
to link wu qie 仵茄 with the plant name; the character jia 加 also constitutes 
a key part of qie 茄, and thereby is indicative of such a link. Moreover, chai 
hu [MC]/tsɦa:j xɦuə ̆ [LMC] 柴胡 in Wu’s reply corresponds to the similarly 
pronounced cai hu [MC]/tsɦaj xɦuə ̆[LMC] 材狐 (jackals and foxes) in his wife’s 
words.63 Literally, chai hu 柴胡 clearly draws our attention to the medicinal 
plant chai hu 柴胡 (Bupleurum spp.), and thus helps us identify cai hu 材狐 as 
this plant.

馬繼興 et al., eds Dunhuang Yiyao wenxian 
Jijiao 敦煌醫藥文獻輯校 (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji 
chubanshe, 1998), pp.772–78; Ma Jixing 馬 
繼興, Zhongguo chutu guyishu kaoshi yu yanjiu  
中國出土古醫書考釋與研究 (Shanghai: Shang- 
hai kexue jishu chubanshe, 2015), pp.943–44; 
Yuan Renzhi 袁仁智 and Pan Wen 潘文, eds 
Dunhuang yiyao wenxian zhenji shilu 敦煌醫
藥文獻真跡釋錄 (Beijing: Zhongyi guji chu-
banshe, 2015), pp.495–96. 

14 For example, see Chen Zengyue 陳增岳, 
Dunhuang guyiji jiaozheng 敦煌古醫籍校證 
(Guangdong keji chubanshe, 2008), p.12. 

15 For example, see Yu Xiaowen 聿小文, ‘Tantan 
yaomingshi, jianquan Wu Zixu bianwen zhong 
de yaomingshi’ 談談藥名詩, 兼詮《伍子胥變
文》中的藥名詩, Zhongyi jiaoyu 中醫教育 2 
(1985): 66–69; Zhu Hongjie 祝鴻傑 and Chu 
Liangcai 褚良才, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen yao-
mingshi yigu’ 《伍子胥變文》藥名詩臆詁, in 
eds Hangzhou daxue guji yanjiusuo 杭州大
學古籍研究所 et al., Dunhuang yuyan wenxue 
lunwenji 敦煌語言文學論文集 (Hangzhou: 
Zhejiang guji chubanshe, 1988), pp.213–23; 
Fan Xinjun 範新俊, ‘Dunhuang ‘bianwen’ 
zhong de yaomingshi’ 敦煌‘變文’中的藥名詩, 
Yiguwen Zhishi 醫古文知識 3 (2004): 19; Yin 
Zhanhua 尹占華, Tangsong wenxue yu wenxian 
conggao 唐宋文學與文獻叢稿 (Tianjin: Tianjin 
guji chubanshe, 2013), pp.592–96; Song Shu-
gong 宋書功, Xinlin manlu 杏林漫錄 (Beijing: 
Zhongyi guji chubanshe, 2014), pp.51–59; Liu 
Ruiming 劉瑞明, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen de yaom-
ing sanwen xinjiaoshi’ 《伍子胥變文》的藥
名散文新校釋, Dunhuang yanjiu 敦煌研究 4 
(2016): 70–73. 

16 For example, see Wang Chongmin, Dunhuang 
guji xulu, pp.337–38; Ito Mieko 伊藤美重子, 
‘Tonkō shahon go shisho henbun nitsuite: so 
no gorakusei’ 敦煌写本「伍子胥変文」につ
いて: その娯楽性, Ocha Nomizu Joshi daigaku 
Chūgoku bungaku kaihō お茶の水女子大学中
国文学会報31 (2012): 25–40. 

17 See, for example, Wang Chongmin et al., eds 
Dunhuang bianwen ji, p.10; Tangsong xiaozu 
唐宋小組, ed. Zhongguo wenxue cankao zuopin: 
Tang Wudai bufen 中國文學參考作品: 唐五代
部分 (Changchun: Dongbei shifan daxue han-
shou jiaoyuchu, 1958), pp.114–27; Xiang Chu 
項楚, Dunhuang bianwen xuanzhu 敦煌變文選
注 (Chengdu: Bashu shushe, 1990), pp.29–30; 
Pan Chonggui 潘重規, Dunhuang bianwen ji 
xinshu 敦煌變文集新書 (Taipei: Wenjin chu-
banshe, 1994), p.840; Huang Zheng 黃徵 and 
Zhang Yongquan 張涌泉, eds Dunhuang bian-
wen jiaozhu 敦煌變文校注 (Beijing: Zhong-
hua shuju, 1997), p.6; Li Shiren, ed. Quantang 
Wudai xiaoshuo (Book 4), pp.2461–462. For the 
story of Wu Zixu in a revised and expanded 
edition of Xiang Chu’s 1989 book, see Xiang 
Chu 項楚, Dunhuang bianwen xuanzhu 敦煌
變文選注 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2006), 
pp.41–42. 

Figure 1a (this page) & 1b 
(facing page)

The Dialogue Embedded with 
Drug Names in S.328 (A, 12 
lines) and P.2794V (B, 20 lines). 
Images are extracted from The 
International Dunhuang Pro-
ject online <http://idp.bl.uk>.
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18 For example, the dialogue in Victor H. 
Mair’s 1983 English translation of the Dun-
huang story of Wu Zixu had been excerpted 
in an anthology and entitled ‘Poem of Medi-
cine Puns’, see his Tun-Huang Popular Nar-
ratives, pp.134–36; Anonymous, Victor H. 
Mair (trans.) ‘Poem of Medicine Puns,’ in ed. 
Victor H. Mair, The Shorter Columbia Anthol-
ogy of Traditional Chinese Literature (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2000), pp.281–83. 

19 For example, see Liu Ruiming, ‘Wu zixu 
bianwen de yaoming sanwen xinjiaoshi’, 
p.70; Xiang Chu, Dunhuang bianwen xuanzhu 
(2006 revision), p.45.

20 For this idea, see Wang Wei 王偉, Tang-
song yaomingshi yanjiu 唐宋藥名詩研究 (MA 
thesis, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Daxue, 2010, 
pp.1, 69–75. Cf. Liu Xinyue 劉辛悅 and Zhang 
Jian 張戩, ‘Yaomingshi shihua’ 藥名詩史話, 
Zhongyiyao wenhua 中醫藥文化 13.3 (2018): 
52–58. Nonetheless, Wang’s thesis well char-
acterises the evolution of Tang and Song 
drug poems. 

21 The character shi 詩 (poem) in P.2794V is 
absent in S.328.

22 The character shi 仕 (to be an official) in 
S.328 is written as shi 是 (be/correct) in 
P.2794V. In existing major collated versions 
of WZXBW it is common to see punctuation 
between xi xin 細辛 and zao shi 早仕, see, for 
example, Wang Chongmin et al., eds Dun-
huang bianwen ji, p.10; Pan Chonggui, Dun-
huang bianwen ji xin shu, p.840; Huang Zheng 

The words that in some cases denoted specific plants and such but had no 
relationship with any drug in ancient Chinese materia medica, for example, 
xuan chang 懸腸, will not be considered for identification.64 Given varied his-
tories of drugs and the composition date of the Dunhuang story of Wu Zixu, 
identification of drugs here will be cautiously based on Tang or pre-Tang 
medical records rather than late imperial and/or modern medical texts such 
as the Bencao Gangmu 本草綱目 (Compendium of Materia medica, 1578).65 This 
methodology differs from Victor H. Mair’s, which heavily rests on twentieth-
century reference books.66 The identifications given in Table 1 reflect some 
existing ideas about the hidden or apparent drug names embedded in the 
dialogue. Here it is noteworthy that the act of hiding drug names did not first 
occur in this dialogue, but appeared centuries earlier, in, for example, the 
yao ming shi 藥名詩 (drug name poems) mentioned below.67 In this sense, the 
dialogue followed an existing literary tradition.

In Table 1, I have also abandoned some far-fetched or inappropriate 
ideas.68 For example, there is an opinion that relates she gan 舌乾 (the tongue 
becomes dry) to the medicinal plant she [ye] gan 射干 (Belamcanda chinensis 
(L.) Redouté).69 But this opinion neglects that the character 射 in the word 
射干 is pronounced as ye [MC]/jia [LMC] rather than she [MC]/ʂɦia [LMC].70 
Another example concerns the word piao yao 飄颻. Zhu and Chu identify it 
as the plant piao yao cao 漂摇草 (alias ye can dou 野蠶豆), and claim that the 
latter was a drug.71 However, piao yao cao 漂摇草 appeared in Chinese litera-
ture as late as the Southern Song dynasty (1127–1279),72 with its medicinal 
properties being recorded no earlier than the Ming dynasty (1368–1644).73 
Some contemporary medical publications equate it with piao yao dou 飘摇豆 
(Vicia hirsuta (L.) Gray)74 — a plant first included in the Chinese materia medica 
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in 1220 and cannot be the drug implied in the word piao yao 飄颻.75 For the 
word qi yi 其意, Yin thinks that it actually refers to qi yi 芑薏, treating it a 
synonym for the edible and medicinal plant yi yi 薏苡, but giving no reason 
for this identification.76 However, qi yi 芑薏 is a problematic word, which can 
hardly be found in pre-modern Chinese (medical) texts.77 It is wise to treat the 
connection between qi yi 其意 and yi yi 薏苡 with caution.

Drawing on current scholarship on embedding drug names in mediæval 
drug poems or Dunhuang manuscripts,78 Table 1 gives 60 drug names embed-
ded in the dialogue. Some names are easy to recognise; the hidden ones are 
identified on the basis of their pronunciations and character structures, 
except two — wang wu dao 王無道 and xing li 行李 — mainly identified from 
their literal meanings. The drug names can be classified into three groups 
according to levels of consistency between character structures in the dia-
logue and that of their corresponding names in Tang and pre-Tang Chinese 
materia medica. The first group contains 39 names, which can be directly 
found in Tang and earlier medical texts — except the name duan xu 斷續, 
which is the drug name xu duan 續斷 in reverse order. The second group 
contains 14 names, which are interspersed with disguised characters — for 
example, juan bai 卷百. The third group contains seven names, which entirely 
consist of disguised characters — for example, cai hu 材狐. The art of disguise 
in some characters lies in one of three areas: pronunciation (for example, 
the character ye [MC]/jia [LMC] 野 in ye gan 野干 corresponds to ye [MC]/jia 
[LMC] 射 in ye gan 射干); character structure (for example, the character xiang 
箱 in qing xiang 青箱 and the character xiang 葙 in qing xiang zi 青葙子 both 
share xiang 相);79 or literal meaning (for example, the characters wu/dao 無/道 
[non-existence/road] in wang wu dao 王無道 are literally closely related to 
the characters bu liu/xing 不留/行 [do not stay/walk] in wang bu liu xing 王不

留行). Some of the disguised characters soften expression; they must engage 
audiences in this word game. For example, the character gong 公 (mister) in 
wu gong 蜈公, which constitutes part of the character gong 蚣 in wu gong 蜈蚣 
(centipede, an animal drug), corresponds to the character fu 父 (father) in fu 
shi wu gong 父是蜈公 ([my] father is Mr Wu).

Some drug names from pre-Tang medical texts, exemplified by xu chang qing 
徐長卿 and liu ji nu 劉寄奴, need not be particularly processed to fit into the 
dialogue. Xu 徐 is the surname of, for example, Xu Shi 徐市, who had been dis-
patched by the first emperor of China to search for celestial beings at sea; while 
Changqing 長卿 is the style name of the Western Han literatus Sima Xiangru 
司馬相如.80 Ge Hong 葛洪 (283–343) believed that xu chang qing as a drug name 
was originally a human name.81 Li Shizhen 李時珍 (1518–93) further explained 
that the drug was named xu chang qing because a man with this name often 
used the drug to treat evil diseases.82 As for liu ji nu, a Chinese emperor called 
Liu Yu 劉裕 (363–422) had the nickname Ji’nu 寄奴.83 According to Ren Fang 
任昉 (460–508), Liu once injured a snake with his arrow. The following day he 
encountered a few children preparing a herbal drug for the snake (king of the 
children) at the place where he’d shot it; he then drove them out and collected 
the drug. Because of this, people named the herb liu ji nu.84 In the dialogue, Wu 
Zixu stated that liu ji nu was his friend, and xu chang qing was Liu’s friend. Here 
the two words aptly play their dual role as human names and drug names.

Some apparent or hidden drug names can be understood literally when 
trying to make sense of every line of dialogue — for example, xu chang qing; 
liu ji nu, dang gui 當歸 (return in due time); du huo 獨活 (live alone); wei rui 葳
蕤 ([listless like] drooping willow branches and leaves); shi dan 石膽 (stony 

and Zhang Yongquan, eds Dunhuang bianwen 
jiao zhu, p.29; Li Shiren, ed. Quantang Wudai 
xiaoshuo, p.2461; Xiang Chu, Dunhuang bian-
wen xuanzhu (2006 revision), p.41. But in this 
case the following sentence lacks a subject. 
For this reason there are also some scholars 
who propose punctuation between zhi fu 之婦 
and xi xin 細辛. See, for example, Zheng Zhen-
duo, ‘Dunhuang De Suwenxue’, p.493; Zhu 
Hongjie and Chu Liangcai, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen 
yaomingshi yigu’, p.214; Yin Zhanhua, Tang-
song wenxue yu wenxian conggao, p.592.

23 The character li 禮 (rite) is written as li 礼 
(a variant form of li 禮) in both S.328 and 
P.2794V.

24 The characters shi 使 (make) and xian 閑 
(emptily) in S.328 are written as qian 遣 (dis-
patch) and xian 闲 (emptily, a variant form of 
xian 閑) in P.2794V.

25 The character lian 憐 (pity) in S.328 is writ-
ten as  in P.2794V, which seems to be 
the character lin 隣, a variant form of lin 鄰 
(neighbour). I agree with some scholars who 
consider lin 隣 more in line with the context, 
see Guo Zaiyi 郭在貽 et al., ‘Wu Zixu bianwen 
jiaobu’ 《伍子胥變文》校補, Wenshi 文史 32 
(1990): 232.

26 The character yang 仰 (look up) is missing in 
P.2794V.

27 The character zhi 志 (ambition) in S.328 is 
written as chu 處 (place) in P.2794V.

28 The characters cai hu 材狐 (wood and fox) in 
S.328 are written as chai gu 犲孤 (jackal and 
solitude) in P.2794V. According to the sense 
of this sentence, gu 孤 is likely a miswritten 
character.

29 The character mu 苜 (clover) in S.328 is writ-
ten as qian 潜 (hide) in P.2794V. Some schol-
ars state that the character zhu 蓫 in S.328 is 
written as  in P.2794V, see Guo Zaiyi et al., 
‘Wu Zixu bianwen jiaobu’, pp.232–33. My own 
examination negates this statement.

30 Here the character rui 蕤 (drooping leaves) 
is originally written as  in S.328. The latter 
is a vulgar form of the character rui 蕤. See 
Huang Zheng 黃徵, Dunhuang suzi Dian 敦煌俗
字典 (Shanghai: Shanghai jiaoyu chubanshe, 
2005), p.342. But in P.2794V the characters 
wei rui 葳蕤 (luxuriant) are unrecognisably 
written as , the structures of which obvi-
ously do not resemble that of wei rui 葳蕤.

31 The character dan 膽 (gallbladder) in S.328 
is written as the obscure and unidentifiable 
character  in P.2794V.

32 The character xing 刑 (punishment) in S.328 
is written as xing 形 (shape) in P.2794V. Only 
xing 形 makes sense in this line. It also cor-
responds to the character ying 影 in the fol-
lowing line. The character wang 菵 (a kind 
of grass growing on farmland) is originally 
written as  in S.328 and  in P.2794V, 
which are actually variant forms of wang 
菵, see Zhu Hongjie and Chu Liangcai, ‘Wu 
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courage); and tao ren 逃人 (a person who flees). Some other drug names, how-
ever, first need to be transformed so we can understand their pronunciation 
etc. (Table 2) — for example, the literal meaning of xi xin 細辛 (thin and pun-
gent) obscures the real meaning. Mair considers it possibly a pun on xi xin 細
心 (prudence), the supposed name of Wu Zixu’s wife.85 While a philological 
opinion interprets xi xin as a pun on xu shen 婿身 (a lady’s husband).86 Another 
example is jiang jie 薑芥; its metaphorical term, in my opinion, is jiang jie 將竭 
([fine food] is about to be exhausted).

As the author(s) and transcribers of the dialogue did not leave any annota-
tions to the text, some of the drug puns are difficult to determine. For exam-
ple, the literal meaning of the drug name hou po 厚朴 can be sincere and 
unpretentious, which matches the sense of qi sheng 乞聲 (begging voices); 
but it could also be interpreted metaphorically as hou po 喉破 (a hoarse voice) 
(however, this sense of the term hou po as far as I know, first appeared in the 
Southern Song dynasty).87 The term xing li 行李, as another example, can be 
understood as journey,88 which would suit the immediate context. However, 
it is also possible that the term actually refers to xing li 行歷 (experiences).89 
Here it is noteworthy that the dialogue is essentially a piece of literary work, 
within which some drug names themselves are literarily descriptive and need 
not necessarily be treated from the perspective of puns. Such examples are 
long chi 龍齒 and yang chi 羊齒. They literally mean dragon teeth and goat 
teeth, and both describe Wu Zixu’s teeth. The difference between yang 羊 

(goat) in Wu’s words and long 龍 (dragon) in his wife’s words indicates Wu’s 
intention of confusing his wife’s judgement of his identity.

Significance of the Drug Names

Two literary works feature the use of drug names as puns in Dunhuang 
manuscripts. One is the Dunhuang story of Wu Zixu; the other is an undated 
short song transcribed in S.4508, which originally lacked a title but is now enti-
tled ‘Lang dang bu gui xiang qian yao ming qu zi’ 莨菪不歸鄉嵌藥名曲子 (The Song 
Starting with Langdang Buguixiang [A Man Wandering away from Home and 
Hesitating to Return to His Hometown] and Embedded with Drug Names). It 
contains several embedded drug names such as lang dang 莨菪 (a pun on lang 
dang 浪蕩 [wander outside]); ban xia 半夏 (a pun on ban xia 半夏 [half of the 
summer]); jiang 薑 (pun on jiang 將 [almost]); wu tou 烏頭 (pun on wu tou 無

頭 [one’s head being cut off]); fu zi 附子 (pun on fu zi 父子 [father and son]); 
and gui xin 桂心 (pun on gui xin 歸心 [longing for home]).90 Although different 
interpretations of the song exist,91 there is no controversy about some of its 
events such as wandering away from home, killing, death, and missing some-
body. These events can also be found in the dialogue between Wu Zixu and his 
wife. Generally speaking, the two literary works both concern life and death. 
The two subjects are also among the fundamental concerns of materia medica. 
Given this consideration, the names invented by humans in diverse ways to 
identify drugs function well within the context of the dialogue between Wu 
and his wife.

The use of drug names is not instrinsically necessary. Religious terms, for 
example, can also be employed to embellish the sufferings narrated in the 
dialogue with implications for life and death. However, drug names inter-
twine the human and natural worlds. Joseph Needham treated the bencao  
本草 (materia medica) genre of Chinese medical texts, which cover many 
medicinal plants, animals and minerals, as pandects of (pharmaceutical) 

Zixu Bianwen yaomingshi yigu’, p.216; Guo 
Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu Zixu bianwen jiaobu’, p.233. 
Previously it was considered jun 菌 (fungus), 
yin 茵 (mattress) or mang 莽 (rash), see, for 
example, Wang Chongmin et al., eds Dun-
huang Bianwen Ji, p.10; Jiang Shaoyu 蔣紹愚, 
‘Dunhuang bianwen ji (Shangce)’ Jiaobu《敦煌 
變文集》(上冊)校補 [Book 1], in Dunhuang 
yuyan wenxue lunwenji, p.106; Yuan Renzhi 
and Pan Wen, eds Dunhuang yiyao wenxian 
zhenji shilu, p.495.

33 The character li 藜 (goosefoot) in S.328 is writ-
ten as  in P.2794V, which is a variant form 
of li 黎 (multitude).

34 The character chen 趁 (take advantage of) is 
written as chen 趂 in S.328 and P.2794V, which 
is a variant form of the former character. The 
character gan 干 (dry, etc.) in S.328 is written 
as , which resembles the character yu 于.

35 The characters fu lang 夫莨 are originally 
written as lang fu 莨夫 in S.328, with the 
mark ‘✓’ made besides the character fu 夫. 
In Dunhuang manuscripts this mark means 
changing the sequence of this and the pre-
ceding characters, see Li Zhengyu 李正宇, 
‘Dunhuang yishu zhong de biaodian fuhao’ 
敦煌遺書中的標點符號, Wenshi zhishi 文史知
識 8 1988: 98. A few authors claim that there 
is a lack of the stroke ‘丶’ in the character 
dang 菪, see Guo Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu Zixu bian-
wen jiaobu’, p.233. But after examining the 
original manuscripts S.328 and P.2794V I find 
that their comment is incorrect.

36 The characters yi lei 憶淚 (memory and tears) 
in S.328 are written as lei yi 淚憶 in P.2794V, 
with the mark ‘✓’ made besides the character 
yi 憶. This means the transcriber of P.2794V 
realised the sequence should be yi lei 憶淚.

37 The character ye 夜 (night) in S.328 is written 
as ye 野 (wild) in P.2794V. In P.2794V there is 
the character qiong 窮 (poor) between ye 野 
and qin 寢 (sleep), with the mark  (resem-
bling the character bu 卜) made beside 
qiong 窮. In Dunhuang manuscripts this 
mark means the neighbouring character is 
redundant. See Li Zhengyu, ‘Dunhuang yishu 
zhong de biaodian fuhao’, p.98. The character 
jue 決 (determine) is written as jue 决 in both 
S.328 and P.2794V, which is a variant form of 
‘jue 決’.

38 The character bai 百 (hundred) in S.328 is 
written as bai 栢 (cypress) in P.2794V.

39 The character xu 婿 (husband) is originally 
written as xu 𦕓 in S.328 and xu 聟 in P.2794V, 
which are variant forms of xu 婿. The char-
acter mai 麥 (wheat) is originally written as 
mai 麦 in both S.328 and P.2794V, which is a 
variant form of mai 麥.

40 The character yuan 願 (willing) in P.2794V is 
written as yuan 𩔊  in S.328, which is a variant 
form of yuan 願. The character ke 殼 (hull) is 
originally written as  in S.328 and  in 
P.2794V; the latter two characters, though 
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natural history.92 In this sense, drug names can help contextualise the escape 
stories of Wu Zixu and his wife (as narrated in the dialogue) in the natural or 
wild world, though they are also part of human culture. Drug puns are among 
the different kinds of wordplay in Dunhuang manuscripts.93 They make the 
dialogue unique in extant stories of Wu Zixu. Yet the puns in the dialogue 
are more than wordplay, as they can serve the plot in which Wu Zixu’s wife 
prudently attempted to ascertain Wu’s identity, while Wu intended to hide 
his identity. Wang Chongmin, for example, held such a view but he consid-
ered serving the plot as the direct reason for the use of drug names.94 This is 
somewhat far-fetched, as many words other than drug names can function 
as puns as well. And it is even unnecessary to use puns to achieve the effect 
of hiding identity information.

The dialogue was primarily composed in the context of materia medica and 
literary traditions. The presence of at least 60 drug names in the dialogue 
consisting of merely 321 characters indicates the author’s (or authors’) famil-
iarity with the materia medica. In the Tang dynasty, knowledge of drugs had 
significantly expanded. Even in the early-Tang period, the officially compiled 
work of the materia medica, namely Xinxiu bencao 新修本草 (Newly Revised 
Materia Medica, 659), records 850 native and exotic medicinal substances — 
many more than those recorded in Shennong bencao jing 神農本草經 (The 
Divine Farmer’s Classic of Materia Medica, c. first century AD).95 And Dunhuang 
in the late-Tang period served as a prosperous commercial centre on the Silk 
Roads, where native and exotic medicinal substances were all present.96 Some 
local people also donated medicinal substances to Buddhist monasteries in 
Dunhuang.97 Thus, the drug puns could have had an audience in Dunhuang, 
though the drug names or even the dialogue might have been added to the 
story of Wu Zixu during its supposed transmission from South-East China 
to Dunhuang. Although the audience might not have discerned all the puns 
and their senses, its appetite would be whetted, thereby contributing to the 
popularity of the story of Wu Zixu in Dunhuang and, perhaps, contributing 
to the spread of the culture of materia medica.

The dialogue also engages with the tradition of using drug names as puns 
in Chinese literature, which dates back to the pre-Qin period.98 The chapter 
xie yin 諧讔 (humorous and implicit words) of Liu Xie’s 劉勰 (c. 465–c. 532) 
book Wenxin diaolong 文心雕龍 (Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, 
c. 501) summarises a category of rhetoric that includes early (drug) puns.99 
In light of this, the use of drug puns in the dialogue cannot be counted as 
an independent or novel phenomenon, but has its origin in earlier Chinese 
rhetoric.

Given that the character shi 詩 (poem) appears in P.2794V but is absent 
from S.328, it was, perhaps, deliberately added by the transcriber for the pur-
pose of relating the dialogue to yao ming shi 藥名詩 (drug poem). Under this 
title, some literati exemplified by Wang Rong 王融 (467–93), Shen Yue 沈約 
(441–513) and Yu Jianwu 庾肩吾 (487–551), and some emperors exemplified 
by Xiao Gang 蕭綱 (503–51) and Xiao Yi 蕭繹 (508–55), had composed the ear-
liest drug poems in China.100 This poetic genre persisted in the Tang dynasty, 
though drug poems composed in the Tang dynasty remained limited.101 Nev-
ertheless, the dialogue is not laid out in the form of typical pentasyllabic 
or heptasyllabic Tang (drug) poetry, and does not have consistent rhym-
ing characteristics.102 It does not belong to the lü shi 律詩 (regulated poems) 
genre of the Tang dynasty.103 This is probably why some scholars, as previ-

difficult to identify as existing characters, 
generally treated as ke 殼 in current collated 
editions of WZXBW without giving reasons.

41 The character xu 胥 is originally written as 
xu 𦙃 in both S.328 and P.2794V, which is a 
variant form of xu 胥.

42  The character jia 家 (family) in S.328 is writ-
ten as qie 茄 (eggplant) in P.2794V.

43 The character yi 亦 (also) in S.328 is absent 
in P.2794V.

44  The character sheng 生 (born) in S.328, which 
is absent in P.2794V, is written between but 
near the middle of the characters nai 乃 (be) 
and yu 於 (in). Clearly it was added later, 
after transcription.

45 The character huo 藿 (Agastache) in S.328 is 
written as huo 霍 (suddenly) in P.2794V.

46 The characters sheng ju 生居 are originally 
written as ju sheng 居生 in S.328, with the 
mark ‘✓’ made besides the character sheng 
生.

47 The character bao 寶 (treasure) in S.328 is 
written as bin 賓 (guest) in P.2794V.

48 The character you 友 (friend) is originally 
written as  in S.328 and zhi 之 in P.2794V. 
The character  is generally identified 
as zhi 支 (branch). See, for example, Wang 
Chongmin et al., eds Dunhuang bianwen ji, 
p.10; Xiang Chu 項楚, Xiangchu Dunhuang 
yuyan wenxue lunji 項楚敦煌語言文學論集 
(Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2011), 
p.162. Compared with the vulgar forms of zhi 
支, it is more like a vulgar form of you 友, see 
Huang Zheng, Dunhuang suzi dian, p.511. Cf. 
Huang Zheng, Dunhuang suzi dian, p.551. As a 
result, you zi 友子 means ‘support [his] son’ 
(here, you means support or help), or can be 
understood as a pun on you zi 柚子 (pomelo).

49  The characters ji 寄 (post/entrust) and yu 余 
(I) in S.328 are written as yi 以 (by means of) 
and yu 餘 (surplus) in P.2794V. The charac-
ter peng 朋 is written as  in S.328 and  
in P.2794V, which are not yong 用 (use) but 
variant forms of peng 朋.

50 The character zhi 之 in S.328 is absent in 
P.2794V. The character you 友 (friend) is 
originally written as  in S.328 and  in 
P.2794V, which resemble the vulgar forms 
of you 友 (see above).

51  The character gong 共 (together) in P.2794V 
is absent in S.328.

52  The character bei 被 (by) in S.328 is written 
as bi 彼 (there) in P.2794V. The character 
ni  (silt, a variant form of ni 泥) in S.328, 
following bei 被 (by) and preceding han 寒 
(cold), is absent in P.2794V. Some scholars 
consider ni 泥 is a character the transcriber 
forgot to delete. See Guo Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu 
Zixu bianwen jiaobu’, p.233.

53 The character er 二 (two) in P.2794V is writ-
ten as san 三 (three) in S.328. According to 
the meaning of the sentence, it should be 
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ously mentioned, refuse to treat the dialogue as a poem. Here it is worth 
noting a mediæval poetic genre called zati shi 雜體詩 (‘poems in miscellane-
ous styles’). Jiang Yan 江淹 (444–505), for example, had composed 30 such 
poems under the general title of zati (‘miscellaneous styles’).104 Although 
drug poems had been explicitly categorised as a subgroup of the ‘poems 
in miscellaneous styles’ since the late-Tang period, the dialogue originally 
alleged to be a drug poem in P.2794V does not match the features of the 
‘poems in miscellaneous styles’ or poems of other genres.105 This article does 
not see the dialogue as a poem, but would rather, inspired by the idea of 
suggesting it as a prose,106 assign it to the category of pianwen 駢文 (parallel 
prose, see below).

Historical-Philological Backgrounds of the Dialogue

A significant feature of the dialogue or WZXBW is the frequent occurrence 
of lines consisting of four characters. This immediately reminds us of the 
dialogue’s potential relationship with some well-known early Chinese liter-
ary and medical works such as Shijing 詩經 (The Book of Odes); Han poetic 
expositions grouped under the title of Fu 赋; and Huangdi neijing 黃帝內經 
(Huang Di’s Inner Classic). Four-character phrases characterise almost all the 
poetic lines in The Book of Odes (tenth to seventh centuries BC); The book of 
odes has many poems with titles that include/are plant or animal names.107 
Such phrases are also characteristic of Han poetic expositions — for example, 
Sima Xiangru’s 司馬相如 (c.179–117 BC) Shanglin fu 上林賦 (Fu of the Imperial 
Garden), which describes a variety of animals and plants when describing an 
emperor’s hunting activities in the Han imperial garden.108 In Huang Di’s Inner 
Classic, whose role in Chinese medical history parallels that of the Hippocratic 
writings in ancient Europe,109 the characters in the four-character phrases 
account for a significant portion of the total, and have been researched for 
more than a decade.110 These secular works were still available in the Tang 
dynasty. There are examples in Dunhuang manuscripts of original words or 
quotations from The Book of Odes and Huang Di’s Inner Classic.111 Such classics 
in Chinese literature could not have been unknown to the author(s) of the 
dialogue or WZXBW, who exhibited good literary ability.

Buddhist scriptures might have an even more direct influence on the 
wording of the dialogue WZXBW. Stephen F. Teiser points out that ‘four-
character phrasing for most prose sections’ is one of the ‘stylistic features 
typical of Buddhist scriptures’.112 This can be verified by the Dunhuang manu-
script Dasheng sifa jinglun ji guangshi kaijue ji 大乘四法經論及廣釋開決記 (Dis-
closure of Extensive Commentaries on Catuṣkanirhārasūtra, P.2794), which 
shares the same scroll with the dialogue in P.2794V.113 Buddhist scriptures in 
Chinese constitute a majority of the Dunhuang manuscripts.114 Furthermore, 
scholars have shown that from the Eastern Han dynasty onwards four-char-
acter phrases became popular in Chinese Buddhist scriptures.115 Although 
existing opinion on the causes of this phenomenon are not quite consistent, 
the native Chinese literary tradition of using four-character phrases, as men-
tioned above, is generally considered among the important driving factors.116 
The circulation of Chinese Buddhist scriptures also promoted the vitality of 
four-character phrases in the Chinese language.117 From a historical-literary 
perspective, the four-character phrases in the dialogue can be reasonably 
considered to have been composed under the combined influence of Chinese 
secular and Buddhist rhetoric.

er 二, see Guo Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu zixu bianwen 
jiaobu’, p.233.

54 The character yao 颻 (drift in the air) in 
S.328 is written as piao 飄 (wave in the air) 
in P.2794V.

55 The characters pi 披 (split) and ba 巴 in 
S.328 are written as bi 彼 (there) and yi 已 
(already) in P.2794V.

56  The character chai 柴 (firewood) in P.2794V 
is written as lang 狼 (wolf) in S.328. The 
former character is more consistent with 
the meaning of the sentence, see Guo Zaiyi 
et al., ‘Wu Zixu bianwen jiaobu’, p.234.

57 The character yi 意 (intention) in S.328 is 
written as yi 憶 (recall) in P.2794V. I disa-
gree with a few scholars who think that the 
character yi 憶 is more probable, see Guo 
Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu Zixu bianwen jiaobu’, p.234. 
The character kuan 款 is written as kuan 欵 
in both S.328 and P.2794V, which is a variant 
form of kuan 款.

58 The character feng 逢 (encounter) is written 
as feng 逄 in both S.328 and P.2794V, which 
is a variant form of feng 逢.

59 The character liu 留 (stay; originally written 
in its variant form liu 㽞) in S.328 is written 
as liu 流 (flow) in P.2794V.

60  The character yu 鬱 is originally written as 
 in S.328 and  in P.2794V, which are 

vulgar forms of yu 鬱. See Huang Zheng, 
Dunhuang suzi dian, p.520.

61  The character yuan 願 (would like) in P.2794V 
is written as yuan 𩔊 in S.328, which is a vari-
ant form of yuan 願.

62 MC refers to modern Chinese pronuncia-
tion, and LMC refers to Late Middle Chinese 
pronunciation. For the LMC pronunciations, 
see Edwin G. Pulleyblank, Lexicon of Recon-
structed Pronunciation in Early Middle Chi-
nese, Late Middle Chinese, and Early Mandarin 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia 
Press, 1991), pp.143, 253, 325.

63 For the LMC pronunciations, see ibid., pp.44, 
47, 126.

64 The literatus Ren Fang 任昉 (460–508) 
recorded a plant called xuan chang cao 懸腸
草 (also known as si zi man 思子蔓 or li bie cao 
离别草), which seems to match xuan chang 
懸腸 but unfortunately was not a medici-
nal plant. See Ren Fang 任昉, Shuyi Ji 述異
記 (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1985), p.23. Yin 
Zhanhua considers that xuan chang 懸腸 in 
the dialogue refers to duan chang cao 斷腸草. 
See Yin Zhanhua, Tangsong Wenxue Yu wenx-
ian Conggao, p.595. But the pronunciation, 
structures and senses of the characters xuan 
[MC]/xɦjyan [LMC] 懸 and duan [MC]/tɦuan 
[LMC] 斷 are not the same or similar. For the 
LMC pronunciations of the two characters, 
see Pulleyblank, Lexicon of Reconstructed Pro-
nunciation …, pp.83, 350.
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The use of four-character phrases and the need to embed drug names 
would, in some cases, restrict expression and, therefore, result in difficulty in 
understanding the phrases. For example, it remains uncertain whether sheng 
ju bei mu 生居貝母 is talking about mu 母 (mother), wu 侮 (humiliation), or 
other possible subjects; and sheng ju 生居 in this phrase can also be under-
stood as reside or living.118 Probably because of this, there are also some six-
character phrases, though less common than four-character ones, being used 
in the dialogue. For example, the line qie shi wu qie zhi fu 妾是仵茄之婦 (I am a 
lady married into the Wu family) gives a clear sense which perhaps cannot be 
properly clarified in a four-character phrase. Of course, six-character phrases 
are usual in classical Chinese literature as well, for example, Qu Yuan’s 屈原 
(c.340–278 BC) Jiuge 九歌 (Nine Songs), one of the songs of Chu,119 is a group 
of ‘shamanistic poems’ in the eyes of David Hawkes.120 As a whole, the four- 
and six-character (and few seven-character) phrases representing parallel 
forms make up more than 70 per cent of all the phrases in the dialogue. This 
stylistic trait calls attention to the literary tradition of pianwen 駢文 (Paral-
lel prose), ‘the metrical pattern of four-syllable and six-syllable lines that is 
most common in Chinese parallel prose’.121 Wang Bo’s 王勃 (c.650–c.676) Teng-
wangge Xu 滕王閣序 (Preface to the Gallery of Prince Teng), a typical example 
of parallel prose, is composed of four-, six-, and seven-syllable lines.122

Conclusion

Neither the story of Wu Zixu nor drug puns were new to the late-Tang 
period. But a combination of them, which appears in the dialogue between 
Wu Zixu and his wife during Wu’s escape journey, makes the Dunhuang story 
of Wu Zixu unique in extant pre-modern stories of this revenge hero of the 
sixth–fifth centuries BC. The re-examination of the text and the contextuali-
sation of the dialogue within early and mediæval Chinese culture and soci-
ety, as pursued in this article, help to further understand the dialogue, drug 
names, and related issues. The drug names hidden in the dialogue and ten-
tatively re-identified in this article attest to written rather than oral trans-
mission of the dialogue or even the story — adding to our understanding of 
how the stories in Dunhuang transformation texts were communicated. The 
drug names do not merely function as wordplay, but bear multiple senses. 
They accord with the theme of life and death in the dialogue — even in the 
whole story. Denoting plants, animals and minerals, they also help situate 
the escape story narrated in the dialogue in the natural world. Moreover, the 
drug names as puns meet the need to conceal Wu’s identity in the face of his 
wife’s prudent enquiry. The wording of the dialogue displays the influence 
of the culture of materia medica and the literary tradition of using puns, and 
engages with secular and Buddhist rhetorical traditions. It does not suggest 
that the dialogue is a poem, but rather it bears a resemblance to parallel 
prose. From a broad historical perspective, the Dunhuang story of Wu Zixu, 
so far as known, can be considered the earliest Chinese story that involves 
the use of drug names as puns. This case study is an attempt to seek a balance 
between the special and general senses of Dunhuang manuscripts in history.

65 For examples of referring to Bencao gangmu 
(Compendium of Materia Medica) as evi-
dence of drug use, see Zhu Hongjie and Chu 
Liangcai, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen yaomingshi 
yigu’, p.222; Guo Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu Zixu bian-
wen jiaobu’, p.233.

66  Mair, Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.275.

67 Cf. Wang Wei, Tangsong Yaomingshi Yanjiu, 
pp.19–22.

68 Victor H. Mair contributes much to identi-
fying the drug names in this Dunhuang 
story of Wu Zixu. But his identifications of, 
for example, jian peng 賤朋, gui you 貴友 and 
qi yi 其意 are somewhat far-fetched. See his 
Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, pp.278–79.

69  Zhao Kuifu 趙逵夫, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen bujiao 
shiyi’ 《伍子胥變文》補校拾遺, Tangdai  
wenxue yanjiu 唐代文學研究 4 (1993): 44.

70 For Middle Chinese pronunciation of the 
character 射 in 射干, see, for example, 
Tao Hongjing 陶弘景, ‘Caomu Xiapin’ 草木 
下品, in eds Shang Zhijun 尚志鈞 and Shang 
Yuansheng 尚元勝, Bencao jing jizhu 本草經
集注 (Beijing: Renmin weisheng chubanshe, 
1994), p.347; Su Song 蘇頌, ‘Caobu Xiapin’ 草
部下品, in ed. Shang Zhijun 尚志鈞, Bencao 
Tujing 本草圖經 (Hefei: Anhui kexue jishu 
chubanshe, 1994), p.263. There are also con-
temporary publications that misrecord the 
pronunciation of 射干 as she gan. See, for 
example, Song Liren 宋立人, ed. Zhonghua 
bencao 中華本草 Book 8 (Shanghai: Shanghai 
kexue jishu chubanshe, 1999), p.256. Cf. Ma 
Jixing, ed. Dunhuang guyiji kaoshi, p.502. For 
the LMC pronunciations, see Pulleyblank, 
Lexicon of  Reconstructed Pronunciation …, 
pp.279, 363–64.

71 Zhu Hongjie and Chu Liangcai, ‘Wu Zixu 
bianwen yaomingshi yigu’, p.221.

72  For example, see Chen Jingyi 陳景沂, ‘Shu Bu’ 
蔬部, in eds Cheng Jie 程傑 and Wang Sanmao 
王三毛, Quanfang beizu 全芳備祖 (Hangzhou: 
Zhejiang guji chubanshe, 2014), p.1191.

73 For example, see Li Shizhen 李時珍, Bencao 
gangmu 本草綱目 (Beijing: Renmin weisheng 
chubanshe, 1979), pp.1670–671. I have res-
ervations about Li’s idea which equates piao 
yao cao 漂摇草 with qiao yao 翘摇, an edible 
plant having entered Chinese materia medica 
no later than the Tang dynasty. See, for 
example, Chen Cangqi 陳藏器, ‘Guo Cai Mi 
Bu’ 果菜米部, in ed. Shang Zhijun 尚志鈞, 
Bencao shiyi jishi 《本草拾遺》輯釋 (Hefei: 
Anhui kexue jishu chubanshe, 2002), p.295.

74  For example, see Song Liren 宋立人, ed. 
Zhong-hua bencao 中華本草, (Shanghai: 
Shanghai kexue jishu chubanshe, 1999), 
pp.686–87. The scientific identification of 
this plant is also given in this book but it 
miswrites the character piao 飘 as piao 漂.

75 Wang Jie 王介, Lü Chanyan bencao 履巉岩本草 
(Beijing: Renmin weisheng chubanshe, 2007), 
p.37.
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wu qie (jia)
★ 仵茄(家)

wu jia
五加

Plant: Eleutherococcus 
nodiflorus (Dunn) S.Y.Hu

Shen nong ben cao jing  神農 
本草經 (c. 1st cent. AD)123

xi xin
● 細辛

xi xin Plant: Asarum sieboldii 
Miq.

Shen nong ben cao jing124

yu liang
★ 於梁

yu yu liang
禹餘粮

Mineral: Limonite, 
FeO(OH)·nH2O

Shen nong ben cao jing125

jiu li
★ 就禮

jiu li
酒醴

Wines Bei ji qian jin yao fang
備急千金要方 (c.652 AD)126

dang gui
● 當歸

dang gui
當歸

Plant: Angelica sinensis 
(Oliv.) Diels

Shen nong ben cao jing127

du huo
● 獨活

du huo Plant: Heracleum  
hemsleyanum Diels

Shen nong ben cao jing128

gao liang jiang
○ 莨薑

gao liang jiang
高良薑

Plant: Alpinia  
officinarum Hance

Ben cao jing ji zhu
本草經集注 (492-500 AD)129

jiang jie
● 薑芥

jiang jie Plant: Mosla dianthera 
(Buch.-Ham. ex Roxb.) 
Maxim. or Brassica juncea 
(L.) Czern.

Wu pu ben cao
吴普本草   
(c. 3rd cent. AD)130

ze xie
● 澤瀉

ze xie Plant: Alisma plantago-
aquatica L.

Shen nong ben cao jing131

bin lang
● 檳榔

bin lang Plant: Areca catechu L. Ben cao jing ji zhu132

yuan zhi
● 遠志

yuan zhi Plant: Polygala tenuifolia 
Willd.

Shen nong ben cao jing133

wang wu dao
○ 王無道

wang bu liu 
xing 王不留行

Plant: Vaccaria hispanica 
(Mill.) Rauschert

Shen nong ben cao jing134

cai hu, or chai 
hu ★材狐,  
or ● 柴胡

chai hu
柴胡

Plant: Bupleurum spp. Shen nong ben cao jing135

mang xiao
● 芒消

mang xiao Mineral: Mirabilite, 
Na2SO4·10H2O

Shen nong ben cao jing136

mu zhu
★ 苜蓫

gan sui
甘遂

Plant: Euphorbia kansui 
S.L.Liou ex S.B.Ho

Shen nong ben cao jing137

wei rui
●葳蕤

wei rui Plant: Polygonatum odora-
tum (Mill.) Druce

Wu pu ben cao138

shi dan
● 石膽

shi dan Mineral: blue vitriol, 
mainly CuSO4·5H2O

Shen nong ben cao jing139

76 Yin Zhanhua, tangsong wenxue yu wenxian 
conggao, p.595. For an early medical record 
of yi yi 薏苡, see Ma Jixing 馬繼興, ed. Shen-
nong bencao Jing Jizhu 神農本草經輯注 (Bei-
jing: Renmin weisheng chubanshe, 1995), 
pp.69–70. In this book there is an entry for 
yi yi ren 薏苡仁.

77 As far as I know, the word most similar to 
qi yi 芑薏 is yi qi 薏 , which first appeared 
in Huangdi Neijing Taisu 黃帝內經太素, but is 
rarely found in pre-modern Chinese litera-
ture. See Yang Shangshan 楊上善, ‘Zhenzang 
mai xing’ 真藏脈形, in eds Li Keguang 李 
克光 and Zheng Xiaochang 鄭孝昌, Huangdi 
neijing taisu jiaozhu 黃帝內經太素校注 (Bei-
jing: Renmin weisheng chubanshe), 2003, 
p.434. In this book, the original note to qi  
(a variant form of qi 芑) says the sense of this 
character is the same as yi 苡.

78 For example, see Yan Huazhi 鄢化志, Zhong-
guo gudai zatishi tonglun 中國古代雜體詩 
通論 (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 
2001), pp.61–108; Wang Wei, Tangsong yao-
mingshi yanjiu, pp.14–48; Hu Tongqing 胡
同慶, ‘Dunhuang Tangsong Shiqi de wenzi 
youxi jiqi yishu tedian’ 敦煌唐宋時期的文
字遊戲及其藝術特點, Shiwu Luntan 史物論壇  
12 (2011): 5–21.

79 However, I disagree with Xiang Chu’s  
項楚 idea that xiang [MC]/siaŋ [LMC] 箱 and 
shuang [MC]/ʂaːŋ [LMC] 霜 share a similar 
pronunciation, so qing xiang 青箱 (green box, 
often referring to the box used to preserve 
books, calligraphy works and paintings) is 
a pun on qing shuang 青霜 (grizzled hair/
autumn frost/sword/a kind of gown), see 
Xiang Chu, Xiangchu Dunhuang yuyan wenxue 
lunji, pp.161–62. For the LMC pronunciation 
of the two characters, see Pulleyblank, Lexi-
con of Reconstructed Pronunciation …, pp.290, 
337.

80 Sima Qian 司馬遷, Shiji 史記 (Beijing: Zhong-
hua shuju, 1999), pp.176, 2287.

81Ge Hong 葛洪, Baopuzi neipian 抱朴子內篇 
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1996), p.288.

82 Li Shizhen, Ben cao gang mu, p.822.

83 Shen Yue 沈約, Songshu 宋書 (Beijing:  
Zhonghua shuju, 2000), p.1.

84 Ren Fang, Shu yi ji, pp.11–12. A fifth-century 
text also contains a similar record, see Liu 
Jingshu 劉敬叔, Yiyuan 異苑 (Beijing: Zhong-
hua shuju, 1996), p.29.

85 Mair, Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.276.

86 Zhao Jiadong 趙家棟, ‘Dunhuang bianwen 
yinan yiyi zici kaoshi 敦煌變文疑難疑義字
詞考釋, Liyun yuyan xuekan 勵耘語言學刊  
2 (2008): 94–95.

87 Chen Yan 陳言, Sanyin jiyi bingzheng fang-
lun 三因極一病症方論 (Beijing: Renmin 
weisheng chubanshe, 1957), p.230.

Note: The information in the ‘Tentative Identification’ column is mainly based on Flora 
Reipublicae Popularis Sinicae (http://frps.eflora.cn), The Plant List (http://www.
theplantlist.org/) and Zhong hua ben cao 中華本草 (Chinese Materia medica, 1999).  
● = embedded drug names extracted from medical texts; ○ = interspersed with  
disguised characters; ★ = totally consisting of disguised characters.

Table 1: Drug Names Embedded in the Dialogue between Wu Zixu and    
His Wife
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88 For a Tang example of this sense of xing li 行
李, see Du Fu 杜甫, ‘Zeng Su Sixi’ 贈蘇四徯, in 
ed. Qiu Zhao’ao 仇兆鰲, Dushi xiangzhu 杜詩詳
注 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1999), p.1547.

89 For a Tang example of this sense of xing li 行
歷, see Liu Zhiji 劉知幾, ‘Zashuo’ 雜說, in ed. 
Pu Qilong 浦起龍, Shitong tongshi 史通通釋 
(Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1978), 
p.469.

90 The original text reads: 莨菪不歸鄉, 經今半
夏薑. 去他烏頭了, 血傍傍. 他家附子亳[毫]強, 
父母依意美. 長短桂心, 日夜思量.’ See Zhang 
Gong 張弓, ed. Yingcang Dunhuang wenxian 
(hanwen fojing yiwai bufen) 英藏敦煌文獻(漢
文佛經以外部份, Vol.6 (Chengdu: Sichuan 
renmin chubanshe, 1992), p.119. The charac-
ter dang 菪 is originally written as , which 
is probably a variant form of dang 菪. The 
character tou 頭 is originally written as , 
which is a vulgar form of the character tou 頭. 
See Huang Zheng, Dunhuang suzi dian, pp.407–
408. The character liao 了 is originally written 
between tou 頭 and xie 血. The second bang 傍 
is originally written as , which is presum-
ably a repeat mark. See Wang Jingbo 王晶波 
et al., ‘Dunhuang wenxian shuxie fuhao de 
pucha yu fenlei yanjiu’ 敦煌文獻書寫符號的
普查與分類研究, Dunhuang yanjiu 敦煌研究 
5 (2014): 78. Bo 亳 is probably a miswritten 
character, which should be the structurally 
similar character hao 毫. Because the pronun-
ciation of hao [MC]/xɦaw [LMC] 毫 can draw 
forth the character hao [MC]/xɦaw [LMC] 
豪 which, together with the next character 
qiang 强, means outrageous powers. For the 
LMC pronunciation of the two characters, 
see Pulleyblank, Lexicon of Reconstructed Pro-
nunciation …, pp.120–21.

91 For example, see Gao Guofan 高國藩, 
Dunhuang quzici xinshang 敦煌曲子詞欣賞  
(Nanjing: Nanjing daxue chubanshe, 1989), 
pp.78–84; Xiang Chu 項楚, Dunhuang geci  
zongbian kuangbu 敦煌歌辭總編匡補 (Cheng-
du: Bashu shushe, 2000), pp.27–28.

92 Joseph Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen, Science 
and Civilisation in China, Volume 6, Biology and 
Biological Technology, Part 1: Botany (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 
pp.220–24.

93 Hu Tongqing 胡同慶, ‘Dunhuang Tang-
song shiqi de wenzi youxi jiqi yishu tedian’  
敦煌唐宋時期的文字遊戲及其藝術特, Shiwu 
luntan 史物論壇 12 (2011): 5–21.

94 For example, see Wang Chongmin, Dunhuang 
guji xulu, p.338.

95 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, 
pp.465–84; Su Jing 蘇敬 et al., ‘Jifu Qianji’ 輯
復前記, in ed. Shang Zhijun 尚志鈞, Xinxiu 
Bencao 新修本草 (Hefei: Anhui kexue jishu 
chubanshe, 1981), pp.8–11. Shennong Bencao 
Jing records 365 medicinal substances. This 
number corresponds to the days of a year.
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tao ren
★ 逃人

tao ren
桃仁

Plant: kernels of Prunus 
persica (L.) Batsch 
or Prunus davidiana 
(CarriŠre) Franch.

Ben cao jing ji zhu140

zhu yu
● 茱萸

zhu yu Plants: Evodia spp. Wu shi er bing fang
五十二病方 (3rd cent. BC)141

wang cao
● 菵草

wang cao Plant: Beckmannia syzi-
gachne (Steud.) Fernald

Zhou hou bei ji fang 肘後 
備急方 (4th cent. AD)142

li lu
● 藜蘆

li lu Plants: Veratrum spp. Wu shi er bing fang143

ye gan
○ 野干

ye gan
射干

Plant: Belamcanda chin-
ensis (L.) Redouté; or an 
animal

Shen nong ben cao jing144

lang dang
● 莨菪

lang dang zi
莨菪子

Plant: Hyoscyamus niger 
L.

Shen nong ben cao jing145

chi shi
● 赤石

chi shi zhi
赤石脂

Mineral: Red halloysit, 
mainly Al4[(OH)8/
(Si4O10]·4H2O

Shen nong ben cao jing146

qing xiang
○ 青箱

qing xiang zi
青葙子

Plant: Celosia argentea L. Shen nong ben cao jing147

jue ming
● 決明

jue ming zi
決明子

Plant: Senna obtusifolia 
(L.) H.S.Irwin & Barneby 
or Senna tora (L.) Roxb.

Shen nong ben cao jing148

juan bai
○ 卷百

juan bai Plant: Selaginella tamari-
scina (P. Beauv.) Spring

Shen nong ben cao jing149

hou po
● 厚朴

hou po Plant: Magnolia officinalis 
Rehder & E.H.Wilson or  
Magnolia officinalis var.  
biloba Rehder & E.H.Wilson

Shen nong ben cao jing150

zhi zhu
● 躑躅

yang zhi zhu
羊躑躅

Plant: Rhododendron 
molle G.Don

Shen nong ben cao jing151

jun qian
○ 君前

jun qian zi
君迁子

Plant: Diospyros lotus L. Ben cao shi yi
本草拾遺 (739 AD)152

mai men
● 麥門

mai men dong
麥門冬

Plant: Ophiopogon japoni-
cus (Thunb.) Ker Gawl.

Shen nong ben cao jing153

cong rong
● 蓯蓉

rou cong rong
肉蓯蓉

Plant: Cistanche  
deserticola Y.C.Ma

Shen nong ben cao jing154

long chi
● 龍齒

long chi Animal: Teeth of fossil 
animals

Shen nong ben cao jing155

lang ya
● 狼牙

lang ya Plant: Agrimonia pilosa 
Ledeb.

Shen nong ben cao jing156

Table 1 cont’d
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jikao’ 晚唐五代敦煌貿易市場的外來商品輯考,  
Zhonghua wenshi luncong 中華文史 
論叢 63 (2001): 55–91; Zheng Binglin 鄭炳林, 
‘Wantang Wudai Dunhuang shangye maoyi 
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103–118.
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chubanshe and Faguo guojia tushuguan, eds 
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wenxian, Vol.16 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji 
chubanshe, 2001), p.119.
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Zuoqiu Ming 左丘明, ‘Xuangong shier nian’ 
宣公十二年, in eds Du Yu 杜預 and Kong 
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banshe, 1999), pp.656–57. Cf. Liao Xiaoming 
廖曉明, ‘Zuozhuan yize yinyu fenxi’ 《左傳》一
則隱語分析, Xiuci xuexi 修辭學習 1 (1995): 32.

99 Liu Xie 劉勰, ‘Xieyin’ 諧隱, in eds Huang 
Shulin 黄叔琳 et al., Zengding Wenxin Diaolong 
jiaozhu 增訂文心雕龍校注 (Beijing: Zhonghua 
shuju, 2000), pp.194–204.

100 Lu Qinli 逯欽立, ed. Xianqin Hanweijin Nan-
beichao shi 先秦漢魏晉南北朝詩 (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1983), pp.1403, 1643, 1950, 
1995, 2043.

101 Wang Wei, Tangsong yaomingshi yanjiu, 
pp.14–33, 79–80.

102 For an example of Tang drug poems, see 
Peng Dingqiu 彭定求 et al., eds Quan Tang-
shi 全唐詩 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1999, 
p.3670.

103 For Tang regulated poetry, see Kao Yu-
kung, ‘The Aesthetics of Regulated Verse,’ 
in eds Shuen-fu Lin and Stephen Owen, The 
Vitality of the Lyric Voice: Shih Poetry from the 
Late Han to the T’ang (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1986), pp.332–86.

104 Jiang Yan 江淹, Jiang Wentong ji huizhu 江文
通集彙注 Hu Zhiji 胡之驥, ed. (Beijing: Zhon-
ghua shuju, 1984), pp.136–65.

105 Yan Huazhi, Zhongguo gudai zatishi tonglun, 
pp.33–48, 220.

106 Liu Ruiming, ‘Wu zixu bianwen de yaoming 
sanwen xinjiaoshi’, p.70.

107 For example, see Anonymous, ‘Juaner’ 卷耳, 
in eds Zheng Xuan 鄭玄 et al., Maoshi zhengyi 
毛詩正義 (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 
1999), pp.36–41. Cf. Arthur Waley and Joseph 
R. Allen, The Book of Songs (New York: Grove 
Press, 1996), p.7.

108 Fei Zhengang 費振剛 et al., eds Quan Hanfu 
jiaozhu 全漢賦校注 (Guangzhou: Guangdong 
jiaoyu chubanshe, 2005), pp.87–116.
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jie geng
● 桔梗

jie geng Plant: Platycodon grandi-
florus (Jacq.) A.DC.

Yang sheng fang
養生方 (3rd century BC)157

zhi ke
● 枳殼

zhi ke Plant: Citrus aurantium L. Lei gong pao zhi lun
雷公炮炙論 (5th century)158

zhi zi
○ 之子

zhi zi
梔子

Plant: Gardenia jasmi-
noides J.Ellis

Shen nong ben cao jing159

xing li
○ 行李

che xia li
車下李

Plant: Prunus japonica 
Thunb.

Wu pu ben cao160

ba shu
○ 巴蜀

ba shu
巴菽

Plant: Croton tiglium L. Shen nong ben cao jing161

huo xiang
○ 藿鄉

huo xiang
藿香

Plant: Agastache rugosa 
(Fisch. & C.A.Mey.) 
Kuntze

Ben cao jing ji zhu162

wu gong
○ 蜈公

wu gong
蜈蚣

Animal: Scolopendra sub-
spinipes mutilans L. Koch

 Lei gong pao zhi lun163

bei mu
● 貝母

bei mu Plant: Fritillaria spp. Shen nong ben cao jing164

 jin ya  
● 金牙

 jin ya Mineral: A kind of min-
eral

Ben cao jing ji zhu 165

 you zi  
○ 友子

you zi Plant: Citrus maxima 
(Burm.) Merr.

Ben cao jing ji zhu 166

 liu ji nu  
● 劉寄奴

liu ji nu  Plant: Artemisia anomala 
S.Moore

Lei gong pao zhi lun 167

 xu chang qing  
● 徐長卿

xu chang qing Plant: Cynanchum panicu-
latum (Bunge) Kitag. ex 
H.Hara

Shen nong ben cao jing 168

 xiang he  
○ 蘘河

xiang he  Plant: Zingiber mioga  
(Thunb.) Roscoe

Ben cao jing ji zhu 169

 han shui  
● 寒水

han shui shi  
寒水石

Mineral: A kind of min-
eral

Wu pu ben cao 170

 duan xu  
● 斷續

xu duan  
續斷

Plant: Dipsacus asper  
Wall. ex C.B. Clarke

 Shen nong ben cao jing 171

 piao yao  
● 飄颻

sang piao xiao 
桑螵蛸(?)

Animal: Mantis egg 
sheaths

 Shen nong ben cao jing 172

 heng shan  
● 恒山

heng shan Plant: Dichroa febrifuga 
Lour.

Shen nong ben cao jing 173

 shi gao  
● 石膏

 shi gao Mineral: gypsum, mainly 
CaSO4·2H2O

 Yang sheng fang 174

ba ji 
● 巴戟

 ba ji tian  
巴戟天

Plant: Morinda officinalis  
F.C.How

Shen nong ben cao jing 175
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See also Wang Jihong 王繼紅, ‘Xuanzang 
yijing siyan wenti de goucheng fangfa——yi 
api damo jushe lun fanhan duikan weili’ 玄
奘譯經四言文體的構成方法——以《阿毗達
磨俱舍論》梵漢對勘爲例, Zhongguo wenhua 
yanjiu 中國文化研究 2 (2006): 88–95.

Term Drug Tentative Identification Early Medical Record

 kuan dong  
● 款冬

 kuan dong hua 
款冬花

Plant: Tussilago farfara  L.  Shen nong ben cao jing 176

 zhong ru  
● 鍾乳

shi zhong ru 
石鍾乳

Mineral: Stalactite, 
mainly CaCO3

 Shen nong ben cao jing 177

ban xia 
● 半夏

ban xia Plant:  Pinellia ternata 
(Thunb.) Makino

 Wu shi er bing fang 178

yu jin 
● 鬱金

 yu jin Plants:   Curcuma spp.  Yao xing lun 
藥性論 (7th cent.)179

xiong qiong
● 芎窮

xiong qiong Plant: Ligusticum striatum 
DC.

Shen nong ben cao jing180

yang chi
● 羊齒

yang chi Animal: goat teeth Ben cao jing ji zhu181

Table 1 cont’d

116 Wu Haiyong 吳海勇, ‘Hanyi Fojing Sizi Wenti Chengyin Chuyi’ 漢譯佛經四字文體成因芻議, 
Qinghai Shehui Kexue 青海社會科學 4 (1999): 77–81; Yan Qiamao 顏洽茂 and 荊亞玲 Jing Yaling, 
‘Shilun Hanyi Fodian Siyange Wenti De Xingcheng Ji Yingxiang’ 試論漢譯佛典四言格文體的
形成及影響, Zhejiang Daxue Xuebao (Renwen Shehui Kexueban) 浙江大學學報(人文社會科學版)  
5 (2008): 177–85.

117 Sun Yan 孫豔, ‘Fojing Fanyi Yu Hanyu Sizige De Fazhan’ 佛經翻譯與漢語四字格的發展, 
Zhongyang Minzu Daxue Xuebao (Zhexue Shehui Kexueban) 中央民族大學學報(哲學社會科學版) 
1 (2005): 120–25.

118 The former sense (reside) of sheng ju 生居 is easy to understand. For Tang and earlier exam-
ples of the latter sense (living) of sheng ju, see Sima Qian, Shi ji, p.1986; Ouyang Xun 歐陽
詢, ‘Pin’ 貧, in ed Wang Shaoying 汪紹楹, Yiwen Leiju 藝文類聚 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chu-
banshe, 1982), p.627.

119 Hong Xingzu 洪興祖, Chuci Buzhu 楚辭補注 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983), pp.54–84.

120 David Hawkes, ‘The Quest of the Goddess,’ in eds John Minford and Siu-kit Wong, Classical, 
Modern, and Humane: Essays in Chinese Literature (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 1989), 
p.127.

121 David R. Knechtges and Taiping Chang, eds Ancient and Early Medieval Chinese Literature: A 
Reference Guide Part One (Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp.720–21.

122 Wang Bo 王勃, ‘Qiuri Deng Hongfu Tengwangge Jianbie Xue’ 秋日登洪府滕王閣餞別序, in 
ed. Jiang Qingyi 蔣清翊, Wang Zi’an Ji Zhu 王子安集注 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 
1995), pp.229–35. Cf. Kang-i Sun Chang and Stephen Owen, eds The Cambridge History of Chinese 
Literature, Vol.1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p.300. For an English transla-
tion of the Preface, see Timothy Wai Keung Chan, ‘Dedication and Identification in Wang Bo’s 
Compositions on The Gallery of Prince Teng,’ Monumenta Serica 50.1 (2002): 215–55.

123 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing Jizhu, pp.130–31.

124 Ibid., pp.74–75.

125 Ibid., pp.161–62. I disagree with Mair, who separates the characters yu liang 於梁 and identi-
fies them as yu 榆 (elm) and liang 粱 (Setaria italica, or spiked millet) respectively. See Mair, 
Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.276. In my opinion yu yu liang 禹餘粮 is more probable than 
yu 榆 and liang 粱.

126 Sun Simiao 孫思邈, ‘Jiuli’ 酒醴, in eds Li Jingrong 李景榮 et al., Beiji Qianjin Yaofang Jiaoshi 備
急千金要方校釋 (Beijing: Renmin weisheng chubanshe, 1998), p.176. For an earlier record of 
wines in Chinese medical texts, though using the word lao li 醪醴 (wines) rather than jiu li 酒
醴 (wines). See Anonymous, ‘Tangye Laoli Lunpian’ 湯液醪醴論篇, in ed. Guo Aichun 郭靄春
Huangdi Neijing Suwen Jiaozhu 黃帝內經素問校注 (Beijing: Renmin weisheng chubanshe, 1992), 
pp.187–89. Cf. Paul U. Unschuld and Hermann Tessenow, Huang Di nei jing su wen: An Annotated 
Translation of Huang Di’s Inner Classic — Basic Questions, Vol.1, pp.233–34.

127 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing Jizhu, pp.199–200.
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Table 2: Drug Names Needing Adaptation to Fit into the Dialogical Context

Drug Name Possible Metaphorical 
Term

Meaning

wu qie (jia) 仵茄(家) wu jia 伍家 Wu family

xi xin 細辛 xu shen 婿身 a lady’s husband

gao liang 莨 gao liang 膏粱 fine food

jiang jie 薑芥 jiang jie 將竭 [fine food] is about to be 
exhausted

ze xie 澤瀉 ze xie 擇榭 select a pavilion

bin lang 檳榔 bin lang 賓郎 a lady’s husband as a guest

yuan zhi 遠志 yuan zhi 遠至 come from afar

cai hu (chai hu)  
材狐 (柴胡)

chai hu 豺狐 jackals and foxes

mang xiao 芒消 wang xiao 亡消 die out

mu zhu 苜蓫 gan sui 甘遂 readily

zhu yu 茱萸 xu yu 須臾 for a moment

lang dang 莨菪 lang dang 浪蕩 wander outside

jue ming 決明 jue min 絕憫 eliminate sorrow

juan bai 卷百 juan bai 卷柏 (like) Selaginella

mai men 麥門 mai men 邁門 step to the door

cong rong 蓯蓉 cong rong 從容 keep calm

lang ya 狼牙 lang ya 郎牙 [my] husband’s teeth

jie geng 桔梗 geng jie 鲠讦 straightforwardly disclose

zhi ke 枳殼 zhi ke 止渴 quench [my] thirst [for your 
information]

wu gong 蜈公 wu gong 吳[伍]公 Mr Wu

bei mu 貝母 bei wu 卑侮 being humiliated

duan xu 斷續 duan xu 斷緒 threads of feeling break

shi gao 石膏 shi gao 石高 high rocks

ba ji 巴戟 ba ji 拔棘 pull thorns [from my body]

kuan dong 款冬 kuan dong 款東 go eastward

yu jin 鬱金 yu jin 玉金 jade and gold

xiong qiong 芎窮 xiong qiong 凶窮 fearful and impoverished

128 Ibid., pp.64–65.

129 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing Jizhu, p.313. Mair 
mentions such an identification, though he 
thinks that gao liang 莨 more probably 
stands for shu liang 薯莨 (a dark brown dye 
for silk). See his Tun-Huang Popular Narra-
tives, p.276.

130 Wu Pu 吳普, ‘Cailei’ 菜類, in ed. Shang Zhijun 
尚志鈞, Wu Pu Bencao 吳普本草 (Beijing: 
Renmin weisheng chubanshe, 1987), p.80. 
In Wu’s book jiang jie 薑芥 is another name 
of jia su 假蘇. Mair separates the characters 
jiang jie 薑芥, and identifies jie 芥 as mustard. 
See his Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.276. I 
do not object to this identification, but I am 
inclined to avoid separating characters and 
treating individual characters as (abbrevi-
ated) drug names, otherwise identifications 
would be too casual.

131 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, 
pp.70–72.

132 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.303–304.

133 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, 
pp.72–73.

134 Ibid., pp.114–15. This identification is made 
by Yin Zhanhua in Tangsong wenxue yu wen-
xian conggao, p.593. Yin does not give a spe-
cific explanation, but it is not difficult to 
find that literally wu 無 (non-existence/not) 
corresponds to bu liu 不留 (leave nothing/
do not stay), and dao 道 (way/road) is closely 
related to xing 行 (walk/proceed). Earlier 
than Yin, Fan Xinjun proposed a very similar 
identification, which related wang wu 王無 
(rather than wang wu dao 王無道) to wang bu 
liu xing 王不留行. See Fan Xinjun, ‘Dunhuang 
‘bianwen’ zhong de yaomingshi’, p.19. Zhu 
and Chu consider that wu dao [MC]/ʋjyə tɦaw 
[LMC] 無道 refers to hu tao [MC]/xɦuə tɦaw 
[LMC] 胡桃. See Zhu Hongjie and Chu Liang-
cai, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen yaomingshi yigu’, 
p.215. But the pronunciation and structure 
of wu [MC]/ʋjyə [LMC] 無 is not close to hu 
[MC]/xɦuə [LMC] 胡. See Pulleyblank, Lexicon 
of Reconstructed Pronunciation …, pp.126, 325.  
deems that wu dao [MC]/ʋjyə tɦaw [LMC] 無
道 stands for wu tou [MC]/ʔuə tɦəw [LMC] 烏
頭 (Chinese aconite). See Mair, Tun-Huang 
Popular Narratives, p.276. See also Pulley-
blank, Lexicon of Reconstructed Pronunciation 
…, pp.73, 311, 325. This is another possible 
identification of wu dao 無道, entirely based 
on pronunciation.

135 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, 
pp.61–62.

136  Ibid., pp.156–57. In this book, mang xiao 芒消 
is another name for xiao shi 消石.

137 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, 
p.350. There are two different identifica-
tions of mu zhu 苜蓫: mu xu 苜蓿 (Medicago 
sativa L.) or gan sui 甘遂 (Euphorbia kansui 
S.L.Liou ex S.B.Ho). See, for example, Zhu 
Hongjie and Chu Liangcai, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen 
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yaomingshi yigu’, p.215; Yin Zhanhua, Tangsong wenxue yu wenxian conggao, p.593; Mair, Tun-
Huang Popular Narratives, p.276; Xiang Chu, Xiangchu Dunhuang Yuyan Wenxue Lunji, p.161. Here 
I adopt gan sui 甘遂, whose character structure resemble those of mu zhu 苜蓫. I abandon mu xu 
苜蓿 because there is no pronounced or structural similarity between the characters zhu 蓫 and 
xu 蓿. A few scholars also doubt the suitability of xu 蓿 for zhu 蓫. See Guo Zaiyi et al., ‘Wu Zixu 
bianwen jiaobu’, p.233.

138 Wu Pu , Wu Pu Bencao, p.15. In this book wei rui 葳蕤 is another name of wei wei 委萎.

139 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.404–405.

140 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, p.51. In this collated version of the book, the character ren 仁 
in tao ren 桃仁 is written as ren 人, though the collators also know of it being written as ren 仁 
in some other historical versions of the book. In the earlier book Shennong Bencao Jing, there is 
an entry of tao he ren 桃核仁 (kernel of the peach stone). See Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing 
Jizhu, p.396.

141 In the excavated Han medical text Wushier bingfang, the word zhu yu 朱臾 is considered to 
refer to zhu yu 茱萸. See Mawangdui hanmu boshu zhengli xiaozu 馬王堆漢墓帛書整理小組, ed. 
Wushier bingfang 五十二病方 (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1979), p.71. In Shennong Bencao Jing, 
there are entries for wu zhu yu 吳茱萸 and shan zhu yu 山茱萸. See Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao 
jing jizhu, pp.263–64, 273–74.

142 Ge Hong 葛洪, Zhouhou beijifang 肘後備急方 (Changsha: Yuelu shushe, 1994), p.96. I disagree 
with Mair, who identifies it as yin [chen] cao 茵[蔯]草 (Artemisia capillaris, or absinthin), as Mair 
bases his identification on the misrecognised word jun cao 菌草. See his Tun-Huang Popular Nar-
ratives, p.276.

143 In Wushier bingfang, the word li lu 黎卢 is considered to refer to li lu 藜. See Mawangdui hanmu 
boshu zhengli xiaozu, ed. Wushier bingfang, 1979, p.109. In Shennong Bencao Jing, there is an entry 
of li lu 藜蘆, see Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing Jizhu, pp.342–43.

144 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.345–46. The word ye gan  野干 often appears as a kind 
of beast in Buddhist Sutras. See, for example, Nāgārjuna; Kumārajīva (trans.), ‘Da Zhidu Lun’ 
大智度論, in ed. Zhonghua dazangjing bianjiju 中華大藏經編輯局 Zhonghua dazangjing (hanwen 
bufen) 中華大藏經(漢文部分), Book 25 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1987), p.352. Some scholars 
think that ye gan 野干 here does not refer to the medicinal plant ye gan 射干 but should be the 
beast ye gan 射干 (in the Buddhist context). See Zhu Hongjie and Chu Liangcai, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen 
yaomingshi yigu’, pp.216–17. Understanding ye gan 野干 as a beast helps to make sense of the 
sentence, but ye gan 射干 in some ancient Chinese texts also refers to a beast. See, for example, 
Sima Xiangru 司馬相如, ‘Zixu Fu’ 子虛賦, in ed. Xiao Tong 蕭統, Wenxuan 文選 (Beijing: Zhong-
hua shuju, 1977), p.120. Xuan Ying related the beast ye gan 野干 in Buddhist sutras to the beast ye 
gan 射干 in ancient Chinese texts. See Xuan Ying 玄應, ‘Yegan’ 野干, in ed. Xu Shiyi 徐時儀, Yiqie 
Jing Yinyi 一切經音義 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2008), p.133. As a beast, however, 
either ye gan  野干 or ye gan  射干 has not been treated as a medicinal substance in Buddhist 
sutras or ancient Chinese texts. Yin contextualises ye gan 野干 in Chinese materia medica and 
natural history, suggesting that it should be understood as ye gan 射干, which was intention-
ally used by the author of the drug poem to denote both a medicinal plant and a beast. See Yin 
Zhanhua, Tangsong Wenxue Yu wenxian Conggao, p.593.

145 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.252–53. The word lang dang 莨菪 (without the char-
acter ‘zi 子’) can be found in Bencao Jing jizhu. See Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, p.248.

146 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.168–69.

147 Ibid., pp.352–53.

148 Ibid., pp.102–104.

149 Ibid., pp.88–89.

150 Ibid., pp.270–71. The word hou fu 厚柎 in Wushier Bingfang is considered to refer to hou po 厚朴. 
See Mawangdui hanmu boshu zhengli xiaozu, ed. Wushier Bingfang, p.100.

151 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.361–62.

152 Chen Cangqi, Bencao Shiyi jishi, pp.284–85.

153 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.62–64. In light of the word fu xu 夫婿 preceding mai 
men 麥門, Mair identifies it as fu xu 夫須, alias xiang fu zi 香附子 (Cyperus rotundus, or nutgrass 
flatsedge). See his Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.277. I cannot find Tang or pre-Tang records 
that treat fu xu 夫須 a medicinal plant or another name of xiang fu zi 香附子.

154 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.95–96.

155 Ibid., pp.174–75.

156 Ibid., pp.360–61. In this book, lang ya 狼牙 is another name of ya zi 牙子. Mair identifies it another 
plant, that is, lang zi 狼子 (Potentilla cryptotaeniae). See his Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.277.
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157 Ma Jixing 馬繼興, ed. Mawangdui guyishu kaoshi 馬王堆古醫書考釋 (Changsha: Hunan kexue jishu 
chubanshe, 1992), p.722.

158 Lei Xiao 雷斅, ‘Zhike’ 枳殼, in ed. Wang Xingfa 王興法, Leigong Paozhi Lun 雷公炮炙論, (Shanghai: 
Shanghai zhongyi xueyuan chubanshe, 1986), p.76.

159 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.259–60. See also Zhao Kuifu, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen 
bujiao shiyi’, p.44.

160 Wu Pu, Wu Pu Bencao, p.66. In this book, che xia li 車下李 is also called yu he 鬱核, que li 雀李 and 
di 棣. This identification is based on Yin’s opinion. See Yin Zhanhua, Tangsong wenxue yu wenxian 
conggao, p.594. The sense of che xia 車下 (under a vehicle) has a close relationship with that of 
xing 行 (walk/go). The Tang physician Sun Simiao 孫思邈 (c.581–682) equated che xia li 車下李 
with the yu li ren 鬱李仁 (alias jue li 爵李) in Shennong Bencao Jing. See Sun Simiao 孫思邈, ‘Mubu 
Xiapin’ 木部下品, in eds Li Jingrong 李景榮 et al., Qianjin Yifang Jiaoshi 千金翼方校釋, (Beijing: 
renmin weisheng chubanshe, 1998), p.57; Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, p.57. Another 
opinion suggests identifying xing li 行李 as the plants xing 杏 (Armeniaca vulgaris Lam.) and li 李 
(Prunus salicina Lindl.). See Zhu Hongjie and Chu Liangcai, ‘Wu Zixu bianwen yaomingshi yigu’, 
pp.216–17; Mair, Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.277. This is an acceptable identification, but 
if so, it will be an exception that different characters in a word refer to different medicinal 
substances.

161 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.383–85. In this book ba shu 巴菽 is another name 
of ba dou 巴豆.

162 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, p.256.

163 Lei Xiao, Leigong Paozhi Lun, p.119.

164 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.211–12.

165 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, p.179. I disagree with Mair, who considers cai bao 採寶, the word 
that follows jin ya 金牙, probably stands for cai bo 菜伯 (Chinese small onion or ciboule). See his 
Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.278.

166 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, p.230. This book mentions you zi pi 柚子皮 (pomelo peel). While 
in Shennong Bencao Jing, there is an entry of ju you 橘柚 which, however, does not mention the 
word you zi 柚子. See Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.134–35.

167 Lei Xiao, Leigong Paozhi Lun, p.107.

168 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.112–13.

169 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing jizhu, p.489.

170 Wu Pu, Wu Pu Bencao, p.9.

171 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.99–100. Wushier bingfang records xu duan 續 , which 
is considered to refer to xu duan 續斷. See Mawangdui hanmu boshu zhengli xiaozu, ed. Wushier 
bingfang, p.31.

172 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.328–29. This identification is based on Yin’s opinion. 
See Yin Zhanhua, Tangsong wenxue yu wenxian conggao, p.595. But there is still a certain distance 
between the pronunciation and structure of yao [MC]/jiaw [LMC] 颻 and that of xiao [MC]/siaw 
[LMC] 蛸. See. Pulleyblank, Lexicon of Reconstructed Pronunciation …, pp.339, 362.

173 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.347–48.

174 Ma Jixing, ed. Mawangdui guyishu kaoshi, p.720.

175 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, p.77.

176 Ibid., pp.240–41. Wu Pu Bencao records kuan dong 欵冬 (the character kuan 欵 is a variant form of 
kuan 款). See Wu Pu, Wu Pu Bencao, p.43.

177 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.152–53.

178 Mawangdui hanmu boshu zhengli xiaozu, ed. Wushier bingfang, p.115.

179 Zhen Quan 甄權, Yaoxing Lun 藥性論 (Hefei: Anhui kexue jishu chubanshe, 2006), p.50. The drug 
yu jin 鬱金 also appears in Sun Simiao’s Qianjin Yifang (c.660 AD). See Sun Simiao, Qian jin yi fang 
jiao shi, p.9.

180 Ma Jixing, ed. Shennong Bencao Jing jizhu, pp.198–99.

181 Tao Hongjing, Bencao Jing Jizhu, p.411. In this book, yang chi 羊齒 refers to goat teeth. But yang chi 
羊齒 may also refer to a kind of (medicinal) plant. See, for example, Guo Pu 郭璞 and Xing Bing 
邢昺, eds Erya Zhushu 爾雅注疏 (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 1999), p.262; Tang Shenwei 唐
慎微, ‘Huangqi’ 黃芪, in eds Shang Zhijun 尚志鈞 et al., Zhenglei Bencao 政類本草 (Beijing: Huaxia 
chubanshe, 1993), p.192. In Tang and pre-Tang medical texts yang chi 羊齒 generally refers to 
goat teeth. Mair identifies yang chi 羊齒 as a plant. See his Tun-Huang Popular Narratives, p.277. 
Such an identification neglects the context.
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‘GAZE UPON ITS DEPTH’: ON THE USES OF PERSPECTIVAL PAINTING IN 
THE EARLY-MODERN CHINESE VILLAGE

 Hannibal Taubes

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a small group of vil-
lages in northern Hebei province began to adorn their opera stages and temples 
with Western-style perspective drawings.1 These drawings, painted in vigorous 
blue shades on the walls flanking the temple and stage rooms, depict fantastic 
amalgamations of Chinese and Western-style buildings, receding into pictorial 
space: immense multilevel mansions (Fig. 1), pagodas and minaret-like spires 
(Fig. 2], long rows of buildings lining the streets (Fig. 3), tall domes, and opu-
lent porticoes. Around the bases and atop the roofs, belvederes and porticoes 
of these structures, complex scenes take place: godly personages sit in state, 
complex processions set out and return (Fig. 4), more groups of characters ges-
ture or strike operatic poses, while others just lean on the balustrades, taking 
in the view. This paper attempts to ask the basic questions about these images. 
What are these pictures? Who are the people and stories in them? Why were 
they drawn on these walls? What did they mean to the people who drew them?

Prosaically, this paper represents a case study of the early-modern mural-
painting traditions of a single Chinese county in northern Hebei province, 
describing the state of rural artistic traditions on the eve of the introduction of 
Western-style perspective, and then examining how these traditions changed 
with Western contact. I contend throughout this paper that these murals rep-
resent structural elements of complex compositions of village space, and are 
not comprehensible without this context. To this end, I begin by giving a brief 
history of these villages from 1500, focussing on religion, opera, and spatial dis-
courses. In the second section, I narrate the arrival of perspectival techniques 
and particularly the use of these techniques in opera stage murals, where they 
were probably first applied. I identify two crucial themes within the stage 
murals for the ‘Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions’ (Si wang ting 四望亭) 
and the ‘Mansions of the Western Seas’ (Xi yang lou 西洋樓). I argue that these 

 All photographs were taken by the author. 
Many of the mural sites described in this 
paper are not in any way protected or even 
maintained, and several murals reproduced 
here have been plundered by thieves or oth-
erwise destroyed since I took the photos. 
For this reason, I have cited the locations 
of these murals (that is, provided the vil-
lage and temple name) in those cases where 
I am satisfied that they are not in danger, 
but elected to withhold the locations in 
cases where the site is vulnerable. Interested 
academic researchers may contact me at  
twosmallblocks@gmail.com or htaubes@
berkeley.edu for precise locations and image 
galleries of all of the sites described here. 

  I am thankful to the following individu-
als, as well as innumerable others, for their 
help at various points in the creation of this 
paper: Zhao Wei 趙偉, Li Xinwei 李新威, 
Sophie Volpp, Lam Ling-hon 林凌瀚, Hannah 
Theaker, Kārlis Rokpelnis, Cao Xinyu 曹新宇, 
Hung Lichien 洪儷倩, Stephen Jones, David 
Johnson, Peter Bol, my advisor Jacob Dalton 
for his preternaturally accepting attitude 
towards my tangents, all the donors to my 
mural documentation fundraising campaign, 
and every Chinese villager who has assisted 
me over the last five years. 

2 Works on the Chinese reception of Western 
artistic techniques have become legion. A par-
ticularly useful summary of recent scholar-
ship is Wang Cheng-hua, ‘Wither Art History? 
A Global Perspective on Eighteenth Century 
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Chinese Art and Visual Culture,’ The Art 
Bulletin 96.4 (2014): 379–94. Studies particu-
larly relevant to this paper and not cited 
elsewhere are: Marco Musillo, The Shining 
Inheritance: Italian Painters at the Qing Court, 
1699-1812 (Los Angeles: The Getty Research 
Institute, 2016); Kristina Kleutghen, Imperial 
Illusions: Crossing Pictorial Boundaries in the 
Qing Palaces (Seattle: University of Wash-
ington Press, 2015); Ibid., ‘Staging Europe: 
Theatricality and Painting at the Chinese 
Imperial Court,’ Studies in Eighteenth-Century 
Culture 42.1 (2013): 81–102. There are many 
others. 

3 Petra Ten-Doesschate Chu and Ning Ding, ed. 
Qing Encounters: Artistic Exchanges Between 
China and the West (Los Angeles: The Getty 
Research Institute, 2015).

4 For instance: John Lust, Chinese Popular Prints 
(Leiden: Brill, 1996); Yachen Ma, ‘Picturing 
Suzhou: Visual Politics in the Making of 
Cityscapes in Eighteenth Century China’ 
(PhD diss., Stanford University, 2006). 

5 For introductions to the extant corpus of 
late-imperial temple murals in Hebei and 
Shanxi provinces, see Wang Hui 王輝, ‘Hebei 
xiancun siguan bihua de fenbu yu ticai’ 河北
現存寺觀壁畫的分布於題材, Wenwu chunqiu 
56 (2000): 33–38; Chai Zejun 柴澤俊, Shanxi 
fosi bihua 山西佛寺壁畫 (Beijing: Wenwu 
chubanshe, 2006). Many other collections 
of reproductions exist. 

6 Money for this original survey was kindly 
provided by the Gardener Traveling Fellow-
ship of Harvard University. 

7  I’ve been able to identify 50 structures 
(stages, temples, a few gatehouses) with 
drawings influenced by perspectival tech-
niques, in 43 villages. These range from per-
fectly preserved full-wall murals to a few 

Figure 1
‘... fantastic amalgamations of Chinese 
and Western-style buildings, receding 

into pictorial space: immense multi-
level mansions ...’ The left-hand side of 

this room is reproduced as Figure 26. Yu 
county, unknown artist, undated, 19th or 

early 20th century. 

Figure 2
‘... pagodas and minaret-like spires ...’ 

Yu county, unknown artist, undated, late 
19th or early 20th century. 

Figure 3
‘... long rows of buildings lining the streets...’ A broader view of this 
mural and the structure housing it is reproduced as Figure 11a & b. 
Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, late 19th or early 20th century. 
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Figure 4
Goddesses Temple in Stone-Waste Fort, Yu county (Yu Xian Shi Huang Bu Niangniang Miao 蔚縣石荒堡娘娘廟). Unknown artist, undated, 
possibly 18th century. Other images from this room are reproduced as Figures 36a & b and Figure 37. 

‘exotic’ architectural drawings establish the village stage as a crucial point 
of contact with the modernising world. In the final section, I re-examine the 
logic of both stage and temple murals, focussing on the idea of the temple and 
stage as ‘porticoes’ or entranceways that derived their power from access to 
holy, fictional, or otherwise ‘foreign’ spaces that extended away behind the 
altar or scaenae frons. I then show how in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries this logic was reworked with Western-inspired painting techniques 
including perspectivalism and the use of cast shadows, catalysing a renais-
sance in rural mural painting that produced some of the most beautiful and 
complex works in the history of this art. 

Beyond their simple artistic worth, these images are significant for a 
number of reasons. Scholarly study of the reception of Western artistic tech-
niques in China, for reasons of preservation, access, and documentation, has 
tended to focus on images produced either in the imperial court,2 by mem-
bers of the broader upper classes,3 or in well-known artistic centres in the 
southern cities of Jiangnan.4 To date, there has been little writing in any 
language on Chinese temple mural painting after about 1400, or on small-
scale temple paintings not connected to elite sponsorship.5 What painting 
traditions existed in the early-modern countryside, and what effect Western 
perspectival techniques might have had on the construction or experience 
of painted temple or theatre space, are unexplored questions. In a country 
that was overwhelmingly rural until the turn of the twenty-first century, 
these images represent a uniquely village creativity, allowing us to see vil-
lagers as themselves ‘actors’ in early-Modern Chinese cultural history. From 
another perspective, it has long been an established fact in theatre studies 
that Chinese opera did not generally use stage sets. While the rural stage 
murals examined here were not sets or scene backgrounds in the strict sense, 
they certainly were elaborately painted tableaus intended to establish the 
stage as a theatrical space, and thus represent an important expansion to our 
preconceived ideas of the Chinese theatre. For these reasons, an examina-
tion of the apparently recherché painting traditions of a small north-Chinese 
county takes on some importance, as a case study of how the rural majority 
of Chinese people in their villages produced art, religion, theatre, and, ulti-
mately, modernity.

lines of paint on the one standing wall of a 
collapsed opera stage. Estimating extremely 
broadly here, this may represent something 
like three-fourths of all such images now 
extant in Yu county and its immediate sur-
roundings. It is a very small fraction of the 
number of such images that existed before 
the Cultural Revolution. I have been to most 
of the villages in Yu county with old struc-
tures extant, but not all buildings were nec-
essarily open to me at the time that I went. .

8 Liu Wenjiong 劉文炯, ‘Shui zhong bu: Ming-
Qing zhi ji Yu-zhou cunbu kongjian de 
jiegou zhuanxing’ 水中堡：明清之際蔚州
村堡空間的結構轉型 (PhD diss., China Cen-
tral Academy of Arts, 2014), pp.202–46. So 
far as I know, the only discussion of these 
images in a Western language is in Pedro 
Luengo, ‘Yuánmíng Yuán en el siglo XVIII: 
Arte entre la diplomacia y la filosofía; entre 
Europa y Pekín,’ Araucaria: Revista Iberoameri-
cana de Filosofía, Política y Humanidades 18.35 
(2016): 193–216, at pp.210–12. Several sets 
of these murals have also been reproduced 
in Chinese publications: Hebei sheng gudai 
jianzhu baohu yanjiusuo 河北省古代建築保
護研究所 and Yu xian bowuguan 蔚縣博物
館, ed. Yu xian gu xilou 蔚縣古戲樓 (Beijing: 
Kexue chubanshe, 2014), p.346 and p.201; 
Yu xian bowuguan 蔚縣博物館 ed., Yu zhou 
simiao bihua 蔚州寺廟壁畫 (Beijing: Kexue 
chubanshe, 2013), pp.242–43 and pp.250–51. 

9 The study of the village fortresses of Yu 
county is still in its infancy. This narrative 
derives from my own survey of fortress 
gatehouse inscriptions in Yu county and 
the surrounding areas. I have been able to 
photograph a total of 248 gatehouse inscrip-
tions in 409 fortresses. Of these, 74 record 
a date apparently of the original construc-
tion of the gate, in some cases including 
dense information about the organisational 
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1) Fortress, Temple, and Stage

These images are located in Yu county, Zhangjiakou city, Hebei 
province (Hebei sheng, Zhangjiakou shi, Yu xian 河北省張家口市蔚縣), about 
150 kilometres west across the mountains from Beijing. The area is one 
part of a larger historical and geographical region known as Xuan-Da 宣

大, which encompasses the contiguous area between the cities of Xuanhua 
and Datong north of the Taihang 太行 and Yan 燕 mountains. Over the 
course of this paper, I will speak specifically about Yu county while making 
repeated references to the culture and history of broader Xuan-Da, which 
encompasses it. I came to know about the images over the course of a survey 
of rural antiquities undertaken in this and adjacent counties over the winter 
and spring of 2013–14, and shored up by multiple subsequent visits over the 
last few years, particularly 2018 spent in the field.6 The stages and temples 
on which these murals are painted are scattered across around fifty small 
villages and perhaps a thousand square kilometres.7 Few of these villages 
today have even nominal populations of over a few thousand people, and pre-
Communist numbers would have been smaller. Almost none of these images 
have been reproduced, and, to my knowledge, only one brief analytical 
treatment of them exists — a chapter in a PhD thesis by Liu Wenjiong 劉 

文炯.8 In the following pages, I will attempt to describe the rural cultural 
world in which these images appeared, with particular emphasis on the 
historical development of religious, theatrical, social, and artistic space.

These stage and temple drawings must be understood in the context of 
the history and culture of the Yu county village. Both the temples and the 
stages were religious structures and they formed one component in physi-
cally and symbolically complex arrangements of village space. The villages 
of Yu county were established in their present form in the first half of the 
sixteenth century, when they were reconstructed and fortified en masse in 
response to continual Mongol raiding from the steppe.9 The religious system 
of these villages — that is, the temples that existed within, atop, and around 

Figure 5
Dragon King Temple at Zhuangke village in Yu county (Yu Xian Zhuangke Cun Long Wang 
Miao 蔚縣莊窠村龍王廟) was originally constructed in 1549, repaired in 1625 and again in 1709. 
It then sat apparently untouched for over 300 years until this photograph was taken in 2014. It 
was repaired again in 2015 with serious alterations to the building and site. The interior of this 
temple is reproduced as Figures 9a & b and Figure 31.

structure of the fort at the time, which was 
typically based on the lijia 里甲 system. The 
number of Yu county fortress villages can 
be dated as: <1475: 0; 1475–99: 1; 1500–24: 8; 
1525–49: 44; 1550–74: 7; 1575–99: 0; 1600–24: 
2; 1625–49: 0; 1650–74: 0; 1675–99: 0; 1700–24: 
0; 1725–49: 0; 1750–74: 1; 1775–99: 1; 1800–24: 
2; 1825–49: 3; 1850–74: 2; 1875–99: 1; 1900–24: 
2; 1925–49: 0. I strongly question the valid-
ity of dates after 1600 as foundation dates 
for the fort; many of these dates can be 
refuted by mentions of these forts in gazet-
teers prior to the stated date on the gate. My 
guess is that all or most of these post-Ming 
dates actually represent cases in which the 
fortress gate was refurbished and the new 
inscription simply did not specify this. 

   Chinese studies of Yu county fortresses so far 
have been hampered in their analysis by the 
lack of an accurate table of gatehouse dates. 
Important studies of Yu county villages 
consulted here include: Liu Wenjiong, ‘Shui 
zhong bu’; Deng Qingping 鄧慶平, ‘Huabei 
xiangcun de baozhai yu Ming-Qing bianz-
hen de shehui bianqian – yi hebei Yu-xian 
wei zhongxin de kaocha’ 華北鄉村的堡寨與
明清邊鎮的社會變遷 – 以河北蔚縣為中心的
考察, Qingshi yanjiu 清史研究 3 (2009): 19–27; 
Luo Deyin 羅德胤, Yu xian gu bu 蔚縣古堡 
(Beijing: Qinghua daxue chubanshe, 2007), 
and others cited elsewhere. I intend to pro-
duce my own study of this in the future.

10 For information on this religious system, 
and corroborating information about the 
time of its appearance, see the works of 
Willem Grootaers:  Willem Grootaers, ‘Les 
Temples Villageois de la Régon au Sudest 
de Tat’ong (Chansi Nord), Leurs Inscrip-
tions et Leur Histoire,’ Folklore Studies 
4 (1945): 161–212; Ibid., ‘Rural Temples 
around Hsüan-Hua (South Chahar): Their 
Iconography and Their History,’ Folklore 
Studies 10 (1951): 1–116; Ibid., ‘Temples and 
History of Wanch’uan 萬全 (Chahar): The 
Geographical Method Applied to History,’ 
Monumenta Serica 13 (1948): 209–316. Pre-
cisely tabulating Grootaers’ data is a com-
plex task, but even a cursory examination 
will reveal that the immense bulk of the 
dates for which he was able to establish the 
existence of village cults fall into the period 
between 1447 and 1570 — that is, the period 
of the mass fortification of this region. 
A partial bibliography of English-language 
works dealing with north-Chinese popular 
religion in general, not cited elsewhere, 
include: Prasenjit Duara, Culture, Power, and 
the State: Rural North China, 1900–1942 (Stan-
ford CA: Stanford University Press, 1988); 
James Flath, ‘Temple Fairs and the Republi-
can State in North China,’ Twentieth-Century 
China 30.1 (2004): Adam Yuet Chau, Miracu-
lous Response: Doing Popular Religion in Contem-
porary China (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2005); 39–63; Thomas Dubois, The 



‘GAZE UPON ITS DEPTH’: ON THE USES OF PERSPECTIVAL PAINTING IN THE EARLY-MODERN CHINESE VILLAGE 43

Figure 6
A temple to the Perfected Warrior (Zhen Wu 真武), at the East 
Fort of Cao [Family] village in Yu county (Yu Xian Cao Tuan Dong 
Bu 蔚縣曹疃東堡). The temple is built on the north wall of a fort, 
at the end of an axial north–south road. The temple foundation 
and the main aspects of the structure are Ming, although the 
structure has been repaired since then. The interior of the upper 
temple room, as was in 2014, is reproduced as Figures 8a & b.

Figure 7
A typical Yu county fortress gate, in this case of Greater Watering-the-
Horses Spring Fort (Da Yin Ma Quan Bu 大飲馬泉堡). The gate and the for-
tress were established in 1526, but the style of the gatehouse as it stands 
now probably dates from a reconstruction in the late 18th century and a 
more recent 21st century repair of the temples. The gate faces south, and 
leads in to a central axial road. Through the gate at the northern end of 
the axis, a tower can be seen holding a temple to the Perfected Warrior.

the village walls — seems to have appeared at the same time and as part of the 
same process.10 After the Longqing Peace from 1567, Yu county, in its isolated 
mountain basin, did not again see significant warfare essentially until the 
Japanese invasion in the 1930s. As evidenced by the stele record, from around 
1700 the region entered a long period of relative prosperity, which saw the 
maintenance of old structures and forms of worship, with the much slower 
addition of new temples within the existing system. This prosperity peaked 
in the long Qianlong reign (1735–96) but continued through the nineteenth 
century (troubled elsewhere in China, but peaceful in Yu county) and even 
into the first decades of the twentieth.11 This period of fading but still-evident 
prosperity and peace in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is the 
one that produced the perspectival drawings that are the topic of this paper. 

Temples in Yu county are usually one to three bays (jian 間) in width, often 
built upon a low stone and earth plinth (Fig. 5). Other temples, particularly 
those built into the north wall of the fort, are tall, stepped structures of multi-
ple levels. (Fig. 6) Some of the larger and more important temples have a walled 
yard (yuanzi 院子) extending in front of them, although the majority of small 
village shrines do not. The main gods are universally depicted on the rear wall 
opposite the door. These depictions were either statues set on an altar, paint-
ings on the wall, or in some cases both; almost no pre-Revolution statues now 
survive in Yu county. For some iconographies, the altar extends around the 
room on three sides, so that subsidiary statues of the main god’s retinue flank 
the worshipper as he enters. Offerings and incense are set on the altar or a table 
in front of it; gongs, bells, incense-burners, votive dhvaja pillars, and steles are 
placed around the shrine or in the courtyard as appropriate.12

Rural Xuan-Da religion was, broadly speaking, a system in which com-
positional or spatial relationships carried defining symbolic meaning. This 
was true both of the arrangement of villages and the compositions of vil-
lage art. The village itself marked the power of particular ritual buildings via 

Sacred Village: Social Change and Religious Life 
in Rural North China (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai'i Press, 2005); Vincent Goossaert, The 
Taoists of Peking, 1800-1949: A Social History of 
Urban Clerics (Cambridge MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Asia Center, 2007); Daniel Overmyer, 
Local Religion in North China in the Twentieth 
Century: The Structure and Organization of Com-
munity Rituals and Beliefs (Leiden: Brill, 2009); 
Vincent Goosaert, ‘Is There a North China 
Religion? A Review Essay,’ Journal of Chinese 
Religions 39.1 (2011): 83-93; Wang Jinping, In 
the Wake of the Mongols: The Making of a New 
Social Order in North China, 1200-1600 (Cam-
bridge MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 
2018). 

11 This narrative is derived from Deng Qing-
ping’s extremely useful collection of stele 
texts from around Yu county: Deng Qing-
ping 鄧慶平, Yu xian beiming jilu 蔚縣碑銘輯
錄 (Guilin: Guangxi shifan daxue chubanshe, 
2009). Taking only those 71 steles in the col-
lection that refer to villages, as opposed to 
the walled county seat or independent mon-
asteries, I was able to identify 121 instances 
of creation or reconstruction of various 
structures around the village (mainly tem-
ples). This is an extremely imperfect way to 
gather dates; it’s often unclear what should 
be considered a repair (new paint around 
the eves as part of a general refurbishment 
of the village temples?) or new founding 
of structures (a new storage shed in a pre-
existing temple?). The reader who wishes 
for a full case-by-case methodology and a 
spreadsheet may email me. It should also be 
pointed out that the sample size is too small 
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Figures 8a & b
Painted in 1846 by ‘picture artisan’ (hua  

jiang 畫匠) Wei Guangcheng 魏廣成. The 
murals were cut off the temple wall and 

stolen in 2015. These images were held in 
the highest temple room of the building  

reproduced as Figure 6.

to draw real conclusions, since the data can 
be easily throw off by, for instance, one stele 
that records the repair of six village struc-
tures. With the above strong caveats, the 
physical history of Yu county villages as 
seen by their stele record would go as below. 
I’ve divided the data into 50-year periods, 
and separately tabulated New Founding of 
Structures (N) and Repair and Refurbish-
ment of Pre-Existing Structures (R): 1501–50: 
(N) 5 (R) 1; 1551–1600: (N) 1 (R) 2; 1601–50: (N) 
1 (R) 1; 1651–1700 (N) 2 (R) 0; 1701–50 (N) 5 (R) 
6; 1751–1800 (N) 8 (R) 29; 1801–50 (N) 6 (R) 17; 
1851–1900 (N) 3 (R) 20; 1901–50 (N) 4 (R) 7. From 
a qualitative standpoint, there is a marked 
increase after 1800 in the number of newly 
founded things which are not temples — 
that is, stages, wells, special seating area 
for women to watch the opera, flagpoles, 
etc. This suggests either that the roster of 
village temples was essentially complete 
by this point or that there was no longer 
money for large-scale construction pro-
jects. It should also be pointed out that the 
surge of repairs during the second half of the 
eighteenth century suggests that most of 
the structures involved had originally been 
built some hundreds of years before (that is, 
in the sixteenth century), so that they began 
to grow dilapidated en masse after about 
1750. This corroborates the evidence from 
Grootaers’ data and the narrative of the Yu 
county gate-plaques.  

12 Grootaers, Hsüan-hua, p.12; Wanch’üan, 
p.219; Tat’ong, p.167 all give detailed de-
scriptions of these temples and their accou-
trement. 

13 Grootaers does not dwell on this type of 
relationship in his surveys, but a close 
reading indicates that they also existed in 
his regions, in some cases from the origi-
nal period of fortification. See for instance: 
Grootaers, ‘Tat’ong’, p.195, p.197 and p.199; 
Ibid., ‘Hsüan-hua,’ p.48 and p.57; Ibid., 
‘Wanch’üan,’ p.240 and p.248. Important 
recent Chinese analytical studies of these 
axial temples specifically in Yu county 
include: Liu Wenjiong, ‘Shui zhong bu,’ 
pp.106–42; Wang Xinlei 王新磊, ‘Yu Xian gu 
bu zhong de Zhen wu xinyang’ 蔚縣古堡中
的真武信仰, Hebei beifang xueyuan xuebao 
(Shehui kexue ban) 33.4 (2017): 51–54; et al. 

14 Grootaers refers to this type of image as 
the ‘Pursuit of the Evil Ones’, and mentions 
it frequently. See, for instance, Grootaers, 
‘Hsüan-Hua,’ pp.13 and 33; Ibid., ‘Wanch’üan’, 
p.220.

their command over lines of sight. From the sixteenth century on, the new 
fortress villages were usually dominated by a tall tower at the centre of the 
northern wall that gazed over an axial road stretching down to the main gate 
(Fig. 7). A male, martial god — frequently the Perfected Warrior (Zhen wu 真
武) or the Jade Emperor (Yu huang 玉皇), but sometimes other gods — would 
be enthroned in a shrine on this panoptical tower, while a temple to a female 
deity — usually Avalokiteśvara (Guan yin 觀音) or the Daoist ‘Goddesses’ 
(Niangniang 娘娘) — would sit at the southern end of the axis. Although the 
specific buildings and their placement could vary according to the situation 
of individual villages, on the whole this axial relationship between temples 
was the main structuring principle of the physical space of Yu county villages 
from the sixteenth century onward.13

The Xuan-Da religious system was also one that paid attention to the 
placement and motion of gods through both three-dimensional and painted 
space. Particular gods are depicted in temple murals as being positioned in 
particular ways. The Perfected Warrior and the Jade Emperor are generally 
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Figures 9a & b
Murals by Cui Wenxin 崔文新 in 1709, contained in the same building in Fig. 5. 
The right-hand wall is reproduced in more detail as Fig. 31. 

Figure 10
A Ming-period stage; the front of the stage has been boarded up 
against the elements. Great Previous Fort Village, Yu county (Yu 
Xian Da Gu Cheng Cun 蔚縣大故城村).

15 The ur-source on Yu county opera stages 
is an internally published study produced 
as part of a series on materials for cultural 
history (wenshi ziliao 文史資料): Hebei sheng 
Yu xian zhengxie wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui 
河北省蔚縣政協文史資料委員會, Yu xian 
gu xilou 蔚縣古戲樓 (Yu county: Yu xian 
hongsheng zhuanyan yinzhi chang, 2008). 
This was then reworked with diagrams and 
photographs to produce a second book of 
the same name: Yu xian bowuguan 蔚縣博
物館 and Hebei sheng gudai jianzhu baohu 
yanjiusuo 河北省古代建築保護研究所  ed., 
Yu xian gu xilou 蔚縣古戲樓 (Beijing: Kexue 
chubanshe, 2014). The two books share 
some material but differ in other places; 
I have cited the latter book throughout 
due to its availability outside Yu county. 
Useful analytical studies of opera stages in 
Yu county are: Wang Penglong 王鵬龍 and 
Liu Jinping 劉晉萍, ‘Hebei Yu xian gubu yu 
miaoyu: minjian yanju kongjian de chanshi’ 
河北蔚縣古堡於廟宇：民間演劇空間的闡
釋, Zhongguo xiqu xueyuan xuebao 37.3 (2016): 
45–52; Deng Dijiao 鄧弟蛟 ‘Yu xian gu xitai 
diaocha yanjiu’ 蔚縣古戲台調查研究 (Mas-
ters diss., Shanxi Normal University, 2017).  

16 Yu xian bowuguan et al., Yu xian gu xilou, 
pp.384–404, gives a list of 233 opera stages in 
Yu county and their attributions. Of these, 
eight are attributed to the Ming dynasty 
(1368–1644); another eight are attributed 
to the Republican or Communist periods, 
and the rest are mostly mid- or late Qing. 
The situation regarding the eight putative 
Ming stages is unclear. The tables in the 
rear and the main text of the book disagree 
in many cases on the attribution. Even in 
the cases where the two agree, I have my 
doubts: the ‘Ming’ stages look to me no dif-
ferent from the Qing stages. The only stage 
which seems to me indisputably Ming is one 
located in Great Previous-Fort Village (Da 
gu cheng 大故城), which has beautiful mid-
Ming brackets (dou gong 斗拱) under the 
eaves. Interestingly, despite the early date 
of this structure, its location (across from 
a Temple to Lord Guan (Guan gong miao 關
公廟), defining a small square in the village 
centre) follows the same pattern as the later 
stages. Although there may have been few 
stages in rural Yu county during the Ming 
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dynasty, the opposition between temple and 
stage was already established at this time, as 
was the use of that opposition to define open 
space within the village.

17 An excellent collection of transcribed Yu 
county stele texts mentioning opera stages 
or performances can be found at Deng Dijiao, 
Yu xian gu xitai diaocha yanjiu, pp.168–96. 

18 According to Yu Xian Bowuguan et al., Yu 
xian gu xilou, p.3, exactly 233 stages now 
exist within the county, of originally over 
800 that existed in the early twentieth cen-
tury. I’m not sure if either of these numbers 
are necessarily scientific: many stages exist 
only as bare stone plinths or piles of rubble, 
and many more are located deep in the 
roadless mountains. I have visited 187 such 
stages in 409 villages of Yu county and coun-
ties immediately surrounding it, plus prob-
ably another dozen-odd stages in monastery 
courtyards and a further hundred or so 
more across a broad area of northern China. 
I also noted in my surveys of Yu county the 
locations of another 38 stages now vanished, 
although this was far from systematic and 
the absence of a stage in my survey should 
in no way indicate the absence of one his-
torically. The point is, there are about 200 
extant stages in Yu county, and there were 
many more before the Cultural Revolution; 
nearly every village had one. 

19 Early dated examples include the murals 
at Stone-Waste Fort (Shi huang bu 石荒堡), 
discussed in the final section of the paper, 
which may have been painted in the eight-
eenth century. Another important piece of 
evidence are the murals at the Monastery 
of the Peaceful Sage in East Liu [Family] 
Village of neighbouring Guangling county 
(Guangling xian dong liu tuan cun an xian si 廣
靈縣東留疃村安賢寺). The panels around 
the rafters contain perspectival paintings, 
dated from steles to a repair in 1818. 

20 The graffiti (ti bi 题壁) on the stage walls 
support the dates 1800 to 1950 as the gen-
eral period from which we may expect to 
find intact writings or drawings on stage 
walls. Traditionally, when one performed 
on a stage, it was common to write a small 
graffito on the backstage walls. These lively 
and often extremely colloquial writings 
contain information about the perform-
ers, the performance, messages to other 
performing troupes, jokes, poems, sexual 
innuendo, apotropaic formulae, and other 
random comments. They are often accom-
panied by ink drawings, topics of which 
include stages and performances, actors 
and tumblers, impressions of opera masks, 
soldiers, animals, calligraphic or possibly 
exorcistic marks, phalluses, bound (and 
therefore erotic) feet, sexual acts between 
both humans and animals, and sundry other 
things. The rear walls of these stages do also 
have a tradition of large-scale colour mural-

Figures 11a (above) & b (top of facing page)
A Qing-period stage with the interior scaenae frons relatively intact. Note the faded 
perspectival drawings on either side. A detail of these murals is reproduced as Figure 3.  
Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, 19th or early 20th century.

seen seated in state on the north wall of a temple, gazing down the axial 
line of the village, with rows of warriors lining either side of the room so as 
to emphasise the spatial metaphor of an imperial court. (Figs 8a & b) Other 
gods are depicted as moving through space to fulfill some important function 
of their cult. The Dragon Kings (Long wang 龍王), all-important as weather 
gods in semi-arid north China, are invariably painted processing in a circu-
lar rain-dispensing expedition around the space of the shrine room, wrath-
ful and thunderous on the left-hand wall, pacific and shedding rainbows as 
they return after the storm on the right (Figs 9a & b). The God of the Five 
Ways (Wu dao shen 五道神) and the Horse King (Ma wang 馬王) are depicted 
in similar processions, in this case pursuing demons and, returning on the 
right-hand wall, dragging them back in chains.14 As a broad set of principles 
relevant to these later perspectival paintings, Yu county temples were posi-
tioned with spatial intent, the artistic depictions in and around those temples 
expressed aspects of that intent, and the gods who inhabited those temples 
and those depictions were thought to be located in particular places and to 
move through space in particular and intentional ways.

Opera stages in Yu county are small, freestanding structures, constructed 
of timber and brick, usually three narrow bays in width. (Fig. 10) They are 
generally raised up on a stone plinth, typically higher than those of the tem-
ples, between one and two metres in height. With a few exceptions, the stages 
have three walls, with the fourth side open to the audience. Usually, there is 
no back door onto the stage and the only entrance is from the front, although 
some larger stages do have a small opening at the rear through which per-
formers could slip in and out. The stages were usually divided into a prosce-
nium and a backstage area by an elaborate scaenae frons ‘screen wall’ (geshan 
qiang 隔扇牆) of painted wooden panels. (Figs 11a & b) This scaenae frons, how-
ever, was not a solid boundary; it invariably had two doors leading in and 
out on either side, and elaborate lattice windows towards the centre. These 
openings could be used for dramatic purposes or closed off with curtains to 
create a true backstage area, as the occasion demanded (Figs 12a & b).15

Some of these villages had opera stages within or around the walls during 
the period of their creation in the Ming dynasty, but it doesn’t seem that all 
of them did.16 From the eighteenth century on, there are a number of steles 
that record the refurbishment of old stages and the establishment of new 
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ones in villages previously without them.17 As we will see below, the apparent 
difficulty with which many of the stages are fitted into the packed space of 
these villages suggests that many of them were late additions into the system. 
In any case, by the start of the twentieth century, nearly every village in the 
county had at least one stage. Of these, perhaps two hundred now remain, 
in various states of repair and collapse.18 The perspectival drawings that are 
the subject of this paper are almost never accompanied by clear dates. A few 
examples can be fixed to the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries. 
However, from the style and the topics depicted therein it is clear that bulk 
of them cannot have been painted before the year 1800, and that the majority 
were produced in the late nineteenth century or the first half of the twen-

Figures 12a & b 
A Qing-period stage, Yu county. Unknown 

artist, undated, probably early 20th century. 

ling, located behind the scaenae frons where 
only actors would see the images. Common 
topics include opera actors and immense 
qilin 麒麟 beasts howling at the moon. I 
have photographed some hundreds of stage 
inscriptions and graffiti. Yu Xian Bowuguan 
et al., Yu xian gu xilou, pp.370–81, gives a tran-
scribed selection of written graffiti from 62 
different stages, collected during a survey in 
1984. By my count in this list, 186 dates are 
mentioned, not including a few more, which, 
for whatever reason, give only the regnal 
period and not the year. The graffiti count 
is: 1801–25: 1; 1826–50: 14; 1851–75: 29; 1876–
1900: 69; 1901–25: 38; 1926–50: 13; 1951–75: 2; 
1976–2000: 2. 

    This gives us a basic timeline for things writ-
ten on opera stage walls. The earliest date 
from which we should expect to see extant 
images on stage walls is around 1800; weath-
ering on these three-sided structures would 
efface anything earlier than this. The high 
point of Yu county opera graffiti, and quite 
possibly of Yu county opera itself, was the 
Guangxu reign (1875–1908). This one reign 
accounts for half (85 out of 169) of all dated 
stage graffiti recorded in Yu xian gu xilou. 
After this period the number of attested 
performances drop off quickly, no doubt 
due to the impoverishment and conflict that 
finally in the twentieth century reached up 



48 HANNIBAL TAUBES

tieth.19 The Guangxu reign (1875–1908) particularly may have represented 
something of a golden age for Yu county opera generally: dated graffiti on 
Yu county stages seems to have peaked in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century (Fig. 13).20 

These stages were votive structures and all of them were located across 
from temples.21 The ritual use of opera in rural China is well documented, and 
Yu county is not an exception.22 Although the content of the plays was usu-
ally secular, in the sense that the operas were, for the most part, not ‘mystery 
plays’ specifically depicting acts of the gods,23 the operas were performed 
ritually as offerings during rainmaking rituals,24 temple fairs,25 and autumn 
festivals to repay and entertain the gods after the harvest.26 The ritual uses 
of opera are actually frequently depicted in temple murals themselves. The 
lower right-hand wall (according to the Chinese reckoning)27 of the all-
important Dragon King temples almost always contained depictions of rituals 
performed in autumn to thank the gods at the end of the successful harvest. 
Here, we find images depicting processions of Daoist priests accompanied by 
shawm bands (Fig. 14),28 masked saishe 賽社 or shehuo 社火 processions (Fig. 
15), and, not infrequently, images of opera being offered on stages facing the 
temple (Figs 16 & 17a & b). We will return to this type of mural later, but for 
now it is enough to note that for such ritual performance to be effective, a 
direct line of sight between the temple and the stage was necessary. The god 
had to physically see the opera.29 

Of course, these walled villages were tightly packed spaces, and free space 
for an opera stage across from a suitable temple was not always easy to come 
by. Villagers went to great lengths and exercised considerable architectural 

Figure 13
A typical wall in the backstage of an opera stage, containing an image of a Qilin 麒麟 
beast howling at the moon, and the graffiti of opera performers. The earliest dated 
graffiti are from the start of the 19th century; the latest from the 1990s. Yu county. 
Unknown artist(s), undated, 18th or 19th century. 

even into remote and mountain-ringed Yu. 
This list could be expanded and refined by 
dates from other stages than the ones listed 
in the book, but I think the basic contours 
would remain the same. (Another such list of 
graffiti can be found at Deng Dijiao, ‘Yu xian 
gu xitai diaocha yanjiu,’ pp.153–67.)

21 See Wang Zhijun 王志君 and Tian Yongxi-
ang 田永翔, Zhongguo yu zhou minsu wenhua 
jicheng: difang juzhong gaishuo 中國蔚州民俗
文化集成：地方劇種概說 (Beijing: Zhong-
guo xiju chubanshe, 2012), p.1. I’m not aware 
of a single pre-Revolution stage in Yu county 
that was not located across from some type 
of shrine. The stages that appear to lack tem-
ples generally turn out to be exceptions that 
prove the rule. I visited one stage located 
in Warm-Springs Town (Nuan quan zhen 暖
泉鎮) that is a private ‘household stage’ (jia 
tai 家台) located within the mansion of a 
wealthy merchant family. The stage faces 
down the main axial line of the courtyards so 
as to be visible from the rear hall (zheng dian 
正殿) where the ancestral shrine would have 
stood. Even private plays in private homes 
were offerings to the ancestors. In another 
village nearby (‘Su and Shao [Family] Fort’, 
Su shao bu 蘇邵堡) there is an opera stage 
apparently without a temple. Locals related 
to me when I visited in January 2014 that 
a ‘grass canopy’ (cao peng 草棚) originally 
stood across from the stage, and that the 
statues of all of the gods of the villages would 
be processed out from their temples and into 
this temporary grandstand whenever an 
opera was performed.

22 Representative studies in English include 
David Johnson, ‘Actions Speak Louder than 
Words: The Cultural Significance of Chi-
nese Ritual Opera,’ in ed. David Johnson, 
Ritual Opera, Operatic Ritual: “Mu-lien Rescues 
his Mother” in Chinese Popular Culture (Berke-
ley: Chinese Popular Culture Project, 1989) 
pp.1–45; Barbara Ward, ‘Not Merely Play-
ers: Drama, Art, and Ritual in Traditional 
China,’ Man (New Series) 14.1 (1979): 18–39; 
an introductory article about such rituals in 
northern China can be found at: Ekaterina 
Zavidovskaya, ‘Celestial and Human Audi-
ence of the Traditional Opera xiqu in Modern 
Shanxi and Shaanxi provinces,’ Problemy Lit-
eratur Dal’nego Vostoka 2 (2012): 485–97.

23 With some exceptions; such ‘mystery plays’ 
did exist and were performed on these stages 
too. The main occasion for these seems to 
have been the winter sai operas 賽戲 in the 
first lunar month, which involved elaborately 
re-enacted divine combats and exorcisms 
intended to purify the village for the new year. 
For descriptions of these in Yu county or areas 
immediately adjacent, see Wang Zhijun et al., 
Difang juzhong gaishuo, p.28 for a narrative of 
the rituals, and p.165 for examples of the 
votive songs sung during these performances. 
David Johnson, Spectacle and Sacrifice: The Ritual 
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Foundations of Village Life in North China (Cam-
bridge MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 
2009), pp.69–84 contains a detailed descrip-
tion and analysis of such a sai opera performed 
in a village just over the mountains from Yu 
county to the north. 

24 See Grootaers, ‘Hsüanhua,’ p.14, and ‘Wanch’- 
üan,’ p.14, for corroborating statements. 

25 Wang Zhijun et al., Difang juzhong gaishuo, 
p.128 and p.134, gives two potential calen-
dars of these events. 

26 Deng Qingping, Yu xian beiming jilu, p.466. 
The text tells us that the stage was built to 
‘Repay and report the autumn harvest, in the 
ninth month we sing operas to make offer-
ings to worship the Dragon Heavens. The 
people will be happy in their work and, each 
peaceful in their appointments, give thanks 
and repayment.’ 答報秋成九月間唱戲獻供
敬 龍天人民樂業個安分酧謝. Almost all of 
the other steles in Deng Dijiao’s list (Yu xian 
gu xitai diaocha yanjiu, pp.168–96) document 
similar votive use of these stages. An inter-
esting early description of rural rainmaking 
rituals in counties immediately adjacent to 
Yu is found in: E. De Vleeschouwer, ‘K’i Yu 祈
雨’ Folklore Studies 2 (1943), pp.39–50. 

27 Here and throughout, I follow the Chinese 
practice of assigning left and right within 
architectural space according to the per-
spective of the enthroned god or master of 
the house — that is, seated in the northern-
most hall (zhengdian 正殿) and facing south 
towards the gate or stage. 

28 For Daoists and shawm bands in North Chi-
nese villages, see particularly the studies of 
Stephen Jones, including Ritual and Music of 
North China: Shawm Bands in Shanxi (Alder-
shot: Ashgate, 2007); In Search of the Folk Dao-
ists of North China (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2010); 
Daoist Priests of the Li Family: Ritual Life in Vil-
lage China (St Petersburg, FL: Three Pines 
Press, 2017). 

29 Yu county villagers today, when asked why  
opera stages always face temples, will 
simply shrug and say ‘shen hao kan xi’ 神好看
戲 ‘The gods like watching opera’. The Qing-
period stele texts that deal with stages put 
this in slightly more circuitous language, but 
it seems to me that the basic reasoning of 
this statement was true then as it is today.

30 Deng Qingping, Yu xian beiming jilu, p.412. 
The village in question is Water [Gully] West 
Big Fort (Shui [jianzi] xidabu 水[澗子]西大堡).

31 Ren Family Gully (Ren jia jian 任家澗); locals 
tell me that the temple and stage at West Shop 
(Xi dian 西店) once had a similar arrangement. 

32 These three villages are the Song Family vil-
lage (Song jia zhuang 宋家莊), Yang and Juan 
[Families] town (Yang juan zhen 陽眷鎮), and 
Little Expeditionary Valley-Mouth (Xiao tan 
kou 小探口).

Figure 14: Located on lowest register of the right-hand wall of a Dragon King temple, where 
dragons have finished dispensing rain and are returning in triumph to the Crystal Palace on the 
right, this ritual sequence and the ones below it show the festival to repay the gods after a successful 
harvest. An elaborate Daoist band with a priest and devotees in formal Qing dress approaches a 
recursive image of the temple itself. Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, 19th or early 20th century.  

Figure 15: Another ritual sequence. Villagers pray while a priest brings votive willow branches 
(liu zhi 柳枝) and a sacrificial goat to the temple steps. Behind them, a masked, exorcistic shehuo 
社火 or saishe 賽社 procession is taking place. One of the mummers glances out theatrically from 
under his mask to make sure we understand that these are, after all, only men. Located at the 
Temple to Lord Guan in South Upper Fort village of Ying county (Ying Xian Nan Shang Zhai Cun 
Guan Gong Miao 應縣南上寨村關公廟). Unknown artist, painted 1860. 

Figure 16: A ritual sequence. Actors in opera dress mingle with villagers bearing offerings. It is 
unclear whether the building at right represents a temple or an opera stage and may be intention-
ally ambiguous. Dragon King temple of Du Family Hollow village in Zhuolu county (Zhuolu Xian 
Du Jia Wa Cun Long Wang Miao 涿鹿縣杜家洼村龍王廟). Unknown artist, undated, 19th century. 

Figures 17a & b: Left and right sections of a single long ritual sequence strip, split in two for 
visibility. Having completed the harvest and threshing (note the threshing-stone and discarded 
rakes), farmers pack grain into bags marked ‘[for the] Hall of Surplus Grain’ (yu mai tang 
 餘麥堂). Then they carry the bags into the storage building. On the right, a temple fair begins: 
actors perform on a stage while a crowd of villagers watch in the open square beneath. Behind 
them, a few more villagers pray at the temple gates. Within the temple stands a figure appar-
ently representing the god, receiving the offerings and himself gazing out towards the stage. 
Located at the Lord Guan Temple of Flower-Pot Village in Yanqing district (Yanqing Qu Hua Pen 
Cun Guan Gong Miao 延慶區花盆村關公廟). Unknown artist, painted in 1809. 
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creativity to ensure the lines of sight between temple and stage. One stele 
from 1750 records a village argument over the creation of such a stage, since 
the only proper spot for it — across from a temple to Lord Guan (Guan gong 
miao 關公廟) — was already occupied by a temple to Avalokiteśvara (Guan 
yin miao 觀音廟).30 The assembled villagers (zhong 眾) were stymied until ‘an 
elderly man, racking his brains and with emotion’ (baisou dong nian kairan 白叟 

動念慨然) came up with the solution of shifting the Avalokiteśvara temple 
to the top of the gatehouse facing north and putting the stage in its previ-
ous place, thus satisfying the geomantic requirements of both structures. In 
another village a geomantic temple and a stage were folded into each other to 
form one awkwardly conjoined ‘franken’-building, in which the back wall of 
the stage is the front wall of the temple.31 In at least three other villages the 
stage has been cleaved in half on either side of the axial road so that it doesn’t 
impede the central geomantic axis. When an opera was to be performed, the 
gap over the road could be boarded over and foot traffic diverted around or 
under it.32 The point here is that creating and maintaining these lines of sight 
between votive structures was not necessarily easy, and villagers put a great 
deal of effort, resources, and ingenuity into doing so.

 These processes, proceeding differently in each individual village, resulted 
often in the creation of complex architectural assemblages of many buildings 
and open spaces between them, linked by criss-crossing lines of sight. With a 
temple on one side, a stage on the other, enough open ground between them 
to fit the assembled villagers in, perhaps the fortress gate on the third side 
and a few other shrines and shops set adjacent, these lines between temple 
and stage often defined what are effectively village squares. The areas cre-
ated in this way were and are the main centres of public life in the villages, 
comparable to the fora and agorae in the classical West. Today they are often 
busy and multipurpose spaces: farmers thresh grain, shopkeepers chat with 
their customers, itinerant peddlers lay out their wares on carts and blankets, 
children chase and play, old men sit sunning themselves on the temple steps 
or opera plinths, smoking, and exchanging gossip.33 Between the stage and 
the temple, Chinese villagers sang their opera, worshipped their gods, con-
ducted their buying and selling, and held their public meetings. We should 
not overlook these village squares as among the principle spaces in which Yu 
county villagers eventually met and took part in the modern world. 

It is a truism of Chinese village opera that it instructs,34 and that it forms 
one of the main ways in which illiterate villagers take part in larger historical 
and national narratives.35 Although we know very little about it, we do know 
that these stages were sometimes used for news-sheet re-enactments of cur-
rent events. Arthur Henderson Smith, writing in 1889 of China generally, 
remarked that anti-foreign plays — for instance, depicting the Tianjin Mas-
sacre of 1870 — were frequently performed in villages, and that local events 
such as disputes between counties would be rapidly written into dramas and 
performed to acclaim in those areas.36 These stages and the squares in front 
of them could function as fora to relate and discuss local and national events. 
And of course opera troupes circulated, often very widely, moving frequently 
between the cities and the villages.37 Temple fairs were commercial fairs, and 
commercial fairs also had opera, held on stages in front of temples.38 It’s quite 
probable that for a villager in nineteenth or twentieth century China, even 
into the 1980s and ’90s, the gatherings held in these spaces and performances 
represented one of the main venues for contact with the wider world.

33 One of the most important and most uni-
versally overlooked aspects of Chinese 
monumental architecture is that such  
buildings are frequently constructed atop 
low, flat-topped stone plinths which 
extend a few feet beyond the walls of the 
building. Temple, stage, and gatehouse 
plinths in present Yu county are visibly 
smoothed by generations of village bot-
toms. Glancing down while ascending 
temple stairs, one frequently notices chess-
boards cut into the stone. Susan Naquin has 
argued that temple courtyards in Beijing 
were among the few ‘public spaces’ in the 
city, and thus played an important part in 
constituting urban civil society. See her 
Peking: Temples and City Life, 1400-1900 (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 2000), 
xxx–xxxi and 88–89. 

34 See, for instance, Yin Jianhong 殷建宏, Xitai 
yu shehui: Ming-Qing Shanxi xitai yanjiu 戲台
與社會：明清山西戲台研  (Beijing: Zhong-
guo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2009), p.68. 
Although I haven’t directly cited it else-
where in the text, I should acknowledge 
here the debt of my thinking in this paper 
to this insightful book. 

35 For one of many such statements avail-
able in the literature, see David Johnson, 
‘Opera Imagery,’ in eds Judith Zeitlin and Li 
Yuhang, Performing Images: Opera in Chinese 
Visual Culture (Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago, 2014), 44–57, at p.54. 

36 Arthur Smith, Village Life in China: A Study in 
Sociology (New York: Fleming H. Revell Com-
pany, 1899), p.65.

37 A primary source for this movement is 
again the graffiti on the stage walls. Yu Xian 
Bowuguan et al. Yu xian gu xilou, pp.370–82 
gives transcriptions of a whole series of 
these writings, many or most of which seem 
to have been written by performers not 
local to the village in question. Perform-
ers are attested from far-off metropoles 
such as Beijing (p.370), Zhangjiakou (p.371) 
and Datong (p.372), as well as many other 
smaller but still distant locations. Opera 
troupes originating in Yu county are them-
selves attested in nineteenth-century stage 
graffiti from neighbouring Yangyuan 陽原, 
Huailai 懷來, and Chicheng 赤城 counties 
(p.382). The latter county is a good hundred 
miles away, across rugged passes. The point 
is that there was a constant circulation of 
performers not only from village to village, 
but from county to county, and from the 
cities to the villages and back. 

38 For an anthropological description of some 
of these fairs held in Yanggao county 陽高縣 
next door to Yu, see Jones, Ritual and Music, 
p.72 and onward. 

39 Elsewhere in northern China, ‘Yang ge’ is a 
genre of folk song, but in Yu county the term 
refers to the indigenous county opera style.
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Of course, to restate the obvious, these opera stages were also used for 
performing operas. In a largely illiterate society, these stages allowed Chi-
nese villagers to interact both with local artistic forms and with the broad 
stream of Chinese national literature. Wang Zhijun and Tian Yongxiang in 
Difang juzhong gaishuo enumerate a broad typology of performances on Yu 
county stages as follows: Zither Tunes (Xianzi qiang 弦子腔), Lolo Tunes 
(Luoluo qiang 羅羅腔), Sai Operas (Sai xi 賽戲), Great Operas (Da xi 大戲), Seed-
ling Songs (Yang ge 秧歌),39 Operas of the Way and Emotion (Dao qing 道情), 
Playing with Children (Shua hai’er 耍孩兒), Lantern-Shadow Plays (Deng ying 
xi 燈影戲), Plays on Stilts (Gaoqiao xi 高蹺戲), Shanxi Operas (Jin xi 晉戲), and 
Assorted Tales of the Pear Garden (Liyuan zashuo 梨園雜說).40 Although the 
differences between each of these genres go far beyond the limits of this 
paper, the reader will appreciate the immense variety and sophistication of 
the rural performing culture in these regions. From the opera titles found 
throughout Wang and Tian’s book, it is clear that the rural Yu county rep-
ertoire included material in both national and local circulation: plots were 
drawn from pan-Chinese story cycles like that of the Three Kingdoms (San 
guo 三國), plus a great variety of plays popular in Peking or Shanxi opera, 
all freely merging with locally produced performance and song. These rural 
plays cover the full range of human experience, including love songs, politi-
cal dramas, histories, comedies both secular and mythological, performances 
with votive or exorcistic content, and from the twentieth century onward, 
‘new’ plays both Republican and Communist.

If this was the religious, spatial, and performing culture that produced 
these structures and the images on them, then what of the culture of fic-
tion and theatricality within these villages, surely relevant to what seem to 
be essentially fantasy landscapes on opera stages? We must be wary of pro-
jecting onto rural Chinese life a Protestant dividing line between fiction and 
religion. Similar, perhaps, to classical Greece and Rome, Chinese society gen-
erally was one in which religion could be freely used as the raw material for 
fictional invention, as in Journey to the West (Xi you ji 西遊記) or even Dream 
of the Red Mansions (Hong lou meng 紅樓夢),41 and in which fictional inven-
tion could, without any apparent cognitive friction, again form the basis 
for religious worship, as in Romance of the Three Kingdoms  (San guo yanyi 三
國演義) and Romance of the Investiture of the Gods  (Feng shen yanyi 封神演

義).42 In Yu county villages, such fiction was consumed on the opera stage 
as part of elaborate, and often elaborately theatrical, religious rituals.43 The 
gods themselves might populate the stage at times,44 while the gods’ temples 
themselves often held elaborate panelled hagiographies apparently drawn 
from popular literature.45 Religion, opera, and fiction were interpenetrating 
realms in these villages, and we divide them at our own intellectual peril.

Nor can we assume that villagers were naïve about these relationships, 
or that the theatricality of the village stage was in any way less sophisticated 
than that of the urban or literati-produced opera. One fascinating window 
into rural ideas of religion, gaze, fiction, and theatricality are the ‘opposing 
couplets’ (duilian 對聯) that were written or inscribed on the two central pil-
lars of the stage.46 Theatricality is front and centre here. We read: ‘We make 
real an empty meal — and discuss all the examples of history / we make True 
(zhen) a False (jia) image — and act out all the strange affairs of Now and 
Then’ 虛飲作實談論歷代典故 / 假像變真扮演古今奇事. A repeated theme in 
many of these couplets, and one which will become very important later in 

40 Wang Zhijun et al., Difang juzhong gaishuo, 
p.1. The book on opera stages by the Yu 
County Museum (Yu Xian Bowuguan, Yu 
xian gu xilou, pp.13–14) gives a fascinating 
further typology of the ‘occasional’ types of 
operas, at which plays from the above genres 
might be performed. The list goes as follows: 
plays to consecrate the statues in monaster-
ies or temples (kai guang xi 開光戲; plays to 
repay vows to the gods, for instance for cure 
from sickness or the successful conclusion 
of a lawsuit (huan yuan xi 還愿戲); plays on 
market days (kai shi xi 開市戲); plays per-
formed at marriages (qing hun xi 慶婚戲); 
plays to celebrate the decennial birthdays 
of elderly members of the community (qing 
shou xi 慶壽戲, or tang hui xi 堂會戲); plays 
to celebrate the building of an opera stage 
(kai tai xi 開台戲); plays at temple fairs (miao 
hui xi 廟會戲); plays to beg the gods for rain 
(qi yu xi 祈雨戲); plays at funerals (fa sang xi 
發喪戲); plays to celebrate the posthumous 
ritual marriage of those who died young (si 
hun xi 死婚戲); plays to thank the gods after a 
harvest, which the editors note was actually 
the most common type of play (xie cha xi 謝
茬戲); ‘punishment plays’ (also called fa xi 罰
戲) demanded if the opera troupe was late 
to the occasion or otherwise remiss; ‘closing-
the-box plays’ (feng xiang xi 封箱戲), which 
were performed in the tenth month at the 
end of the summer opera season in order to 
‘shut the gods’ gate’ (fengbi shen men 封閉神
門) and ritually signal the winter absence of 
the gods; and plays expressing Buddhist or 
Daoist moral or religious truths (Fo Dao xi 佛
道戲). A similar list is found in Wang Zhijun 
et al., Difang juzhong gaishuo, pp.128–34. 

41 For a cogent introduction to the relation-
ship between religion and fiction in China, 
see Meir Shahar, ‘Vernacular Fiction and the 
Transmission of Gods’ Cults in Late Imperial 
China,’ in ed. Meir Shahar and Robert Weller, 
Unruly Gods: Divinity and Society in China,  
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press,  
1996), pp.184-211. Another book-length 
study of the religious elements in these three 
classic pieces of Ming–Qing fiction, and one 
that has strongly informed the thinking of 
this paper, is Li Qiancheng, Fictions of Enlight-
enment: Journey to the West, Tower of Myriad 
Mirrors, and Dream of the Red Chamber, (Hono-
lulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2004). 

42 Mark Meulenbeld, Demonic Warfare: Daoism, 
Territorial Networks, and the History of a Ming 
Novel (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 
2015), represents one recent study of the 
complex inter-relationship of a novel and 
religious worship. 

43 David Johnson, Spectacle and Sacrifice, p.116 
gives a fascinating description of a exorcis-
tic ritual performed in a village in southern 
Shanxi in which an entire gruesome mock 
execution of a scapegoat was framed in 
specifically operatic terms. Spectators were 
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this paper, is the way in which the physically small and bounded space of the 
stage can form an entrance into much larger historical and social realms. 
‘People call it a house (fang), but I call it a mansion (lou) / lords, dukes, kings, 
and ancestors — they’re all inside of it’人家叫房我叫樓 / 公侯王爺在裏頭. 
‘The surface-area isn’t big, but it has families, it has nations, it has all beneath 
heaven / there’s not many people, but they are sons, they are fathers, they 
are gentlemen ministers’ 地面不大有家有國有天下 / 人數無多為子為父為

君臣. Another longer poem refers to mirage-visions, ‘the cities of the sea, 
towers upon giant oysters’, 海市蜃樓 and ‘all the realms of illusion, from first 
to last’ 乾坤幻境. Thus the epigraphic culture of these stages describes them 
as a place of spatial recession into fictional space — a place at the boundary 
of true and false, between our reality and fantastic other worlds.47 

To summarise here for the purposes of the remainder of the paper, the 
temples and spatial system of Yu county villages appeared in recognisable 
form in the early sixteenth century. The opera culture that we see there today 
achieved maturity later,  in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, includ-
ing a high-point at least of stage graffiti around the Guangxu reign (1875–
1908). This culture was sophisticated and intentional about the creation of 
physical and symbolic space. Villages were planned settlements, and temples 
were constructed within and around this space with clear symbolic intent. 
Stages were located across from these temples so that the gods could watch 
the opera. The physical opposition between these two structures formed vil-
lage squares that were the centre of most types of village events, including 
religious, operatic, commercial, and political. Important for understanding 
the perspectival murals, these spaces and the events held in them were the 
main gateways via which Chinese villagers interacted with the broader world. 
The epigraphic culture found around these structures emphasised the spatial 
liminality of both the stage and the temple as trespasses between religion, fic-
tion, and worldly society. The operas, songs, and rituals performed on these 
stages belonged to a rich and sophisticated circulation of local and trans-local 
traditions, all of which freely mixed religion and fiction.  

2) The Mansion and the Pagoda: Western Exotica in Yu County Village 

The history of Yu county village art prior to the turn of the eighteenth 
century is difficult to trace. The Yu County Museum possesses many medi-
eval-period objects of common types that have been the subject of studies 
in English. These include Northern Wei-period carved Buddhas set within 
arched niches, nested śarīra (sheli 舍利) reliquaries from the base of Liao-
period stūpas, and Liao-period tomb murals depicting gateways flanked by 
musicians. From this, we should conclude that Yu county was well within 
the mainstream of medieval-period north-Chinese visual culture, and that 
later mural traditions should represent an outgrowth of these earlier genres. 
Importantly, recent studies on these types of medieval objects have empha-
sised the connection between their holiness as religious objects and various 
types of spatial recession, as well as the connection between theatrical space 
and entrances to other worlds, notably that of the afterlife.48 Given that the 
fortified villages and temples of rural Yu county were created in the sixteenth 
century, it seems reasonable to hypothesise that the main elements of vil-
lage mural traditions took their present form in that period as well. This, 
however, must remain speculative until more dated examples come to light.49 
The outstanding exceptions to this lack of clearly Ming-period murals are the 

threatened that if they misbehaved, they too 
would be taken not to hell, but to another 
stage representing hell, where presumably an 
operatic representation of their torture and 
execution would also take place. He points 
to other sets of rituals performed next-door 
to Yu county in Hunyuan 渾源, where the 
whole village would turn out during the 
New Year’s festivities to enact events from 
two popular novels, Shuihu zhuan 水滸傳 and 
Feng shen yanyi 封神演義 (ibid., p.84). Wang 
Zhijun et al., Difang juzhong gaishuo, p.31 
records a ritual expulsion of the Draught 
Demon (Han ba 旱魃) in Yu county. Although 
to the Western reader the ritual seems 
purely exorcistic, the main events take place 
on the opera stages, and the terms used at 
least in Wang and Tian’s book are operatic: 
the events are referred to as an ‘opera’ (ju 
劇 and xi 戲), the ritual as a ‘performance’ 
(yan 演, yanju 演劇); the character of the 
Draught Demon plays the part of a ‘clown’ 
(chou 丑, p.32). The whole performance con-
cluded with the ‘troupe head’ (banzhu 班主) 
sitting on the stage and telling stories from 
books (shuo shu 說書) late into the night. As 
Johnson puts it, ‘… the boundaries between 
religion and drama collapse — […] creating 
deep ambiguities’ (Johnson, Spectacle and 
Sacrifice, p.116).

44 Again, see Wang Zhijun et al., Difang juzhong 
gaishuo, pp.28–32. 

45 Willem Grootaers, ‘Hsüan-hua,’ p.65 and 
‘Wanch’üan,’ p.247 for descriptions of tem-
ples to Guanyu that contained long panelled 
narrations telling the famous events of this 
god’s life, presumbly drawn from the popu-
lar novel San guo yanyi. At least one painted 
narration of Feng shen yanyi exists in Yu 
county, and many more were painted in the 
counties of Hunyuan 渾源 and Ying 應縣 
adjacent to the west.

46 The technical term for these is yinglian  
楹聯 ‘front-pillar couplets’, which refers to 
paired stanzas written vertically on long 
wooden plaques affixed to the front pillars 
of stages or porticoes (menlang 門廊).

47  These couplets appear in an appen-
dix to the Yu County Museum’s book on 
opera stages (Yu Xian Bowuguan, Yu xian 
gu xilou, p.383). The book does not say 
from which village each poem was col-
lected, and I have not seen any of them 
myself in my survey. One of the main 
editors of the book, and the director of 
the Yu County Museum, Li Xinwei 李 
新维 (personal communication, 21 July 
2017) explained that the couplets in this 
collection were compiled from the few pre-
revolution wooden pillar plaques which do 
survive, but mainly from the memory of 
elderly villagers about what had once been 
written on their stages. Although such 
verses seem slightly arcane to the modern 
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Westerner, it seems very plausible to me 
that Yu county villagers would remember 
this type of information accurately. The 
opera stages are the centre of a swirl of 
fond memories for elderly villagers, and 
questions about this structure always elicit 
interested and interesting discussion. Even 
after the physical destruction of the writ-
ten poems, these stage couplets would have 
remained treasured bits of village lore.

48 See, for instance, Eugene Wang, Shaping the 
Lotus Sutra: Buddhist Visual Culture in Medeival 
China, (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2005): pp.238–321; Ibid., ‘Of the True 
Body: The Famen Monastery Relics and Cor-
poreal Transformation in Tang Imperial Cul-
ture,’ in Body and Face in Chinese Visual Culture, 
eds. Wu Hung and Katherine Tsiang (Cam-
bridge MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 
2004), 79–118, at pp.97–118; Jeehee Hong, 
Theater of the Dead: A Social Turn in Chinese 
Funerary Art, 1000–1400 (Honolulu: University 
of Hawai‘i Press, 2016).

49 Several publications propose Ming-period 
dates for various murals around Yu county, 
but given the lack of unambiguous textual 
evidence or a comprehensive stylistic study 
of Yu county art, I remain sceptical.

50 These murals are reproduced in full in Hebei 
sheng gudai jianzhu baohu yanjiusuo 河北省
古代建築保護研究所 and Yu xian bowuguan 
蔚縣博物館 ed., Gucheng si bihua 故城寺壁画 
(Beijing: Kexue chubanshe, 2010).

51 It should be noted that, in the broader 
north-Chinese context, procession murals 
to and from a portico-fronted palace are 
attested from at least the sixteenth century 
onward. The most famous example is the 
sublime Ming-period murals at the Temple 
of the Holy Mother in Tian village outside of 
Fenyang city in central Shanxi (Fenyang shi 
Tian cun sheng mu miao 汾陽市田村聖母廟). 
Closer to Yu county, the Temple to the God of 
Fire at Ever-Peaceful Township in Yanqing  
district (Yanqing qu yong ning zhen huo shen 
miao 延慶區永寧鎮火神廟) probably repre-
sents an early Qing (seventeenth century) 
example. The Goddesses murals at Cock’s-
Crow Postal Station in Zhuolu county (Zhuolu 
xian ji ming yi 涿鹿縣雞鳴驛) and South Liu 
[Family] village (Nan liu zhuang 南留莊) in Yu 
county are undated but probably from the 
eighteenth century. Other examples will be 
discussed later in this paper.

Figure 18
The rear wall of a small shrine, depicting the God of the Five Ways (Wu Dao Shen  
五道神) and retinue. Unknown artist, undated, probably 19th century. Yu county.

immense Water-and-Land (Shui lu 水陸) images of Previous-Fort Monastery 
(Gu cheng si 故城寺), dated from ceiling plaques to 1507.50

From around 1700, however, clearly dated and well-preserved murals 
become comparatively numerous. The situation at this earliest extant level 
in Yu county seems to have been one of relative conformity in composition 
and subject combined with great stylistic heterogeneity. All of these village 
temples have, on the central wall, images of the enthroned deities seated in 
state (Fig. 18). While three Dragon King side-wall procession murals from 
1698 (Fig. 19), 1709 (See Figs 9a & b), and 1730 (Fig. 20) seem almost unre-
lated in style, the roster of different figures and their relative positions in the 
procession are all the same. Importantly, for later developments, the inner 
(northern) side of two out of three compositions depicts a portico-fronted 
building extending back behind the frame. This is the Crystal Palace (Shui 
jing gong 水晶宫) from which the expedition of the Dragon Kings departs on 
the left-hand wall and to which it returns on the right. A similar procession 
of the Goddesses from 1724 departs farther afield stylistically from anything 
else in Yu county, to the extent that we may suspect some Tibeto-Mongol 
influence (Figs 21a & b). Although the portico-fronted building at the interior 
of the image and the small figures beneath are here missing, the main com-
position of the procession of the gods is similar to that of the Dragon King 
images and to other undated Goddess processions from around Xuan-Da.51 
Clearly dated eighteenth-century examples of panelled story narratives and 
martial images of divine generals indicate that these genres and topics were 
well established in Yu county by this point as well. Thus we may describe Yu 
county village mural art before the clear appearance of Western perspective 
as capable of great beauty and stylistic variety, but possessing a limited range 
of subjects and compositions.  
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Figure 20
The right-hand wall of a Dragon King 

temple. According to the steles, the 
temple was founded in 1591, then 

repaired in 1730 and again in 1773. It 
seems likely that the murals date from 

the second repair, where an artist named 
Li [illegible]sheng 李[ ]生 is listed. It 

may be that this artist drew over earlier 
patterns, and his work may have been 

touched up again afterwards. The temple 
is now used as a sawmill. Yu county.

Figure 19
The right-hand wall of a Dragon King 
procession mural from 1698, dated by 
the artists’ signature on both the wall 

margin and a date on a scroll carried by 
one of the figures. The mural was painted 

by two artists, presumably brothers 
or father-and-son, named Zhang De 
張德 and Zhang Huai 張懷. Here the 

procession returns to the Crystal Palace 
at right. The building is now abandoned 

and overgrown with weeds. Yu county.

By the year 1700, however, European perspectival techniques and picto-
rial themes had already begun to have an influence on the broader sphere 
of Chinese art.  Merchants and missionaries first brought European images 
to the coastal port cities towards the end of the Ming dynasty. By the mid-
seventeenth century, the southern cities of Yangzhou and Suzhou were cen-
tres of large-scale production of woodblock ‘foreign images’ (yang hua 洋畫) 
depicting exotic Western scenes, as well as painted images of all types that 
adopted various aspects of Western perspective, shading, or composition.52 
The eighteenth century saw the integration of European artists into Qing 
imperial court production in northern China, especially after the arrival of 
the celebrated Jesuit painter Giuseppe Castiglione (Lang Shining 郎世寧, 
1688–1766) in Beijing in 1715. By the twentieth century, images of Western 
cities and scenes both real and imagined could be viewed all across rural 
and urban China via woodblock ‘yearly pictures’ (nian hua 年畫) and travel-
ling zograscope displays. Woodblock perspectival drawings also made fre-
quent appearances in reformist and modernising literature and illustrated 
newsprint.53 Although there is very little literature describing this process, 
Western pictorial techniques certainly had an influence on religious mural 
painting as well. Perspectival murals depicting imperial processions were 

52 James Cahill, Pictures for Use and Pleasure 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2010), pp.68–70. See also Lust, Chinese Popu-
lar Prints, for a book-length study of such 
images. 

53 Ellen Johnston Laing, ‘Reform, Revolution-
ary, Political, and Resistence Themes in 
Chinese Popular Prints, 1900–1950,’ Modern 
Chinese Literature and Culture, 12.2 (2000): 
123–75, at pp.142–48 and throughout. 

54 Cheng-hua Wang, ‘Whither Art History?,’ 
p.387. 

55 Qinghai sheng wenhua ting 青海省文化
庭, Qutan si 瞿曇寺 (Ürümqi: Xinjiang keji 
weisheng chubanshe, 2000), p.158. 

56 Liu Wenjiong, ‘Shui zhong bu,’ pp.217–18 
suggests that Ming-period stages in Yu 
county have images of screens, while 
Qing-period stages have images of archi-
tectural drawings. I am sceptical of this in 
the extreme; among other things, I see little 
proof for the existence of more than one or 
two un-renovated Ming-dynasty stages in 
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Figures 21a & b
The procession of the Goddesses (Niangniang 
娘娘), out on the left-hand wall and back on  
the right-hand wall. The image appears to 
be unfinished: a space was left for a bot-
tom register, but never filled in. The style is 
unique in Yu county; the flames around the 
wrathful attendants suggest possible Tibeto- 
Mongol influence. The mural is dated by the  
stele outside to 1724, painted by artist Mi Delong 
米德龍. The structure is now abandoned. 

commissioned at Mount Tai in Shandong as early as 1677,54 and by the end of 
the nineteenth century, perspectival techniques were being used in murals 
even on the Tibetan border in modern Qinghai province.55 

It is difficult to date precisely when perspectival painting first appeared in 
Yu county villages. The vast majority of the extant perspectival murals in Yu 
county clearly date from the nineteenth or early twentieth centuries, judg-
ing by both style and the adjacent grafitti. The majority of these are located 
on the walls flanking opera stages. We have seen that these stages were a 
centre of the public life of the village, and that opera troupes were one of the 
main agents of cultural circulation within these villages. Opera stages were 
a site naturally associated with spectacle, gaze, modernity, and encounters 
with the outside world; it is not surprising then that Western themes and 
pictorial techniques of receding space were painted there. We have also seen 
that the period of the appearance of opera stages in rural Yu county (begin-
ning in the sixteenth century, but gradually achieving ubiquity only over 
the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) roughly matches the 
period of Western art’s transfusion into China. Thus it may not be necessary 
to search for developed opera stage mural traditions prior to Western influ-
ence.56 It seems likely to me, although unproven, that perspectival murals 
first appeared on stages, which were, at the time, a relatively new site for 
mural painting and one not necessarily limited by religious prescription. 
Only afterwards did these paintings begin to spread into the temples.57 

Yu county to begin with, let alone the exist-
ence of Ming-dynasty stage murals. It is also 
clear that paintings of screens continued to 
be produced on stage walls into the twenti-
eth century, right alongside the perspectival 
images. 

57 I have not seen significant research on 
opera-stage murals elsewhere in north 
China, and thus I add here a few extremely 
scattershot notes based on my own trav-
els around Shanxi and Hebei. Perspectival 
or Western-influenced paintings on opera 
stage walls certainly did exist outside of Yu 
county. I have seen perspectival images at 
the Temple of the Eastern Marchmount at 
Pu county (Pu xian dongyue miao 山西蒲縣
東嶽廟), Fu village of Dai county (Dai xian 
fu cun 代縣富村), and the Monastery of 
the Mountain of Enlightenment in Lingqiu 
county (Lingqiu xian jueshan si 靈丘縣覺山
寺), all in Shanxi province. Another, pub-
lished set of perspectival murals from from 
central Shanxi can be found in Zhao Peiqing 
趙培青 and Li Jingming 李晶明, Yu xian gudai 
bihua lu 盂縣古代壁畫錄 (Taiyuan: Sanjin 
chubanshe, 2014), pp.3–18. Perhaps most 
intriguingly, Scottish missionary Alexander 
Williamson reports seeing murals depicting 
‘continental cities’, that ‘succeeded wonder-
fully well with the perspective’ in the City 
God Temple of Taiyuan in the 1860s (Taiyuan 
fu chenghuang miao 太原府城隍廟). These 
images, however, had recently been defaced 
on orders of the city government, perhaps 
because the painted buildings had crosses 
on top.  Alexander Williamson, Journeys in 
North China, Manchuria, and Eastern Mongo-
lia, with some account of Corea, Vol. I (London: 
Smith, Elder & Co., 1870). pp. 305–306.
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Liu Wenjiong has calculated that perspectival architectural paintings rep-
resent somewhat over 40 per cent of extant opera stage murals in Yu county, 
with the rest being images of folding screens, with or without figures peek-
ing around the edges (Fig. 22).58 These paintings appear on the two flanking 
walls of the stage, exterior to the scaenae frons and perpendicular to the gaze 
of the spectators and the deity in the opposing temple. It is important to 
emphasise that these images were not backdrops in a strict sense; although 
they were visible to spectators sitting at angles to the stage, the only people 
who would have seen them head-on during the performance were the actors 
themselves. The use of perspectival technique is loose. It is apparent that this 
technique was new to the artists, and they used it with varying success. Some 
of the drawings succeed at simple point perspective, with long lines of build-
ings receding down an axial street. In other compositions, attempts at West-
ern perspective are applied more unevenly to the slant of the railings of the 
structures, which become a crazy zig-zag of impossibly layered stories, with 
recession in height indicated by the reduced size of the upper figures. In still 
more compositions, the artists do not even attempt formal point perspec-
tive, instead achieving the effect of receding space by foregrounding some 
buildings and placing others on a distant horizon line behind it (Figs 23a & b). 
Although many permutations are possible, in the main these images contain 
two main structures or compositional elements, which I refer to here as the 
pagoda (ting 亭) and the mansion (lou 樓).59 Each of these seems to derive from 
a different source, and I will treat them separately below.

The ‘pagoda’ that usually occupies the centre or outer side of these com-
positions appears to derive, at least in some cases, from an anonymous mid-
Qing novel called The Full Tale of the Green Peony (Lü mudan quan zhuan 綠 

牡丹全傳).60 The story is also known as The Full Tale of the Pagoda of Gazing 
in the Four Directions (Si wang ting quan zhuan 四望亭全傳). The novel was 
published in 1800. From that year until the end of the dynasty (1911–12), it 
was reprinted 26 times, and, over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, a series of operas and later films were based on it.61 The story con-
cerns two heroes, — young circus-performer named Jade-Lotus (Hua Bilian 華 

碧蓮) and her love interest, a somewhat bumbling scholar-aspirant named 

  However, despite these interesting exam-
ples, outside Yu county such ‘exotic’ images 
seem to have been exceptions rather than 
the rule. The majority of extant rural stages 
north and east of Yu in Zhangjiakou city-
ship have images either of folding screens 
or of dynamic life-sized images of actors and 
tumblers. In northern Shanxi province to 
the west of Yu, most stages (and many tem-
ples) have austerely painted murals depict-
ing scrolls hung on nails, usually a shan-shui 
landscape painting flanked by vertical cou-
plets (duilian 對聯). Although less interest-
ing in themselves as artistic productions, 
these images do sustain the connection 
(discussed below) between temple and stage 
walls, and the use of both surfaces as sites 
for trompe-l’œil painting. I have not visited 
villages or stages on the south-east slope of 
the Taihang mountains. Very provisionally, 
I suggest that the interest in perspectival and 
otherwise Western-influenced images repre-
sented a broad turn in rural north-Chinese 
opera and religious visual culture from at 
least the turn of the nineteenth century on, 
but that Yu county may have been unusual 
in the pervasiveness of this interest and in 
the particular form that these images took. 

58 Liu, ‘Shui zhong bu,’ p.217. A few stages have 
unique decorations. One stage has massive 
battle scenes flowing across both flanking 
walls, in which the various heroes and vil-
lains of the Feng shen yanyi clash with each 
other amidst swirling clouds. (Bu Family 
North Fort [Bu bei bu 卜北堡]). Another one 
has the slightly Boschian trope of various 
scenes taking place in the interior of gigan-
tic flora, particularly fruit. A general holds 
up the head of his decapitated enemy and 
strikes a martial pose inside of a gargantuan 
pumpkin, two finches perch on branches 
within a leafy stemmed apple, a domestic 
conversation is conducted between two 
women standing in a fine mansion located 
inside of a huge tulip, etc. This seems to be 
the work of an eccentric genius.

59 I intentionally use the vague and exogenous 
word ‘pagoda’ here to encompass several 
overlapping Chinese-language terms, refer-
ring to a broad range of structures. The 
tiered multistorey towers depicted in these 
images are referred to in the captions and in 
the source novel as both ting 亭 and lou 樓; in 
other contexts, the same types of buildings 
can be called ta 塔 or ge 閣. In fact, the Eng-
lish word ‘pagoda’ conjures up roughly the 
correct range of different structures, and the 
faintly chinoiserie connotation of the word fits 
very well with exotic Western phantasmago-
ria (‘occidenterie’) of these images as a whole. 

Figure 22
Stage mural of a folding screen, Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, probably early 20th century.
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60 To my knowledge, the first source to iden-
tify this theme in print is Hebei sheng Yu 
xian zhengxie wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui, 
Yu xian gu xilou, p.200. Liu, ‘Shui zhong bu,’ 
pp.216–32 provides a more detailed analysis 
of its appearances. 

61 My three main sources on this are: Anon., 
Lü mudan quan zhuan 綠牡丹全傳 (Beijing: 
Baowentang shudian 寶文堂書店, 1985);  
Margaret Wan, Green Peony and the Rise of the 
Chinese Martial Arts Novel (New York: State 
University of New York Press, 2009); Zhang 
Yahui 張雅惠, ‘Xiayi xiaoshuo “Lü mudan 
quan zhuan” de liuchuan yu gaibian’ 俠義小
說《綠牡丹全傳》的流傳與改編, Dongfang 
renwen xuezhi 7.2 (2008): 207–26.

Luo Hongxun 駱宏勛. Luo Hongxun, Jade-Lotus, her father, her spry old 
grandmother, and a band of swashbuckling friends all take up arms against 
the evil Empress Wu Zetian. At the end of the story, aided by the famous Judge 
Dee (Di Renjie 狄仁杰), the band of heroes defeats Wu Zetian and restores the 
rightful heir to the throne of China.

The relevant scene for our purposes occurs roughly a third of the way 
through the novel, over the nineteenth and twentieth chapters. By this 
point, the two heroes have professed their love to each other but have since 
become separated. Jade-Lotus and her father, Hua Zhenfang 花振芳, are driv-
ing a herd of horses in through the gate of Yangzhou city (Yangzhou fu 扬州

府), where they arrive at a tower called the Pagoda of Gazing in the Four 
Directions (Si wang ting 四望亭). Here they find an old friend of Hua Zhen-
fang’s named Yu Qian 余謙, who has vowed in front of a crowd to catch an 
escaped monkey, which is clambering about on the roof. The monkey, by 
this point, has ascended the Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions, and Yu 
Qian is labouring around after it, steadily losing face. Hua Zhenfang calls Yu 
Qian down, and instead sends Jade-Lotus up to nab the monkey. In a series of 
acrobatic leaps she makes it up onto the roof of the pagoda. Granny Hua (Hua 
Nainai 花奶奶) leaps up after her. Jade-Lotus pursues the monkey up to the 
highest gable. Thereupon comes the moment of high drama:

Jade-Lotus slides herself stealthily towards the monkey. She reaches out an 
arm to grab him. The monkey sees that Jade-Lotus is blocking the escape route 
to the right: he’s got no empty space to escape through. The animal panics, 

Figures 23a & b
The artist of these Yu county murals does 
not attempt formal point perspective, in-
stead achieving the effect of receding space 
by foregrounding some buildings and plac-
ing others on a distant horizon line behind 
it. Unknown artist, undated, 19th or early 
20th centuries. 
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and uses all his might to leap, hoping that he can jump right over Jade-Lotus’s 
head. For many years, though, nobody has maintained the Pagoda of Gazing 
in the Four Directions. The wood is rotten, the mortar and bricks split asunder 
— Jade-Lotus together with the monkey go plummeting down. On the ground 
the people exclaim: ‘How terrible! Someone’s fallen down!’

As Jade-Lotus falls, Hua Zhenfang, Yu Qian, and the Ba brothers are all dismayed 
and without any recourse. Jade-Lotus has no way of saving her own life. The only 
hope comes from one young man beyond the fourth or fifth ring of spectators, 
who shouts: ‘You still haven’t moved to save her — what are you waiting for!’

With a single leap he’s there, and catches Jade-Lotus with both hands, and 
holds her in his embrace, sitting down into the dust. Everyone shouts: ‘What 
an extraordinary hero! Without him, she’d have been crushed to meat-mush!’ 
Hua Zhenfang and a whole crowd all run over and with one glance they see — 
the person who’d saved Jade-Lotus was none other than Luo Hongxun!62 

Jade-Lotus lays unconscious, pressed against Luo Hongxun’s chest. For a brief 
moment, the narrative shifts into the first person as she regains consciousness: 
finding herself laying sweat-covered in the arms of her long-separated beloved, 
she decides to keep her eyes closed for a while longer. Only when her father has 
tactfully removed her onto a charpai does she admit to being awake.63 The vari-
ous characters then turn to acrimony over the prize money.

This, then, is identifiably the scene represented on the opera walls in Yu 
county. At least five of these murals have buildings labelled ‘Pagoda of Gazing 
in the Four Directions’ and have visible pictures of Jade-Lotus and the monkey 
perched dramatically on the gables (Figs 24a & b). In two more compositions, 
the building is not labelled but nonetheless the telltale figures of a girl and a 
monkey are visible. In two of them you can also see an older woman balanced 
on a lower roof, and this must be Granny Hua. In some cases, the whole cast 
of characters is visible standing around the base of the tower, looking up and 
gesticulating at Jade-Lotus and the monkey, although it’s difficult to tell who 
is who (Fig. 25). Given how heavily damaged most of the murals are, it seems 
certain that there were once many more figures visible in all of the scenes. 
Many more villages just have depictions of tall towers or pagodas without any 
visible or extant labels or figures. 

What did this image represent to Yu county villagers? The scene itself is 
engaging, kinetic, and affecting. It features acrobatic stunts, a rooftop chase, 
a fall from a high place, and a last-minute rescue. It also contains the unex-
pected reunion of lovers, a moment of deeply felt romantic emotion (qing 情), 
and the first-person expression of female erotic desire.64 It’s fair to suppose 
that the image of a sensuous woman knight-errant (nü xia 女俠) leaping about 
on an exotic southern pagoda would represent an engaging interruption into 
the social and architectural world of the average nineteenth- or early twen-
tieth-century Yu county peasant. One can also imagine a whole variety of 
positive explanations for this scene’s prevalence, although all of them are 
very speculative. It could have represented a rebus,65 or it had a relationship 
with village ritual.66 Liu Wenjiong has suggested a link to the village stage as 
a site of sexual and gender exploration, and this may be so.67 In early twen-
tieth century Shanghai, the scene was performed with elaborate rope-work 
special effects (jiguan bujing 機關佈景); perhaps Yu county people somehow 
witnessed this impressive modern spectacle and attempted to depict it.68 The 
name Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions references the theme of archi-

62 Anon, Lü mudan quan zhuan, pp.121–22:  
華碧蓮悄悄挨近猴邊，才待伸手去捉，猴子見
華碧蓮擋住右邊，無空逃走，那畜生發急，用
力一跳，欲從華碧蓮頭上跳過。不料這四望亭
多年未曾修理，不料朽爛，灰磚裂開，華碧蓮
同猴子俱墜下來了。眾人齊道：“不好了，掉
下人來了！”華碧蓮從亭上掉下，華振芳、余
謙並同巴氏弟兄俱偕驚慌無措。華碧蓮自料性
命難保。只見四，五叢人之外有一少年，大叫
一聲：“還不救人，等待何時？”將身一縱，
跳過來將華碧蓮雙手接住，抱在懷中，坐在塵
埃。眾人齊道：“難得這個英雄，不然要跌為
肉泥！”華振芳同眾人跑過來一看，接住華碧
蓮的不是別人，正是駱弘勛大爺。

63 Margaret Wan, Green Peony, p.13 notes in 
respect to this and other scenes that ‘Green 
Peony is exceptional among the martial 
romances in giving a psychological descrip-
tion of Hua Bilian’s feelings for Luo Hongxun, 
from initial infatuation to secret bliss when 
he catches her in his arms after she falls off 
a roof’.

64 It also contains some extremely colourful 
language. ‘Your mother’s dog-stinking don-
key-farts! You could be the Son of Heaven 
standing in the middle of the court, and you’d 
still have to pay me what you owe me.’ (‘放
你娘的狗臭驢子屁！就是朝中的太子，許我
的也要給我。’) Anon., Lü mudan quan zhuan, 
p.124. 

65 ‘The Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Direc-
tions’ is not so far off from si wang ting (死亡
亭) ‘death is stopped’. This type of painted or 
carved rebus is extremely common in archi-
tectural decoration around Yu county and 
China generally.

66 New year ‘Sai opera’ rituals in Xuan-Da 
habitually included the exorcistic pursuit, 
capture, and ritual banishment from the vil-
lage of a demonic figure dressed as a monkey. 
See Johnson, Spectacle and Sacrifice, p.69 and 
Wang Zhijun et al., Difang juzhong gaishuo, 
p.31. Temple murals depicting the expedi-
tion of the God of the Five Ways (Wu dao shen 
五道神, a common crossroads god) show the 
god capturing evil spirits. The evil to be paci-
fied is, in some cases, depicted as a lecherous 
monkey with long quail feathers in its cap, 
similar to those worn in opera performances. 

67 Liu, ‘Shui zhong bu,’ pp.229–43. Jing Anning 
in his study of the Song dynasty murals at 
Guangsheng Monastery in central Shanxi 
has suggested that opera performances con-
tained sexually titillating themes in order 
stimulate the ‘mixing of Yin and Yang’ and 
allow the Dragons’ life-giving rain magic to 
work. This represents another possible expla-
nation for these murals, see Jing Anning, The 
Water God’s Temple of the Guangsheng Monastery: 
Cosmic Function of Art, Ritual, and Theater (Brill: 
Leiden, 2002) pp.144–99.



‘GAZE UPON ITS DEPTH’: ON THE USES OF PERSPECTIVAL PAINTING IN THE EARLY-MODERN CHINESE VILLAGE 59

Figures 24a & b
Jade-Lotus pursues the monkey across the top 
of a building labelled ‘The Mansion of Gazing 
in the Four Directions’ (Si Wang Lou 四望樓). 
Right-hand wall of a Yu county opera stage; 
the left-hand wall is reproduced as Figure 29. 
Unknown artist, undated, 19th or early 20th 
century. 

tecturally established lines of sight, which we have seen is an important part 
of these stages’ function, and to which we will return again. 

But none of these arguments quite satisfies. Among other things, the 
operas based on Green Peony do not seem to have been particularly popular in 
Yu county, at least within living memory. Wang Zhijun and Tian Yongxiang’s 
volume on Yu county opera mentions hundreds of titles performed within 
the county in the pre-Communist era.69 As far as I can find, none of the vari-
ous opera titles derived from Green Peony appear there.70 So these plays may 
have once been performed on Yu county stages, but there’s no written record 
of it, and nobody around now seems to remember it. Perhaps no explanation 
is needed. One stage-painter enjoyed the novel and painted the scene; from 
there it became popular and emulated within the community of painters and 
audiences around Yu county. It seems safe, however, to say that Yu county 
villagers painted the world they wanted to see. And in village after village, 
that world was a realm of swashbuckling women warriors, free-booting and 
foul-mouthed proletarian heroes, chases, humour, excitement, architectural 
exotica, and an easy-going eroticism, love, and adventure. 

The second building in the opera stage murals, the ‘Mansions’, always 
appears on the inner side of the composition, where it abuts the edge of the 
scaenae frons and the doors that pass through it. The images depict oblong, 
multistorey buildings with rows of windows facing the street, galleries along 
the upper stories, Italianate flourishes over the doors, long colonnades, tall 

68 This association is extremely tempting, 
but, unfortunately, the geographic distance 
and late attestation of the mechanised per-
formances make it difficult to confirm a 
connection. The Shanghai Jingju Theatre 
Company (Shanghai jingjuyuan 上海京劇院) 
website notes that the earliest performance 
of Green Peony known to them was in 1875. 
By 1915, the performances ‘used mechanical 
sets, real swords and real lances, suspen-
sion by ropes, and other special effects in 
order to attract customers’ 以機關佈景，真 
刀真搶，穿插走繩索等各類特技為號召。 
[Anonymous], ‘Hong bi yuan’ 宏碧缘, 
Shanghai jingjuyuan上海京劇院, [Aug 2008], 
<http://www.pekingopera.sh.cn/Survey-
cont.aspx?id=282>. Quoted in Zhang Yahui, 
‘Xiayi xiaoshuo “Lü mudan quan zhuan”,’ 
p.212. Another interview with an elderly 
Shanghai actor, published in the 1962 edi-
tion of Shanghai xiju上海戲劇, describes how 
Jade-Lotus would leap up onto each level of 
the stepped pagoda, cry out ‘Ai-ya!’ 哎呀! 
as the topmost brick turned beneath her 
feet, and then plummet dramatically down 
into Luo Hongxun’s arms, all accomplished 
by means of ropes and pulleys. Even in the 
1960s, the old performer seems to have been 
impressed by his memories of it; he empha-
sises how ‘new and fresh’ (xinxian 新鮮) it 
seemed at the time. (Lü Jian 呂健, ‘ “Hong 
bi yuan” de jiguan bujing’ 宏碧緣的機關 
佈景, Shanghai xiju 上海戲劇 7 [1962]: p.24.) 
It’s possible that Yu county people travel-
ling in the south could have witnessed these 
performances, or that such mechanised per-
formances could have taken place in Beijing, 
but I have no record of it.

69 Wang Zhijun et al., Difang juzhong gaishuo.

70 That is, Lü mudan 綠牡丹, Hong bi yuan宏碧
緣, Taohua wu 桃花塢, Si jie cun 四杰村, Jiax-
ing cun (‘Jiaxing village’ 嘉興村, Hua bilian 
duo zhuangyuan 花碧蓮奪狀元, etc. See 
Zhang Yahui, ‘Xiayi xiaoshuo “Lü mudan 
quanzhuan” de liuchuan yu gaibian’ for a 
fuller discussion of these various descend-
ant titles. 
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Figure 25
Jade-Lotus and the monkey perch atop the 

Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions, 
while the other characters of the story 

gesticulate beneath. Spatial recession in 
height is indicated by the reduced size of the 
figures atop the tower. Notably, the building 

to the right is labelled ‘The Mansions of the 
Western Seas’ (Xi Yang Lou 西洋樓). The 

right-hand wall is reproduced as Figure 35. 
Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, 19th or 

early 20th century. 

minaret-like towers, and even domes — something truly exotic in eastern 
China. These structures are identified in several of the cartouches. One cap-
tion has them as The Mansions of the Western Seas (Xi yang lou 西洋樓), (see 
Fig 25). Another cartouche reads Yi da gong 意大宮 — ostensibly, The Inten-
tions-Great Palace. This name is as awkward in Chinese as it is in English. 
Given the foreign form of the buildings, it seems more likely that the full 
name should be The Italian Palace (Yidali gong 意大利宮). The Chinese painter, 
finding Yidali ‘Italy’ a mouthful, simply lopped off the last syllable and gave 
the palace a more acceptably Chinese two-character name (Fig. 26). Another 
such mansion, in this case labelled The Mansion [sic] of Gazing in the Four 
Directions (Si wang lou 四望樓) has a row of nonsensical ‘Western’ alphabetic 
characters written along the top, although it is unclear to me even whether 
they are drawn from the Roman or Cyrillic scripts (Figs 27a & b).71 

The mansions of the Western Seas (Xi yang lou 西洋樓) was not only a 
generic name for Western-style buildings; it originally referred to a specific 
set of structures located in the imperial Garden of Perfect Radiance (Yuan 
ming yuan 圓明園) outside of Beijing. The buildings and the gardens, maze, 
and fountains around them were constructed by Jesuit artisans, headed by 
Guiseppe Castiglione, for the Qianlong Emperor over the course of the late 
eighteenth century. The mansions were then destroyed by foreign troops 
during the second Opium War in 1860. At the time these buildings were con-
structed, they were strongly associated with theatricality and perspectival 
modes of viewing.72 Yu county people would certainly have been aware of 
these structures, since they sat along the well-travelled road to the capital. 
The multistorey Western buildings were adjacent to the northern wall of the 
Garden and would have been visible over that wall from the outside. After 
the violent destruction of the Garden, travellers had free access to the ruins, 
which still existed in substantially complete form well into the twentieth 
century. Yu county people could hardly have failed to notice, and taken imag-
inative interest in, the immense ivory-white ruins of the foreign palaces that 
rose out the fields along the carriage road to the capital.73 One such depic-

71 These have been discussed at Liu, ‘Shui 
zhong bu,’ p. 219. The appellation ‘Mansion 
of Gazing in the Four Directions’ should 
indicate that it would be unwise to draw too 
clear a line between the ‘Mansion’ and the 
‘Pagoda’. They were, rather, two of many 
potential compositional elements at the 
artist’s disposal, and could be combined or 
rearranged at will.

72 Lithographs of the Garden produced by 
the Manchu artist Yi Lantai 伊蘭泰 are 
reproduced in several sources, but fully 
in Régine Thiriez and Ellen Lawrence, The 
Delights of Harmony: The European Palaces of 
the Yuanmingyuan & the Jesuits in the 18th Cen-
tury Court of Beijing (Worcester, MA: Iris and 
B. Gerald Cantor Art Gallery, College of the 
Holy Cross, 1994). We read in these litho-
graphs of ‘observatories’ (guan 觀) in the 
garden: The Observatory of the Distant Seas 
(Yuan ying guan 遠瀛觀, one of the mansion 
buildings), The Observatory Facing Out 
(Fang wai guan 方外觀, a belvedere), The 
Observatory of the Fountains (Shui fa guan 
水法觀). These ‘observatories’ must have 
taken a form quite similar to the porticoes 
in the opera stage depictions, about which 
more later. Western linear perspective was 
also important. Sights within the garden 
included a ‘Mountain of Perspective’ (Xian 
fa shan 線法山), as well as a ‘Perspective 
Painting’ (Xian fa hua 線法畫). The ‘Perspec-
tive Painting’ stood on the far side of a lake 
at the end of the garden, the final view; it 
depicts a European village according to the 
European gaze, receding into the perspec-
tival distance.

73 See Régine Thiriez, ‘Old Photography and 
the Yuanmingyuan,’ Visual Resources 6.3 
(1990): 203–18.
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Figure 26
The ‘Italian Palace’ (Yi Da Gong 意大宮). The right-hand wall of this stage is reproduced as Figure 1.  
Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, 19th or early 20th century. 

Figures 27a & b
‘The Mansion of Gazing in the Four 
Directions’ (Si Wang Lou 四望樓) has a 
row of nonsensical ‘Western’ alphabetic 
characters written along the top, although 
it is unclear to me even whether they are 
drawn from the Roman or Cyrillic scripts.
Yu county. Unknown artist, undated, late 
19th or early 20th century
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tion, in the Halls of the God of Wealth (Cai shen dian 財神殿) and of the God 
of Literature (Wenchang 文昌) in the Six Gods’ Temple of Li [Family] Fort (Li 
buzi liu shen miao cai shen dian 李堡子六神廟) may actually be copied directly 
from the mansions or from one of the various sets of lithographs that were 
produced depicting them (Figs 28a & b).74 The moniker ‘The Italian Palace’ on 
another of these depictions strengthens the general connection to Castigli-
one’s buildings in Beijing.

However, the majority of these images are not literal depictions of the 
Jesuit-built mansions. A more proximate source for all of these Yu county 
depictions may be found in perspectival ‘yearly pictures’ and peep-box show 
or zograscope images that circulated widely through eighteenth- to twenti-
eth-century Chinese society. The 23-volume Collected Chinese Woodblock Yearly 
Pictures (Zhongguo muban nianhua jicheng 中國木板年畫集成)75 contains 
hundreds of perspectival prints from the late Qing and Republican periods. 
Dozens if not hundreds of these showcase exotic Western-style buildings 
of exactly the type found in the Yu county images, including long multi-
storey façades, domes, and high, almost futuristic towers. We may point to 
specific depictions that may have been the source of particular depictions 
of the Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions at Yangzhou, which display 
the same scene from Green Peony.76 (It is relevant to point out here that the 

Figures 28a & b
These paintings in the Halls of the God of 
Wealth (Cai Shen dian 財神殿) and of the 
God of Literature (Wenchang 文昌) in the 

Six Gods’ Temple of Li [Family] Fort (Li Buzi 
Liu Shen Miao 李堡子六神廟) may actually 

be copied directly from the Mansions or 
from one of the various sets of lithographs 

which were produced depicting it. They 
depict bearded Central Asians bearing 

treasure to the mansion of a wealthy 
gentleman. Yu county. Unknown artist, 

undated, 19th or early 20th century.

74 The white colour of the buildings, the 
angles of the roofs, and the ornamentation 
over the windows all suggest that these 
images were copied either directly from the 
real Mansions or from the lithographs. For 
an examination of this, see Pedro Luengo, 
‘Yuánmíng Yuán en el siglo XVIII,’, pp.210–
12.

75 Feng Jicai 冯驥才, ed. Zhongguo muban nian-
hua jicheng, ershisan juan 中國木板年華集
成，二十三卷 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011).  

76 Reproduced in Feng Jicai 馮驥才, ed. Zhong-
guo muban nianhua jicheng: Taohua wu juan 
(xia) 中國木板年畫集成：桃花塢卷 (下) 
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011), p.331.
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77 Two representative studies of this are: Kris-
tina Kleutghen, ‘Peepboxes, Society and 
Visuality in Early Modern China,’ Art History 
38.4 (2015): 763–77; and Shang Wei 商維, ‘Bi 
zhen de huanxiang: xiyangjing, toushifa yu 
daguanyuan de menghuan meiying (shang, 
zhong, xia)’ 逼真的幻象：西洋鏡、透視
法與大觀園的夢幻魅影 (上、中、下), Cao 
xueqin yanjiu 1 (2016): 95–117; Cao xueqin 
yanjiu 2 (2016): 103–23; Cao xueqin yanjiu 3 
(2016): 38–63.

78 Kristina Kleughten, ‘Chinese Occidenterie: 
The Diversity of “Western” Objects in Eight-
eenth Century China,’ Eighteenth-Century 
Studies 47.2 (2014): 117–35, at p.117. 

79 Yu xian bowuguan, Yu xian gu xilou, p.383.

80 Cahill, Pictures for Use and Pleasure, p.68.

Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions is a real structure that still stands in 
Yangzhou city, and that Yangzhou was a major source of such prints.) Any of 
these images could have served as the model or inspiration for the Yu county 
opera-stage drawings. Many fantastical architectural scenes of this sort cir-
culated as peep-box views, known in Chinese as ‘scenes of the Western seas’ 
(xi yang jing 西洋景) or the closely homophonous ‘lenses of the Western seas’ 
(xi yang jing 西洋鏡).77 The name and format of these devices underscores 
the link between perspectival drawings, Western architecture, technologi-
cal innovations in the creation of spectacle, and the emphasis on the linear, 
modern gaze. 

Thus it seems closer to the truth to say that these stage drawings refer-
enced a broader representation, popular across China from the eighteenth 
century until the Communist takeover, of a sort of architectural and visual 
‘occidenterie’:78 an exotic new type of building, and an exotic new way of seeing 
those buildings. Although drawn from the broader stream of Chinese visual 
culture, this representation had specific connotations within Yu county. 
Perspectival architectural drawings were in no way unnatural to a society 
that used architecturally established lines of sight as one of its main physical 
structuring principles. We have also seen how the open communal squares 
thus established between stage and temple were among the main spaces in 
which villagers interacted with the broader world, and how the epigraphic 
culture associated with these structures stressed the ability of the physically 
bounded stage to include ‘all beneath heaven’ (tianxia 天下).79 A geographic 
and architectural imagination that extended to Beijing, Yangzhou, and even 
Europe was appropriate to these spaces. It was via these squares, stages, 
murals, opera performances, and commercial fairs that Yu county people 
first met the oncoming modern world, represented it to each other, and ulti-
mately integrated it into their own cosmology and sense of self. These images 
of the Pagoda of Gazing in the Four Directions and the Mansions of the West-
ern Seas are one artifact of that process.

4) The Portico of the Gods’ Realms

James Cahill has commented on the introduction of Western art to China 
that, ‘In China as in France, [artistic] appropriations were liberating rather 
than confining, giving artists the courage to break out of old habits that had 
become stultifying’.80 This was certainly true in Yu county. The last 150 years 
of Yu county mural art, from ~1800 to 1950, were a period of extraordinary 
innovation. As these Westernising themes and perspectival techniques moved 
from the stage into the temples, traditional compositions were promiscu-
ously remixed and reinvented. Rather than representing the breakdown of 
traditional mural-painting culture, I argue that this period represents its lost 
renaissance. Yu county artists combined Western techniques of depicting 
receding depth with the traditional spatial logic of the stage and temple to 
create what are undoubtedly the most complex and innovative compositions 
in the history of this art. To this end, I will first return to the earliest stratum 
of extant murals in the early eighteenth century. I argue that their efficacy as 
religious images derived from a combination of the recursion of the temple 
room with the realm of the gods depicted, and the evocation of a hidden space 
behind the altar from which the gods’ power emanated. I will then show how 
this logic was reworked with the new perspectival techniques, allowing for 
unique compositions that stretch across multiple buildings and surfaces and 
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establish complex and efficacious connections 
between our world and the holy, fictive, or oth-
erwise ‘exotic’ realms beyond.

Perhaps the most consistent single element 
of all of these depictions on temples and stages, 
both early and late, is a large portico (menlang 
門廊) opening on the inner side of the com-
position (Fig. 29). In fact, we could reasonably 
refer to the entire genre of images examined in 
this paper as ‘portico-pictures’, since the great 
roofed portico on the inner side of each com-
position is their most consistent and distinctive 
feature. This structure is a flat, raised plinth, 
sometimes with railings but always bounded 
by pillars supporting the roof. Especially in the 

later images, the ‘sky-flower panels’ (tianhua ban 天華板) on the portico ceil-
ing became an object of obsession for painters, who distorted space to bizarre 
degrees to display the perspectival recession of this grid (see Figs 1, 2, 26, 28b, 
et cetera). In the later opera stage images, this portico fronts the structure 
that I have earlier referred to as the Mansion and provides an entrance to its 
interior. In the temple images both early and late, this structure represents 
the façade and gateway into the gods’ palace.81 

It is worth pointing out here that the physical porticoes of real Xuan-Da 
temples remain symbolically important places today. During a visit in the 
summer of 2017, the Daoist cleric resident in the Goddesses Temple of the 
Cock’s-Crow Postal Station (Ji ming yi 雞鳴驛) remarked to me, unprompted, 
that the gods would sit on the small portico space jutting out of the front of 
the temple in order to watch the opera being performed on the stage oppo-
site. This raised and roofed entranceway, apparently empty, was thus one of 
the most important symbolic spaces of the temple complex, strongly associ-
ated with divine, spectactorial gaze from the temple to the stage, and with 
the actual historical performance of opera at temple fairs (Fig. 30). It is prob-
able that in many temples the statue of the god would be physically carried 
out and set on this space during rituals and performances; I have seen this 
done in other parts of north China, although not in Xuan-Da proper. These 
porticoes are also, of course, the gateway or anteroom through which the 
devotee must pass in order to reach the inner sanctum. 

The above examples point to two important interpretive aspects of these 
depictions, apparently unrelated but in fact intertwined. The first is that these 

porticoes do, after all, represent gateways, or epi-structures around 
gateways, that lead into sacred or otherwise alteric space. The second 
is that there is, from the earliest examples until the latest, a persis-
tent conflation and even recursion between the space of the depic-
tion on the wall and the three-dimensional space in which it was set, 
either temple, stage, or fortress. We will examine these propositions 
in tandem so that their relationship becomes clear.

To begin with, the earthly temple to the god was frequently con-
flated with the god’s celestial (or submarine) palace. The name of 
the palace in which the god is thought to reside is often used as a 
metonym for the physical temple building, both in the stele texts 
and on signs over the gateways of the actual temple buildings. Thus a 

Figure 29
A large portico (menlang 門廊) opening on 
the inner side of the composition is perhaps 
the most consistent single element of all de-
pictions on temples and stages, both early 
and late. The right-hand wall is reproduced 
as Figures 24a & b. Yu county. Unknown 
artist, undated, 19th or early 20th century. 

Figure 30
The portico of the Temple of the Goddesses  

at Cock’s-Crow Postal Station in Huailai 
county (Huailai Xian Ji Ming Yi Niangniang 

Miao 懷來縣雞鳴驛娘娘廟). 
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Dragon King temple might have a gate inscribed with the words The Crystal 
Palace,82 a Temple to the Perfected Warrior might be called The Palace of the 
Northern Dipper (Bei dou gong 北斗宮),83 or a temple to the Goddesses referred 
to as The Travelling Palace of Mount Tai (Tai shan xing gong 泰山行宮),84 etc. 
We have already noted that the interior of the temple is often creatively fur-
nished to indicate the grotto or palace in which the god is thought to hold 
court. In this way, the temple space mimics the divine space of the gods. In 
the case of the portico images, however, a slightly more complex logic is at 
work. The flanking-wall porticoes are invariably painted on the interior side 
of the wall, with the building extending back outside the frame of the image. 
Thus in these earliest extant images, the position of the portico suggests the 
exterior façade and gateway of a mysterious interior or ‘backstage’ through 
these painted gates. This holy interior, the realm of the gods, is located at or 
extends away behind the altar where the statues sit.

As Dragon King temples were the most common type of large temple in 
Yu county, the spatial logic of these depictions is most developed in those 
compositions, and many intact examples exist. In these temples, the inner 
side of both lateral walls almost always holds an image of both the Crystal 
Palace and, beneath it, a smaller recursive image of the temple building itself 
in which the image and the shrine is held (Fig. 31). The rain-giving proces-
sion of the dragons around the space of the shrine room (that is out and back 
from their palace, and around the human world) is almost always echoed 
by miniature, sympathetic images of mortals on the ground beneath, flee-
ing from dragon-sparked lightning, then plowing, planting, harvesting, and, 
finally, forming themselves into a votive procession with a shawm band or 
shehuo mummers’ parade that arrives to give thanks at the gates of the recur-
sive temple. As we have seen above, several extant images even show opera 
performances performed on stages facing the temple gate (see Figs 14, 15, 16 
and 17). The visual recursion between the small temple below and the great 
palace above, and between the painted image and the physical temple space, 
is clear — by facing north towards the altar in the temple, the devotee is able 
to access the Crystal Palace of the Dragon Kings. The space of the workaday 
human world is coterminous with the circuit of the Dragon Kings’ dominion, 
and the physical temple is the anteroom to their divine realm. 

That the rear walls of Chinese temples were understood to recess into 
holy space is spectacularly confirmed by two temples in areas immediately 
adjacent to Yu county that have, on the central/rear wall, chiaroscuro trompe-
l’œil images of hanging prayer beads that cast painted shadows on the wall — 
something genuinely unprecedented in traditional Chinese art. One of these 

81 This type of image also existed in the impe-
rial court. One image titled ‘The Qianlong 
Emperor Watches a Play’ (Qianlong guan ju 
tu 乾隆觀劇圖) depicts the emperor seated 
on one side of a courtyard, watching opera 
on the other side. In this case, both the area 
where the emperor sits and the stage upon 
which the actors stand resemble the Xuan-
Da portico images. Zhongguo xiqu zhi wei-
yuanhui 中國戲曲志委員會, Zhongguo xiqu 
zhi: Hebei juan 中國戲曲志：河北卷 (Beijing: 
Zhongguo zhongxin, Xinhua shudian bei-
jing faxingsuo jingxiao, 1993) has the image 
reproduced in the photographic front matter 
without page numbering. The theme was the 
subject of Westernising interpretations from 
an early point, including multiple images 
of the Qianlong emperor seated on pavil-
ions by Guiseppe Castiglione (1688–1766) in 
conjunction with Chinese artists, and West-
ern-influenced mid-eighteenth century 
woodblock ‘yearly pictures’ examples. See, 
for instance, Kleughten, Imperial Illusions, 
pp.108, 109, 142, 145, 161, etc. Of particular 
note is the image in the Musée Guimet titled 
‘Kazaks Offering Horses in Tribute to the 
Emperor Qianlong’, reproduced at Kleugh-
ten p.161. Both the composition and the 
subject are clearly echoed particularly by 
the God of Wealth (Cai shen 財神) depictions 
in the Xuan-Da temples.  

82 For instance, the Dragon King Temple of 
South Lü Family Village (Nan lü jia zhuang 南
呂家莊) in Yu county; there are many others.

83 Kaiyang Fort (Kaiyang bu 開陽堡) in neigh-
bouring Yangyuan county, for instance, has 
a sixteenth-century stele that refers to the 
axial Temple of the Perfected Warrior as a 
‘Palace of the Dark Emperor’ (Xuan di gong 
玄帝宮). For other examples of these meto-
nymic naming conventions, see Grootaers, 
‘Wanch’üan,’ p.249.  

84 For instance, the 1785 stele at Stone-Waste 
Fort (Shi huang bu 石荒堡), reproduced in 
Deng Qingping, Yu xian beiming jilu, pp.432–33. 

Figure 31
The right-hand wall of a Dragon King tem-
ple, painted in 1709 by Cui Wenxin 崔文新. 
Note the small figures of a temple procession 
leading along the base of the wall to a recur-
sive drawing of the temple itself, which leads 
up, via the figures of the God of the Earth 
and the God of the Mountains (Tudi Gong 土
地公, Shan Shen 山神) to the Crystal Palace 
above. The front and left-hand walls are re-
produced as Figures 9a & b. The exterior of 
the building is reproduced as Figure 5.
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images was painted in 1783, while the other is undated but appears to be in 
early nineteenth-century style, indicating the early spread of Western paint-
ing techniques into rural Xuan-Da, and their use from the very start to com-
pose sacred space. In both cases, the realistic illusion of these shadow-casting 
beads serves to emphasise the spatial recession of the wall into a specifically 
feminine interior space located through the gates of a portico structure. In 
the 1783 temple, this is apparently the interior quarters of the palace of a 
draconic water god and his wife (Figs 32a, b & c), and in the other case, it is a 
wall fronting the inner sanctum of the Goddesses (Figs 33a & b).85 The former 
temple also makes it clear that this harem interior is the fount or source of 
the divine fecundity — from under the table in the interior quarters and over 
the rooftops of the portico on the side wall pour great waves of life-giving 
water. The optical illusion of the beads in particular breaks the boundaries 
between painted surface and physical space, allowing the gods’ realm, and 
their blessings, to inhabit our mundane world.  

Similar to the case of the porticoes in front of the temple, this idea of a 
secret, often specifically feminine interior behind the altar corresponds to 
the actual construction and ritual use of physical temple space. I have visited 
several temples across Xuan-Da where a male god was worshipped in two 
separate buildings — a front hall where he ‘did work’ (ban gong 辦公), and a 
rear hall, which was his living quarters (zhufang 住房, qin gong 寢宮). In one 
of these rear halls, the statue of the God of Walls and Moats (Cheng huang ye 
城隍爺) could be found enthroned together with that of his wife, referred to 

85 The 1783 temple appears to be devoted to 
a local water deity whose cult differs only 
slightly from that of the Dragon Kings. 
The shrine is known as the Holy Shrine of 
[Musical] Harmonies (Lülü shenci 律呂神祠), 
located at the edge of a marsh in a village 
called Holy Creek in Hunyuan county (Huny-
uan xian shen xi cun 渾源縣深溪村). The 1783 
repair stele in the courtyard explains that ‘ 
“Harmony” refers to the modulation of yin 
and yang’ 蓋律呂著調理陰陽之謂, hence 
the regulation of rainfall. Two statues are 
enshrined in the main room, one male and 
one female. The murals match the standard 
Dragon King processions figure-by-figure, 
except instead of the usual five dragons of 
the five oceans, only one male god rides out 
and back on the two walls, while the female 
god awaits him at the palace. 

Figures 32a, b & c
The right-hand and right-rear walls of the 
Holy Shrine of Harmonies and a detail of 
the latter. Holy Creek village of Hunyuan  
county (Hunyuan Xian Shen Xi Cun Lülü 
Shenci 渾源縣神溪村律呂神祠). Painted  
by Hou Chengde 侯成德 and Feng Yun 
[illegible] 馮運[ ], 1783. In (a), the gods re-
turn from their procession towards the 
Crystal Palace; the ritual sequence at the 
base has now been destroyed by dampness. 
The right-hand side of (a) is adjacent to the 
left-hand side of (b), suggesting that the 
portico of the Crystal Palace of the side wall 
leads into the receding interior scene of the 
rear wall. Note the water welling up over the 
roof of the Crystal Palace and under the ta-
ble in (b), symbolic of the goddesses’ rain-
giving fecundity. Particularly unusual is (c): 
the nail and prayer-beads cast a realistic  
trompe l’œil shadow on the painted wall. 
The lantern on the right side of the wall has 
a similar shadow. 
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simply as ‘the Goddess’ (Niangniang). The room had been painted in the 1990s 
with murals of the god’s household furnishings including a television, radio, 
fan, tea thermos, bookshelf, et cetera. Today, villagers consider this rear hall 
a location possessing a particular power of miraculous response (lingying 靈
應) within the temple complex, especially efficacious to prayers for human 
fertility.86 

This unseen rear space and the portico that is its entrance are important 
from the earliest extant images to the last, Western-influenced ones. How-
ever, the size and centrality of the side-wall portico structure grew over time, 
as well as the range of contexts where it might appear. In a God of Wealth 
mural dated to the Daoguang reign (1820–50) at the Cock’s-Crow Postal Sta-
tion (Ji ming yi cai shen miao 雞鳴驛財神廟), the portico is still rendered in 
traditional isometric Chinese style, but it has expanded to cover nearly half 
of the wall. Here, the structure seems to represent the gateway of a wealthy 
devotee’s house. Towards this house, approach the God of Wealth from a 
celestial cloud and bearded Central Asians on the ground level, all bearing 
gifts (Fig. 34). By the late-nineteenth or early-twentieth century, the portico 
was depicted in ostentatiously Western style, with the receding grid of tiles 
on the ceiling now expanded to fill the entire composition; gods, who, in ear-
lier murals would have processed across the mortal world, now sit upon this 
stage in state. While the earliest images already employ trompe-l’œil, Euro-
pean techniques allowed the effect to be perfected. The Yu county heavens 
had been Westernised, both in their architecture and in their mode of depic-
tion, and the evocation of this hidden interior receding behind the altar wall 
had become the central theme of the murals.

This spatial recession is even more the case on opera stages, where the 
painted portico fronts the Mansion of the Western Seas and appears to rep-
resent both the entranceway to the Mansion and a stage in itself. In this case, 
the mysterious interior to which the gates lead is the backstage, actual and 
imagined, hidden beyond the two perforating gates of the scaenae frons (Fig. 
35). Marvin Carlson has called this space ‘the hidden “other” world of the 
actor, the place of appearance and disappearance, the realm of events not 
seen but whose effects conditioned the visible world of the stage’.87 Stage per-
formers would traditionally enter the stage through the right-hand door and 
depart from the left.88 Thus the circular, clockwise motion of the temple gods 
through the mortal world is mirrored by the circular motion of stage perform-
ers across the theatrical ‘world’ of the stage, while the painted portico-stages 

86 This location was the Temple to the God of 
Walls and Moats at Holding-the-Gate Fort 
of Yanggao county (Yanggao xian zhenmen 
bu chenghuang Miao 陽高縣鎮門堡城隍廟). 
Small nooks in this rear hall are full of little 
infants made of clay, deposited there by 
women to ‘return the child to the god’ after 
prayers for reproductive fertility had been 
answered (personal communication, shrine 
caretaker, 13 and 14 June 2018). According 
to villagers at North Tower Gate Village of 
nearby Ying county (Ying xian bei lou kou cun 
應縣北樓口村, personal communication, 
26 August 2018), the Temple to the North-
ern Marchmount (Bei yue miao 北岳廟) on 
the mountain-top by their village once had 
similar front and back halls for the god to 
work and rest, although the rebuilt rear hall 
is now a shrine to the Buddha (Fo dian 佛殿). 
This type of arrangement may be very old. 
Jing Anning makes the fascinating sugges-
tion in his study of the Water God’s Temple 
at Guangsheng Monastery that the rear-wall 
trompe-l’œil murals of female attendants 
offering food were originally painted in the 
early fourteenth century as a substitute for 
a physical ‘rear palace’ (hou gong 後宮) build-
ing that had been destroyed in an earthquake 
(Jing, The Water God’s Temple, pp.128–29).  

87 Marvin Carlson, Places of Performance: The 
Semiotics of Theatre Architecture (Ithaca: Cor-
nell University Press, 1989), p.131. Quoted in 
Judith Zeitlin, The Phantom Heroine: Ghosts and 
Gender in Seventeenth Century Chinese Litera-
ture (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 
2007), p.146.

Figures 33a & b
A shrine room to the Goddesses (Niangni-
ang 娘娘), and a detail. The central wall on 
the left of the image with the painted rosa-
ry would originally have formed the back-
drop to the consecrated statues of the three 
Goddesses, now destroyed. Note again the 
portico-structure on the side wall with the 
girl peaking out, the Western-inspired chi-
aroscuro technique on the prayer beads, 
and the shadows cast on the wall surface. 
Yangyuan county 陽原縣. Unknown artist, 
undated, probably 19th century.
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in the murals mirror the actual stage space. A portico is particularly useful 
as a sign in this context because it can represent a stage just as well as it can 
represent the pavilion at the gate of a palace; both structures are, after all, 
just a flat plinth with pillars supporting a roof. And this equivocation points 
to the shared function of these two types of physical structures. Both temples 
and stages, as we have seen, are, in some sense, anterooms built around the 
access points to other worlds, be they exotic-to-fictional (the Mansions of 
the Western Seas) or holy (the various divine palaces) or both. Moreover, the 
symbolic ability of these physical structures and spaces to access phantasma-
gorical and efficacious realms derives precisely from their equivocation or 
mirroring with the painted images of gateways on their walls.89 

This understanding gives us the key to understanding many of the more 
unusual perspectival paintings around Yu county, and allows us to make 
sense of the innovation that these perspectival techniques unleashed. The 
undated Goddesses Temple of Stone-Waste Fort (Shi huang bu niangniang miao  

88 Zeitlin, The Phantom Heroine, pp.144–45. On 
modern Yu county stages, these gates are 
often marked ‘The General Exits’ (chu jiang 
出將) and ‘The Minister Enters’ (ru xiang 入
相); none of the pre-revolution stages I’ve 
seen have such plaques, but they may once 
have existed. 

89 Jeehee Hong has made a very similar argu-
ment about Liao-period tombs, specifically 
about the efficacy of three-dimensional 
carving to represent an intermediate or 
‘third realm’ between flat and receding 
space: ‘These sculptural elements [in the 
tomb] possess an anomalous sense of depth 
and volume that complicates the binary 
spatial division in the tomb, breaking the 
conceptual distance between pictorial and 
real spaces. They are projected into the real 
space to an extreme degree, as if they could 
transcend the border between the two 
spaces and eventually belong to both. [...] As 
the counterpart of the hidden realm of the 
dead existing beyond the architectural sur-
face, this tomb space is redefined as a realm 
still conceptually accessible to the living.’ 
(Jeehee Hong, Theater of the Dead, p.100).   

90 The steles outside the temple describe the 
re-creation of the temple and opera stage 
from scratch with images and paintings in 
a new location in 1710, and then the repair 
of the temple walls and gates in 1785. (These 
are reproduced in Deng Qingping, Yu xian 
beiming jilu, pp.428–29, 432–23.) If we accept 
either of these dates as the date of the mural 
paintings, then this beautiful room repre-
sents by far the earliest perspectival draw-
ings now extant in Yu county. However, not 
all of the steles are now legible, and there 
may have been later reconstructions. The 
dated grafitti in the opera stage adjacent 
(which has murals in the same hand as those 
of the temple) are all from the nineteenth 
century. 

Figure 34
In this God of Wealth mural dated to the 
Daoguang reign (1820-50) at the Cock’s-
Crow Postal Station (Ji Ming Yi Cai Shen 

Miao 雞鳴驛財神廟), the structure seems to 
represent the gateway of a wealthy devo-
tee’s house. Towards this house approach 

the God of Wealth from a celestial cloud 
and bearded Central Asians on the ground 

level, all bearing gifts. Huailai county 
(Huailai Xian 懷來縣). Unknown artist, 

Daoguang regnal period is written on a 
scroll held by one of the figures. 

Figure 35
In this opera stage mural, the mysterious interior to which the gates lead is the backstage, actual 
and imagined, hidden beyond the two perforating gates of the scaenae frons. Unknown artist, 
undated, 19th or early 20th century. The left-hand side of this room is reproduced as Figure 25. 
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91 I have not touched on the issue of painted 
images of screens on the rear walls of 
temples and the side walls of opera stages 
elsewhere, but they are nevertheless an 
interesting subject. It should be pointed 
out that a screen, just like a perspectival 
drawing, represents a sort of trompe-l’œil —
implying a hidden space behind. A screen is 
also a potent way to play with surface and 
depth. Wu Hung sums up this logic when he 
defines three uses of the screen: ‘The screen 
as a three-dimensional object that differ-
entiates an architectural space; the screen 
as a two-dimensional surface for painting; 
and the screen as a painted image that helps 
construct a pictorial space and supply visual 
metaphors’. Wu Hung, The Double Screen: 
Medium and Representation in Chinese Painting 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1996), p.24. 

92 See Cahill, Pictures for Use and Pleasure, 
pp.149–98 for a description of this genre and 
its connection to Western-inspired ideas of 
inner space.

石荒堡娘娘廟), while ostensibly traditional in its layout, is a fascinating 
example of this creativity.90 The two side walls of this room depict the proces-
sion of the three goddesses out and back from their mansion, here rendered 
in skillful perspectival style. Although the lower part of the composition is 
destroyed so we cannot see if there are small mortal figures at the base as 
there would be in a Dragon King temple, it is clear that the circuit of the 
room represents the goddesses’ dominion, which is to say, our world. And 
from interior of the mansion, the goddesses’ blessings come welling into our 
space: children, healthy sons, thronging the balustrades, peaking out from 
the windows, and gambolling among the pillars and on the portico steps. 
The rear wall of the temple room, behind where the votive statues would 
once have stood, depicts painted screens from behind which lovely musician-
attendants peer. These are the same screens that also appear on the walls of 
the opera stage, south across a plaza, suggesting the homology of the god-
desses’ powerful, feminine interior to the fictive space extending laterally 
out and back from the theatre walls (Figs 36a & b, see also Fig 4).91 

But beyond this now-standard layout, perspective technique and the 
gendered space have encouraged the artist to play with surface and depth, 
illusion and meta-image. The painted Mansions are perforated by windows 
and gates, revealing glimpses of more hidden spaces from which children 
bound or beautiful women peer. The screens that block our view back from 
the altar are themselves painted with interior and exterior scenes, views 
through moon gates, misted landscapes stretching back. As if to intention-
ally toy with the trompe-l’œil effect, the artist’s style playfully shifts across 
each panel of the room and the painted screens. Our gaze moves from the 
regal musician-attendants to the still, voyeuristic scenes on the screen, remi-
niscent of ‘beautiful-woman pictures’ erotica (meiren hua 美人畫),92 then out 
through the portico gates to the riotous, demonic calvacade of the Goddesses’ 

Figures 36a & b
Procession of the three goddesses out and 
back from their Mansion, rendered in skillful 
perspectival style. The right-hand wall of the 
room is reproduced as Figure 4; a panel from 
the rafters of the same room is reproduced as 
Figure 37.  Unknown artist, undated, possibly 
18th century. 
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procession across the exterior world, and finally up to triangular panels in 
the rafters, where cartoonish images depict two women seated in a mountain 
grotto (Fig. 37), and the moon-goddess Chang’e with her rabbit, pounding the 
elixir of immortality. The artist here has used Western perspective as one 
among many stylistic tools to break the boundaries between flat and three-
dimensional space, producing a work that fascinates with its glimpses into 
illusory feminine realms as much as it functions as an efficacious religious 
and theatrical tableau. 

Other works are still more innovative in their composition. Song Family 
Village (Song jia zhuang 宋家莊) has a ‘split-centre opera stage’ (chuan xin xilou 
穿心戲樓), built as a square archway over the main village street (Fig. 38). 
Carved stone panels on either side of the stage depict actors peaking out from 
half-opened doors, emphasising the function of the stage as a gateway. The 
two flanking walls of this stage have murals depicting a receding perspecti-
val view through the centre of a portico structure, which is signalled by the 
pillar-couplets and the sky-flower panelled roof. At the end of the perspecti-
val corridor, the climactic scene of the opera Officials All Around the Bed (Man 
chuang hu 滿床笏) is taking place. The scene describes the joyous pageant of 
the sixtieth birthday of the main character, Guo Ziyi 郭子儀, who has, over 
the course of the play, defeated the famous rebel An Lushan 安禄山, and 
brought peace to China. His seven sons have all attained high office and his 
grandson has just achieved the first place in the examinations (zhuangyuan  
狀元). Together with all the daughters and servants, they gather around to 
congratulate him.93 The receding view through the portico in the stage-paint-
ing mirrors the physical view of the spectators and the god, through the split-
centre opera stage and down the axial road of the fort (Fig. 39). To drive home 
the parallelism, a wooden plaque (bian 匾) originally hung over the stage with 
the epigrammatic words ‘Gaze Upon Its Depth’ (Guan qi shen 觀其深).94 This 
pointed double-entendre points both to the play itself, to the visual recession of 
the perspectival drawings, and to the physical and fictive space of a stage that 
was also an actual gateway. In this way, the equivocation of the painted space, 
the actual space, and the fictive space of the play allows the desideratum of 
the painting — worldly success — to share the space of the fort. 

Probably the most exceptional creation of this period, however, was the 
Temple to the Perfected Warrior of Wang and Liang [families] Fort (Wang 
Liang zhuang zhen wu miao 王良莊真武廟). This spectacular shrine, now half 
plundered and half collapsed, was unique within Yu county in its determina-
tion to show on each wall the interior of this mysterious divine space, of which 
in all other cases we see only the gateway and façade. Located at ground level 

93 Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan wenxue yan-
jiusuo guben xiqu congkan bianji weiyuan-
hui中國社會科學院文學研究所古本戲曲叢
刊編輯委員會, ed. ‘Man chuang wu’ 滿床
笏, in Guben xiqu congkan wu ji 古本戲曲叢刊
五集 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 
1986,) Vols 6 and 7. The relevant final scene, 
‘A Circle of Officials’ (Hu yuan 笏圓), begins 
on p.77.

94 According to elderly villagers at Song 
Family Fort, this plaque was destroyed 
around the time of the Cultural Revolu-
tion; its existence is mentioned in Yu Xian 
Bowuguan et al., Yu xian gu xilou, p.374. On 
the rear of the stage, there remains a second 
plaque by the same calligrapher (one Feng 
Guohua 馮國華), with the words ‘Repeat-
edly Celebrate the Harvest Plenty’ (Lü qing 
nian feng 屢慶年豐), referencing the votive 
use of the stage across from a temple to the 
Perfected Warrior (Zhen wu miao 真武廟). 
These murals themselves have an interest-
ing history. When I first visited the village 
in 2014, they were not visible. Since then, 
the stage has been repaired, in the course 
of which the mud plaster that had covered 
the walls since the Cultural Revolution 
was scraped away, revealing the murals 
beneath. One of my volunteer documentar-
ians (Hannah Theaker) photographed the 
murals on the renovated stage in January 
2017. Since then, they have been vandalised 
with a spray-paint bottle. 

Figure 37
A triangular panel under the roof of the God-

desses Temple, depicting two women seated in 
a mountain cave, while woodsmen approach. 

Images from the same room are reproduced 
as Figures 36 a & b and Figure 4. Unknown 

artist, undated, possibly 18th century.
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95 One aspect of this image that I don’t fully 
understand is the fact that there were two 
Perfected Warriors per palace — one on each 
visible inner face of the courtyard, to make a 
total of four. Three of these survived at the 
time I first saw the image, and one survives 
now. It could be that two of these four fig-
ures represent Tianpeng 天篷 — an obscure 
counterpart of the Perfected Warrior. Alter-
natively, and this seems more likely to me, 
it may be that the artist simply wanted to 
include the maximum number of scenes and 
attitudes and so drew a figure on each of the 
visible inner porticoes. 

in a curious northern barbican space of the fort, the temple was accessed only 
via a tiny gate through the inner fortress wall labelled The Palace of the Dark 
Emperor (Xuan di gong 玄帝宮) (Fig. 40). A line of sight stretched through 
this diminutive gate and down the axial street of the fort to an opera stage 
in the southern barbican. Within the temple, on the two side walls flanking 
the shrine room, were two immense full-wall images of the palace of the Per-
fected Warrior, composed in traditional isometric style. This painted palace 
was part temple, and part fortress, accessed by a fortified gate facing south, 
with corner towers in the style of the Forbidden City. Inside the palace, the 
Perfected Warrior was seated within a raised and roofed portico, flanked by 
his retinue of richly adorned generals, beautiful palace ladies, and fairy girls 
with slim swords. On the floor of the fortress-palace, beneath the portico, a 
mortal supplicant knelt (Figs 41a, b & c).95 The mirroring argument was clear: 
the temple is an entrance to the palace of the god, which is the fortress, which 
is the god’s axial domain. Therefore, the worshipper may identify himself 
with the painted supplicant on the wall, who has entered now into the god’s 
realm and is communicating directly with the deity. 

The rear (northern) wall of the room, which survived only partially when 
I first saw it in 2013, has now totally collapsed. One of three original panels 
survived: on the right side of the altar and facing south, so that the right (east-
ern) side of the image led into what was presumably once the centre of the 
depiction. Originally, statues would have stood on the altar-top, implying that 

Figure 38
Song Family village has a ‘split-centre opera 
stage’ (chuan xin xilou 穿心戲樓), built 
as a square archway over the main village 
street. The murals on the two inner side 
walls of this structure are reproduced as 
Figure 39. Note also the two small square 
panels set high up on the outer faces of the 
two side walls. These contain carved friezes 
of actors peaking out through doors.

Figure 39
The receding view through the portico in the 
stage-painting mirrors the physical view of 
the spectators and the god, through the split-
centre opera stage and down the axial road of 
the fort. This image is located on the side wall 
of the building seen in Figure 38. Unknown 
artist, undated, 19th or early 20th centuries.
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the images on the wall represented the imagined space behind the physical 
and spiritual position of the god. Thus the image represents a glimpse beyond 
the scaenae frons of the Perfected Warrior’s heaven and into the mysterious 
interior beyond. In the mural, the palace had become a Western-style man-
sion, painted in clumsy but effective perspectival style in shades of deep blue 
and black, with a gallery of fantastic multistorey buildings receding towards 
the right, sharp spires and upper stories, walkways and pavilions. This was, 
evidently, the ‘rear palace’ (hou gong 後宮), the antaḥpuram or seraglio, for it 
was populated by strolling women in beautiful robes. At the far right or inner 
side of the receding line of structures, was a giant portico that led off-frame 
towards the vanished central panel of the main wall. Through the pillars of 
the portico we saw, distantly, even deeper apartments, an inner room, two 
servant girls in conversation, and a languid lady in red robes, drowsing upon 
her boudoir bed (Fig. 42).

All the elements we have identified above were present in this assem-
blage: the opposition between temple and stage; the physical construction 
of village space in a way symbolic of the spiritual positions of the gods; the 
spatial, textual, and visual recursion between the palace of the god and both 
the temple and the fortress; the use of this almost metafictive mirroring as a 
gateway or means of access into fantastic alternate realms, most commonly 
a holy interior located behind the altar wall; the function of the portico as 
one particularly powerful symbolic structure via which one could do this; 
the still-incomplete architectonic and pictorial ‘Westernisation’ of the village 
heavens; and, at a basic level, the extraordinary willingness of nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century village artists to experiment with the composi-
tion of space. This, then, was the effect of contact with the West and with per-
spectival painting in the Yu county village: a renaissance of artistic creativity 
and a reinvention of religious and theatrical space, which bloomed unexpect-
edly in these remote villages and was then cruelly and utterly cut off when 
the axe of Communism fell. 

4) Conclusion

Jeehee Hong, speaking of Liao, Jin, and Yuan dynasty depictions of  
stages in north-Chinese tomb art, argues that the side passages of stages or 
‘ghost-gates’ (gui men 鬼門) were used symbolically to represent the bound-
ary of ‘fictive “elsewhere” ’ — a gate between worlds, in this case, between 
the world of the living and the world of the dead.96 Only actors could move 
between these ‘ontologically heterogeneous spheres’.97 In the context of the 
Yu county opera paintings, these observations can be usefully combined 
with those of scholars working on Western-influenced perspectival drawing. 
Columbia scholar Shang Wei 商偉 has recently attempted to show how, in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, newly introduced Western perspecti-
val techniques fused in the popular literature with pre-existing Chinese asso-
ciations of mirrors, lenses, and magic, and techniques of gazing. He tells us:

What arrived with perspectival techniques and Western viewing lenses was not 
concepts of reproduction or representation, nor was it the fixed forms of real-
ism. Instead it was an exploration of the subjectivity and uncertainty of vision, 
the discovery of receding space, and an interest in true and false, emptiness 
and reality, existence and nonexistence. In this way the indigenous language 
of phantasmagoria and illusion (meiying mohuan 魅影魔幻) was reinvigorated 
and endowed with new meaning.98 

96 Jeehee Hong, Theater of the Dead, p.130. As 
noted above, the type of tomb art Hong is 
talking about also existed in Yu county. 

97 Ibid., p.117.

98 Shang Wei, ‘Bi zhen de huanxiang (xia),’ p.25. 
我想强调指出的是，伴随着透视法和西方视
镜而来的，并非模仿、再现的观念，也不是
写实主义的固定模式，而是对视觉主观性和
不确定性的探索，是对纵深空间的发现和对
真假、虚实和有无的执着兴趣，本土的魅影
魔幻话语也因此而被再度激活并赋予了新的
意义。

Figure 40
 A line of sight stretches through this diminu-
tive gate and down the axial street of Wang 
and Liang [families] Fort to an opera stage in 
the southern barbican. Yu county.



‘GAZE UPON ITS DEPTH’: ON THE USES OF PERSPECTIVAL PAINTING IN THE EARLY-MODERN CHINESE VILLAGE 73

Figures 41a, b & c
The receding view through the portico in the 
stage-painting mirrors the physical view of 
the spectators and the god, through the split-
centre opera stage and down the axial road of 
the fort. This image is located on the side wall 
of the building seen in Figure 38. Unknown 
artist, undated, 19th or early 20th centuries.

Figure 42
This image is located on the side wall of the 
building seen in Figure 38. Unknown artist, 
undated, 19th or early 20th centuries.
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These perspectival drawings in some ways represent the imaginative 
synthesis of all these discourses, and discourses local to Yu county as well. 
The Yu county stage and temple drawings do seem very much to belong to 
the world of which Shang Wei speaks: the world of Supplement to the Jour-
ney to the West (Xi you bu 西遊補), A Tower for the Summer Heat (Xia yi lou 
夏宜樓), and Dream of the Red Mansions — all stories in which architectural 
spaces, devices of viewing, and the magical realms and beings of Chinese folk 
religion provide portals into new and bewitching fictional universes. These 
drawings also suggest, as Jeehee Hong does, gateways into other fictional or 
ontological spaces, receding off laterally from the divine or spectatorial line 
of gaze. And the stages and temples do belong, as well, to the very specific 
world of the Yu county fortress — a world in which the symbolic power of 
particular buildings was defined according to their imperial command over 
architecturally defined lines of sight. These images, axial views into fantas-
tic and otherworldly architectural landscapes, serve to underscore the spa-
tial symbolism from which Yu county temples derived their efficacy, and to 
establish the village opera stage as a powerful and separate space in its own 
right. They became structures through which we gaze into other possible 
universes, branching off from ours, at once here and elsewhere, and new, 
and old, and other. 

Finally, and at the risk of stating the obvious, these scenes are the prod-
ucts of a formidable creativity and intellectual engagement. If we go look-
ing for a Chinese intellectual and artistic response to the Western world, we 
should not neglect to seek it on the temples, stages and public squares of 
the Chinese village. When these illiterate farmers discovered the West, their 
response was one of admirable curiosity and imagination. They took these 
foreign techniques and adapted them to their own sophisticated indigenous 
language of space, gaze, architecture, fantasy, and religiosity. They painted 
perspectival pictures on their temple and opera stage walls and then they 
filled those newly created spaces with the things they wanted to see: light, 
colour, action, and excitement; exotic cities, skyscraping spires, and fantastic 
palaces; new technologies of spectacle; holy sanctums of the ancient gods; 
tough, smart, working-class heroines who took up arms against the powerful 
and unjust; and dizzying, axial views down the main streets of the new world.

Hannibal Taubes

East Asian Languages and Culture 
University of California, Berkeley

htaubes@berkeley.edu
twosmallblocks@gmail.com
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TŌA-OAN (THE BIG POOL) 1653-1983: A HISTORY OF WATER, 
FORESTS, AND AGRICULTURE IN NORTHERN TAIWAN

 Hung-yi Chien 

Featuring shopping streets, financial centres, top national universities, 
luxury residential complexes, and a large forest park, Da’an District (Da’an Qu 
大安區) in central Taipei City represents the contemporary city life of bour-
geois Taipei. Because it hosts several Chinese-language schools, including the 
renowned Mandarin Training Center (part of National Taiwan Normal Univer-
sity), Da’an District is also a popular location among international students in 
Taiwan. However, behind these modern and cosmopolitan images, the histori-
cal landscape of the district has long been forgotten. Most people are unaware 
of a big pool called Tōa-oan 大灣 that lies under today’s shopping streets.1 
Moreover, most people are unaware that the story of the big pool serves as a 
microhistory of environmental modifications since the seventeenth century 
in Taipei.

Agriculture and colonisation cause fundamental changes to the environ-
ment. Eduard Vermeer distinguished five basic forms of agricultural land 
expansion in premodern China: (1) socioeconomic reconstruction after social 
unrest, (2) military or civil colonisation promoted by the empire, (3) illegal set-
tlement of migrants in frontiers, (4) expansion or intensification of land exploi-
tation for land development projects, and (5) gradual encroachment of villages 
on surrounding wasteland.2 The history of Tōa-oan attests to Vermeer’s final 
two patterns of land expansion. This history begins with colonisers’ exploita-
tion of forest resources, followed by cultivation and irrigation. The intensified 
land exploitation caused siltation that eventually led to a conflict between rec-
lamation and irrigation parties in the region.

Reclamation and irrigation of the same body of water are in conflict with 
each other, and the struggle between them is not a new story in premodern 
East Asia. Shiba Yoshinobu 斯波義信 discussed several cases of water control 
around Hangzhou Bay 杭州灣 and revealed that siltation is a natural threat 

1 There are three conventions of romanisation 
adopted in this paper. Modern names and 
the bibliography are transcribed in Pinyin 
without tonal markers, which is also the cur-
rent standard for transcribing place names in 
Taiwan. For conventionalised names, such as 
Taipei and Tamsui, I retain them as is. His-
torical names are transcribed in Peh-oe-ji —  
the romanisation of Hokkien developed by 
British and American missionaries in the late 
nineteenth century. This transcription rep-
resents the Taiwanese pronunciation of his-
torical names. For Japanese names, I adopt 
Hepburn romanisation.

2 Eduard B. Vermeer, ‘Population and Ecol-
ogy along the Frontier in Qing China,’ in eds 
Mark Elvin and Liu Ts’ui-jung, Sediments of 
Time: Environment and Society in Chinese His-
tory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), p.256.
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to artificial water control. Such cases of water control include artificial res-
ervoirs, dams, and canals that regulate water and utilise it for cultivation, 
which has benefitted farmers for centuries. However, as demand for arable 
land increased with population growth, expansion of arable land was priori-
tised over conservation of water resources. When open space in the region 
was exhausted, people turned their attention to the reservoirs. This caused 
the disappearance of the Mirror Lake of Shaoxing 紹興 in the Southern Song 
dynasty (1127–1279). During the Qing dynasty, in Yuhang 餘杭, a nearby 
district (xian), exploitation and deforestation in the upstream hilly districts 
intensified erosion, and another reservoir in this region had been completely 
transformed into paddy fields by the end of the nineteenth century.3 Both 
lakes were public enterprises maintained by local governments; however, 
erosion and siltation still resulted in eventual reclamation.

Although Shiba’s study of water reservoirs in China is comparable with 
the case of Tōa-oan, Taiwanese scholars have paid more attention to running 
water in irrigation systems than to still water in reservoirs. Regarding artifi-
cial irrigation in the Taipei, earlier studies have focussed on the construction 
of such facilities and tried to find common features among them.4 Recently, 
consideration of the geographic factors involved in constructing irrigation 
channels and their social consequences, such as conceptual communities 
formed by irrigation channels, has increased. The interrelated interests of 
the community ensured the maintenance of water conservancy order along 
the channels. However, this order was challenged by environmental changes 
caused by deforestation in the upstream hilly region in the late nineteenth 
century, and the order collapsed prior to Japanese colonial rule.5

Although studies on irrigation systems have enhanced our understanding 
of water control, they have neglected the fact that major irrigation chan-
nels in modern Da’an District bypassed and avoided joining Tōa-oan. As a 
naturally formed and pre-existing body of water, Tōa-oan determined the 
directions of irrigation systems and politics of agricultural exploitation in 
this region. Because of bias, studies on irrigation systems have overlooked 
considerable parts of Da’an District’s geographic history and the history of 
Taipei City. This paper addresses that gap by exploring this history from the 
mid-seventeenth century to the late twentieth century, from natural forest 
to modern metropolis.

Methodology

The current area of Da’an District was a rural area of paddy fields and scat-
tered small villages until the mid-twentieth century. Similar to most rural 
areas in Taiwan, the historical sources that can reveal the district’s past are 
a few land deeds, some lines in the local gazetteers, a simple chronology of 
an irrigation system, a map surveyed by the Japanese army in the 1900s, and 
several historical place names. Each source discloses some aspects of old 
Da’an, but synthetic methodology is required to complete this puzzle. The 
methodology I adopt was proposed by Japanese historian Hattori Hideo 服部

英雄, who recommended conducting fieldwork on site. The historian posited 
that during fieldwork, a researcher should learn the local pronunciations of 
place names, record the lifestyle of the place in question, describe the lives of 
people living around the collected place names, and finally use the collected 
information, including place names and people’s lifestyles, to write the his-

3 Shiba Yoshinobu 斯波義信, ‘Environment 
Versus Water Control: The Case of the 
Southern Hangzhou Bay Area from the 
Mid-Tang Through the Qing,’ in Elvin and 
Liu, Sediments of Time, pp.161–64.

4 Liu Yu-chia 劉育嘉, ‘Qing dai taibei pendi 
de shuili kaifa’ 清代臺北盆地的水利開
發, Taiwan wenxian 臺灣文獻 47.3 (1996): 
193–214. Huang Wen-juan 黃雯娟, ‘Qing dai 
taibei pendi de shuili shiye 清代臺北盆地
的水利事業, Taiwan wenxian 臺灣文獻 49.3 
(1998): 147–69.

5 Li Chung-hsin 李宗信, Ku Ya-wen 顧雅文 
and Chuang Yung-chung 莊永忠, ‘Shuili 
zhixu de xingcheng yu beng jie: shiba zhi 
ershi shiji chuqi liugongjun zhi bianqian’ 水
利秩序的形成與崩解：十八至二十世紀初期
瑠公圳之變, in ed. Huang Fu-san黃富三, Hai, 
he yu taiwan juluo bianqian: bijiao guandian  
海、河與臺灣聚落變遷：比較觀點 (Taipei: 
Institute of Taiwan History, Academia 
Sinica, 2009), pp.145–228. However, it is nec-
essary to point out that the authors greatly 
relied on the 1900s map and the official 
surveys conducted at the beginning of the 
twentieth century which limits their accu-
racy on the discussion about the historical 
landscape before 1900.
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tory. In Hattori’s methodology, place names are crucial for connecting other 
materials to perform historiography.6

In the present study of Tōa-oan, place names serve as the essential core; 
however, interviewing natives for pronunciation and observing local life-
styles is difficult because of the influx of non-native populations, and 
urbanisation fundamentally disturbed the local culture of Da’an District 
many decades ago. Instead, I intend to reconstruct local pronunciation and 
lifestyles from historical linguistic materials. My reliance on literature does 
not mean that I neglect fieldwork; fieldwork is key to finding traces of the 
big pool and verifying the literature, especially micro-terrain that is not 
usually depicted on maps. Adopting this slightly revised methodology, this 
paper provides a longitudinal history of the environmental changes around 
Tōa-oan — including deforestation, water control, and siltation — by pro-
viding a detailed case study about a geographically trivial but historically 
significant place.

Etymology of Tōa-oan: Big Pool

Historical place names usually describe geographical features that existed 
in the past. To connect other historical materials in order to reconstruct the 
history of Tōa-oan, I provide a short account of the etymology of Da’an and 
the earlier name of this region, Tōa-oan. The name Da’an, which literally 
means ‘great peace’, first appeared in the 1820s. This is an abstract and for-
tunate name that does not describe any geographical feature; such names are 
often alterations of earlier names. This is exactly the case with Da’an. Before 
the 1820s, the name of today’s Da’an was Tōa-oan. The land deeds preserved 
by the Lîm-an-thài 林安泰 clan clearly document the change of name.7 There 
have been several interesting attempts to explain this change, but I believe 
that the inhabitants changed the place name because they simply believed 
that it sounded better.

Although the change of place name from Tōa-oan to Da’an is evident, the 
meaning of the previous name is not. Tōa means ‘large’ in Hokkien, and thus 
it seems to describe a significant geographical feature, namely oan; however, 
it is unclear to historians what that feature was. According to the Chinese- 
English Dictionary of the Vernacular or Spoken Language of Amoy 廈英大辭典, 
which was published by American missionary Carstairs Douglas in 1873 and 
is still authoritative today, oan means ‘a bay; a bend in a river or channel’.8 
Tōa-oan is not a coastal location, and thus in this case, oan cannot mean 
a bay. ‘A bend in a river or channel’ seems more probable. My predeces-
sors, who attempted to explain the etymology of Da’an or Tōa-oan, usually 
adopted this meaning and believed that Tōa-oan meant ‘great bend’. They 
further suggested the two nearly 90-degree turns of the Liugong-chun 瑠公圳 
— the most important irrigation system in Taipei — as possible candidates for 
the etymology of Tōa-oan, but could not agree on which bend contributed 
the name. However, this theory has an obvious chronological fault: the vil-
lage of Tōa-oan had already been founded by 17419 — two decades before the 
irrigation channel ran through it in the 1760s.10 Thus, the etymology of ‘great 
bend’ must be rejected.

Language always changes. Douglas’s dictionary was published in 1873, and 
thus the documented language of the time was not the one spoken in the mid-
eighteenth century when Tōa-oan was named. Earlier sources are required to 
decode the etymology. I located Hoē-im-biāu-gō͘  彙音妙悟 — a Hokkien rime 

6 Hattori Hideo 服部英雄, Chimē no rekishi-gaku 
地名の歴史学 (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 
2000), pp.4–5.

7 Wang Shih-ching 王世慶, ‘Taibei Antaitang 
zhi jiapu yu guwenshu’ 臺北安泰堂之家譜與
古文書, Taibei wenxian 臺北文獻 47/48 (1979): 
45.

8 Carstairs Douglas, Chinese-English Dictionary 
of the Vernacular or Spoken Language of Amoy 
(London: Trübner, 1873), s.v. ‘oan’, p.348.

9 Liu Liangbi 劉良璧, Chongxiu Fujian Taiwan fu 
zhi 重修福建臺灣府志 (Taipei: Taiwan Yin-
hang, 1961), p.80.

10 ‘Liugong-chun shi yu fushu guwenshu 瑠
公圳史與附屬古文書’ (unpublished manu-
script), pp.18–21. This manuscript is kept by 
Taipei City Archives (Taibeishi wenxian wei-
yuanhui 臺北市文獻委員會). It is a Chinese 
translation from a Japanese version; the Jap-
anese original has not yet been discovered.
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book of the Quanzhou 泉州 dialect first published in 1800. This book has had 
many reprints with slightly altered titles, and in this paper I refer to the fac-
simile copy of an 1831 reprint.11 This rime book is believed to represent the 
Hokkien phonology of the eighteenth century, and it notes brief definitions 
or examples for most characters under their entries.

In the Rime of Oan, I found the character for ‘abyss’ 淵, which is homopho-
nous to the character of ‘bay or a bend of river’ 灣; the pronunciations of 
both characters are oan.12 This is an intriguing entry because the character 
for ‘abyss’ is pronounced ian in modern Taiwanese and Hokkien, and this pro-
nunciation is also confirmed in Douglas’s dictionary. In fact, this entry is not a 
mistake; it reflects the historical usage of this character. The definition under 
the character for ‘abyss’ 淵 notes: ‘Vulgar usage; water that runs out but does 
not flow is called oan’. Although this definition is obscure, it indicates that the 
signified object is something like a water reservoir, and this corresponds to 
the meaning of the character for ‘abyss’. Moreover, the compiler considered 
that character as ‘vulgar usage’, which suggests that use of the character 
for ‘abyss’ to represent ‘pool’ was not considered standard. Another rime 
book compiled in 1820 (the copy referred to was published in 1928), Cheng- 
pó-̇hoē-im 增補彙音, which documented the Zhangzhou 漳州 dialect of Hok-
kien, has a similar entry. Under the character for ‘bay’, the definition notes a 
bend of water channel, and a name of pool.13

Combining the aforementioned two rime book entries, it is clear that in 
the eighteenth century, a historical word oan, ‘pool’, existed in Hokkien, and 
Hokkien speakers used the character for ‘abyss’ or ‘bay’ to write this word 
according to the rime books. However, only the character of ‘bay’ is pro-
vided in our sources, and the instance is the place name in question, namely 
Tōa-oan. The use of this word was waning in the nineteenth century, and by 
the time Douglas compiled his Amoy dictionary in the 1870s, the word had 
become obsolete. Therefore, modern historians who do not refer to histori-
cal linguistic sources published prior to the mid-nineteenth century cannot 
correctly decipher the meaning of Tōa-oan, which meant ‘big pool’ in the 
eighteenth century when the village of Tōa-oan was named.

The next question is where the big pool was located, and the answer is 
obvious. A historical pool was situated in the area of today’s Da’an District; 
the pool lasted until 1911, when it was fully drained. The pool was definitely 
a significant geographical feature; its history can be traced back to the mid-
eighteenth century in Chinese sources, and likely back to the seventeenth 
century in Dutch sources. By investigating these sources, we can uncover 
a history of environmental change at and around Tōa-oan from the seven-
teenth century to the twentieth century.

Unnamed River on a Dutch Map

The Dutch East India Company, or VOC (Vereenigde Oostindische Compag-
nie), occupied Taiwan (Formosa) from 1624. The occupation started from an 
offshore barrier island where Fort Zeelandia was built at today’s Anping in 
Tainan City. The Dutch gradually expanded their domination to the Formosa 
mainland. In 1642, the VOC expelled the Spanish troops occupying Kelang  
雞籠 (today’s Jilong 基隆) to control northern Formosa. Today’s Taipei City 
was administered by a junior factor stationed at Fort Antonio in Tamsui. In 
1650, Junior Factor Simon Keerdekoe was appointed district chief of Tamsui 
and Kelang; his most notable achievement was the production of a map of 

11  Huang Qian 黃謙, ‘Cheng-Po-Hoe-Im-Biau-
Go’ 增補彙音妙悟, in ed. Ang Uijin 洪惟仁, 
Quanzhou fangyan yunshu sanzhong 泉州方言
韻書三種 (Taipei: Wuling, 1993).

12 Ibid., s.v. ‘oan’ 灣 (‘bay’) and 淵 (‘abyss’), 
p.164.

13 ‘Cheng-Po-Hoe-Im’ 增補彙音, in ed. Ang 
Uijin 洪惟仁, Zhangzhou fangyan yunshu  
sanzhong 漳州方言韻書三種 (Taipei: Wuling, 
1993), s.v. ‘oan’ 灣. 
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Tamsui and Kelang that detailed the geography of the region.14 Keerdekoe’s 
original map no longer exists, but a copy kept at the Nationaal Archief in The 
Hague was traced by Batavia cartographer Johannes Nessel (c. 1655).15

Keerdekoe’s map was likely the first documentation of Tōa-oan. Between 
No.4 Kimalitsigowan and No.9 Kimotsi is an unnumbered stream without any 
notes. This stream joins another stream from the south and flows into a large 
river (today’s Jilong River) at No.9 Kimotsi. Ang Kaim 翁佳音 interpreted these 
lines as irrigation channels built by the aborigines.16 My interpretation is dif-
ferent. Compared with No.13 Spruijt van Kimassauw (lit. Spring of Kimassauw), 
a similar method of drawing indicates that the unnumbered lines joined at 
No.9 Kimotsi have the same geological characteristic as No.13, and thus they 
are natural rivers.

A comparison of Keerdekoe’s map and Taiwan Hōzu 臺灣堡圖 reveals 
more subtle facts. Taiwan Hōzu, surveyed by the Japanese army in the 1900s, 
clearly shows that two minor rivers ran through today’s Da’an before joining 
together and running for another four kilometres northwards in a curved 
course, before finally reaching a major river. This stream had many influents 
and effluents from paddy fields, indicating that these were crucial for local 
irrigation. Irrigation supplied paddy fields farmed by Han Chinese colonisers 
from the second half of the seventeenth century. These streams likely under-
went many modifications for irrigation in the subsequent centuries, and the 
result was recorded in the 1900s map Taiwan Hōzu.

Map 1: Comprehensive Map of Area around Tōa-oan — the Big Pool (17th to 19th Century)
Map by Huang Chingchi. The base map is Taiwan Hōzu 臺灣堡圖, surveyed in the 1900s. 

14  Jos Gommans and Rob van Diessen, Grote 
Atlas van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compag-
nie (Voorburg: Atlas Maior, 2010), Vol.7, 
pp.238–39.

15 Ibid., p.239.

16 Ang Kaim 翁佳音, Da Taibei gu ditu kaoshi 大
臺北古地圖考釋 (Taipei: Daoxiang, 2006), 
pp.56–57.
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Two Dutch Officers’ Excursions for Wood

Keerdekoe’s map must be reviewed alongside his report on the geography 
of Tamsui and Kelang. Keerdekoe described the flat land as uncultivated (onbe-
boude); this indicates that he noticed the agricultural potential of the locality, 
which was realised over the subsequent two centuries. However, in the mid-
seventeenth century, the VOC focussed on forest resources more than agri-
cultural potential. Keerdekoe mentioned this in his descriptive report but did 
not provide any further detail about the forest resource because he believed 
it was irrelevant to the subject of his report; his concern was geography, not 
exploitation.17 Thus, we have no record of what Keerdekoe observed.

The first documented Dutch expeditions to the forest resource in north-
ern Formosa were undertaken in 1655. On 30 March 1655, Captain Thomas 
Pedel was commissioned to explore the forest resource in Tamsui and Kelang. 
He left Fort Zeelandia with the new chief of Tamsui and Kelang, Factor Pieter 
Elsevier, on the 19th of April and arrived on the 25th.18 While Elsevier stayed 
in Tamsui to assume charge of the administration, Captain Pedel examined 
the forest around Fort Anthonio in Tamsui and sailed upstream to inspect the 
forests. He returned to Fort Zeelandia on the 22nd of May and orally reported 
his findings to Governor Cornelis Caesar and his council.19 Pedel’s oral report 
was preserved in the Dagregister and in Governor Caesar’s missive to Factor 
Elsevier in Tamsui to instruct him how to exploit the forest.20 However, Else-
vier felt that the instruction was too difficult to execute; although he visited 
the same places after Pedel, his observation was not as optimistic as Captain 
Pedel’s report. He replied to the governor with his opinion on the forestry 
enterprise in the next missive dated 30 June.21 Eventually, the council at Fort 
Zeelandia decided that exploiting the forest in northern Formosa was not 
worthwhile.

Although no Dutch officers mentioned Tōa-oan in their reports, the evi-
dence suggests they went to the neighbouring region to inspect the forest, 
and thus their reports can further explain the stream drawn on Keerdekoe’s 
map and help to reconstruct the historical landscape of the region. For this 
reconstruction, we must scrutinise Pedel and Elsevier’s reports. Captain 
Pedel stated that he sailed upstream and found beautiful forests that ‘make 
many forests in East India feel ashamed’ in comparison; however, he only 
vaguely described the locations. Fortunately, Pedel’s oral report left some 
traces. He described how the people of Tamsui removed logs from the forest. 
They dammed the river to flood the forest, and the logs that floated were 
taken down to the main river to Tamsui in proas (aboriginal Formosan canoes 
made by splitting timber in half).22 This method of removing logs indicates 
that a river or brook flowed through the forest, and the forest must have 
been situated on relatively flat land so that the dam did not need to be too 
high. Moreover, downstream, the river needed to have a certain amount of 
water so that logs could float and be brought down by proas. Thus, the river 
that formed Tōa-oan is a likely candidate for the one that Pedel planned to 
use to remove logs.

Shortly after Captain Pedel left to report back to Fort Zeelandia, Factor 
Elsevier made his own excursion for timber. In Factor Elsevier’s reply to the 
governor, he described the location much more clearly than had Pedel. To 
visit the forest, Elsevier said he ascended a small branch of the river for a 
Dutch mile (7.407 kilometres).23 Elsevier must have walked a different branch 

17  Keerdekoe, ‘Corte beschrijvingh wegens,’ in 
Ang Kaim, Da Taibei gu ditu kaoshi 大臺北古地
圖考釋 (Taipei: Daoxiang, 2006), p.182.

18  Leonard Blussé et al., eds., De Dagregisters 
van Het Kasteel Zeelandia, Taiwan, 1629–1662 
(Den Haag: Instituut voor Nederlandse 
Geschiedenis, 1995), Vol.3, p.492, 508; 
Thomas Pedel and Pieter Elsevier, ‘Mis-
sive from Captain Thomas Pedel, Merchant 
Pieter Elsevier, c.s., to Governor Cornelis 
Caesar. Quelang, 17 May 1655,’ in eds Leon-
ard Blussé and Natalie Everts, The Formosan 
Encounter: Notes on Formosa’s Aboriginal Soci-
ety: A Selection of Documents from Dutch Archi-
val Sources (Taipei: Shung Ye Museum of 
Formosan Aborigines, 2010), Vol.4, pp.52–59.

I translate Dutch ‘koopman’ ‘factor’ rather 
than ‘merchant’ as the editors did to empha-
sise that this position is an employee of the 
VOC and differentiate it from a private mer-
chant who also frequented Formosa in this 
period.

19  Blussé et al. eds., De Dagregisters van Het Kas-
teel Zeelandia, Taiwan, 1629–1662, Vol.3, p.509.

20  Cornelis Caesar, ‘Missive Governor Cornelis 
Caesar to Merchant Pieter Elsevier. Tay-
ouan, 30 May 1655,’ in Blussé and Everts, The 
Formosan Encounter, pp.60-65.

21 Pieter Elsevier, ‘Missive Merchant Pieter 
Elsevier to Governor Cornelis Caesar. 
Tamsuy 30 June, 1655,’ in ibid., pp.66–81.
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of river to the one that Captain Pedel had visited. Elsevier stated that he 
found fine camphor situated on a high mountain range. Evidently, this was 
not a place on flat land where people could float logs; however, he believed 
that it was where Captain Pedel had been. Elsevier noted that the sawn logs 
could be brought down to the river, although such an enterprise would 
involve enormous effort.24 Thus, he agreed with Pedel’s suggested method of 
removing logs from the forest through waterways.

Considering Pedel and Elsevier’s reports together, it appears they visited 
a forest composed predominantly of camphor trees that covered highland 
and lowland areas. The river flowing through the forest had two branches: 
the one that Pedel planned to dam ran through the lowland forest, whereas 
the one that Elsevier visited sprang from the forest on the high mountain 
range. These two branches still existed at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, and were recorded on a Japanese map surveyed in the 1900s. Although 
proving the existence of Tōa-oan as a big pool based on the Dutch sources is 
difficult, the Dutch officers’ reports support the existence of such a water-
shed in the seventeenth century. However, on the twentieth century map, 
most areas of flat land were paddy fields as opposed to forest. The forest had 
perished and only the place names preserved traces of it. This toponymic 
research could further assist in reconstructing the historical landscape and 
documenting environmental changes around Tōa-oan.

Han Colonisers’ Deforestation: Evidence in Place Names

The 1900s Taiwan Hōzu preserved many historical place names that had 
almost faded from modern inhabitants’ memories; these historical place 
names recorded the deforestation and cultivation that occurred around Tōa-
oan from the eighteenth century. Environmental changes were caused by 
the Han colonisers who exploited the forest and farmed the cleared land. 
Their enterprises eventually left traces in place names such as Nâ-kháu 林口, 
Nâ-bóe 林尾, and Kun-kong-liâu 軍工寮.

Nâ-kháu and Nâ-bóe constitute a pair of place names derived from the his-
torical forest that Captain Pedel visited in 1655. Nâ-kháu, literally meaning 
‘forest mouth’, indicates the entrance to a forest. The location of Nâ-kháu is 
near the modern-day main gate of National Taiwan University. Nâ-bóe, liter-
ally meaning ‘forest tail’, refers to the end of a forest and likely to the exit 
from a piece of the historical forest that started at Nâ-kháu. Nâ-bóe is very 
close to the centre of today’s Da’an District, and on the 1900s map, it was 
less than a kilometre from Tōa-oan. However, there was an area of naturally 
elevated land between them, which still leaves observable elevation today. 
According to a 1940 survey, the relative height of this area was two to three 
metres,25 which was sufficient to affect the flow of the natural stream and 
define the direction of irrigation channels.

Nâ-kháu (forest mouth) and Nâ-bóe (forest tail) mark the two ends of the 
historical forest in Da’an. It should be here that Captain Pedel planned to 
dam a brook to transport felled logs downstream. However, the VOC did not 
undertake the forestry enterprise in the mid-seventeenth century, and the 
next literary reference to this forest was made in 1745.26 The 1745 land deed 
is a lease contract indicating that the headmen from an aboriginal village 
leased a forest field to a Han farmer. The leaseholder was entitled to fell the 
trees and cultivate the land in exchange for annual rent. This is the first 

22 Caesar, ‘Missive Governor Cornelis Caesar 
to Merchant Pieter Elsevier. Tayouan, 30 
May 1655,’ p.63.

23 Marc Kooijmans and Judith Ellen Oost-
erling, VOC-Glossarium: Verklaringen van 
Termen, Verzameld uit de Rijks Geschiedkun-
dige Publicatiën, die Betrekking Hebben op de 
Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Den Haag: 
Instituut voor Nederlandse Geschiedenis, 
2000), s.v. ‘mijl’.

24 Elsevier, ‘Missive Merchant Pieter Elsevier 
to Governor Cornelis Caesar. Tamsuy 30 
June, 1655,’ pp.75–76.

25 The surveyed map of 1940 is also retriev-
able from the Center for GIS, RCHSS, Aca-
demia Sinica, ‘Taibei-shi bainian lishi ditu’ 
臺北市百年歷史地圖, online at <http://
gissrv4.sinica.edu.tw/gis/taipei.aspx>.

26 Tāi-ka-la̍p-hō Siōng-pi-thâu Tōa-an Ryōsō 
sōkai hantei no ken hōkoku 大加蚋堡上坡
頭、大安兩庄庄界判定ノ件報告, 4241–279, 
pp.6–7, Taiwan sōtoku-fu gongwen leizuan 
shuweihua dang’an 臺灣總督府公文類纂數
位化檔案.
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evidence of deforestation around Tōa-oan, and thus it is worthy of further 
examination.

Similar to traditional Chinese land deeds, this document names the leased 
place and its borders in four directions, which (though they are not precisely 
the four cardinal directions) approximately mark the area of leased forest 
field. The western border was marked by a kun-kong-liâu 軍工寮, which 
sounds like the word for a hut (liâu) for military work (kun-kong). This is 
an intriguing place name; in Taiwan under Qing rule, kun-kong specifically 
referred to the vocation of providing timber, especially camphor, to build 
military ships. This was a privilege because military lumberjacks could domi-
nate forest resources exclusively. Ch’en Kuo-tung highlighted that military 
lumberjack chiefs monopolised the lawful exploitation of forest resources 
from the establishment of a military shipyard in 1725 right through to 1875. 
However, because deforestation was necessary before cultivation, no restric-
tions against felling trees on authorised plantations were issued against ordi-
nary colonisers. In addition, the resources that ordinary colonisers gained by 
clearing fields before cultivation such as lumber, rattan, and refined camphor 
were still under the military lumberjack chiefs’ monopoly.27 In the case of 
Tōa-oan, the existence of Kun-kong-liâu can suggest the military lumberjack 
chiefs’ activities around the pool during the deforestation before ordinary 
farmers began agricultural exploitation there.

Kun-kong-liâu was the temporary base of military lumberjacks near a 
forest. As the mark of the western border, this base indicates that certain 
forestry activities occurred near Tōa-oan before 1745 and that the forest fea-
tured camphor — the most valuable wood in Taiwan — which was sought 
by the Dutch. This kun-kong-liâu did not become a long-lasting place name 
but other kun-kong-liâu did. The nearest one to Tōa-oan called Kun-kong-khiⁿ 
軍功坑 (Kun-kong ravine) was marked on the 1900s map28 and was approxi-
mately four kilometres southeast of the big pool. It mirrors the Dutch source 
that stated that Elsevier ascended a branch of Tōa-oan for more than seven 
kilometres and found the finest camphor trees on a high mountain range. 
What Elsevier found in 1655 must be the same place that the woodcutters 
named Kun-kong-khiⁿ. However, because of deforestation, the area between 
Tōa-oan and Kun-kong-khiⁿ had become wilderness by the 1900s; the cam-
phor trees were long gone.

Cultivation, Irrigation, and Muddy Runoff

Deforestation was conducted throughout the eighteenth century. Accord-
ing to the 1745 deed, the land would be cultivated after the wood had been 
cleared. Once the wood field became a paddy field, more agricultural infra-
structure followed. Most of the first irrigation facilities were built at the foot 
of the mountain where ravines could be dammed to form small reservoirs to 
water the field.29 The 1745 deed stated that the eastern border was ‘the big 
mountain range’. Ravines suitable for building reservoirs must have been 
present, but there are no traces of any such ravines in place names. Some res-
ervoirs in nearby regions survived until the 1900s and are reflected in several 
place names with pi 陂 (irrigation pool). These small reservoirs offered lim-
ited water, and thus water shortages were inevitable when the paddy fields 
expanded. Thus, it became necessary to channel water from upstream rivers. 
By the 1760s, two major irrigation systems had been completed in Taipei. 
However, the channels of both systems avoided joining Tōa-oan; this was an 

27  Ch’en Kuo-tung 陳國棟, ‘ ‘‘Jun gong jiang-
shou” yu qingling shiqi taiwan de famu 
wenti, 1683–1875’ 「軍工匠首」與清領時
期臺灣的伐木問題，1683–1875, Renwen ji 
Shehuikexue jikan 人文及社會科學集刊 7.1 
(1995): 125–35. For the local consumption 
of forest resources, see the discussion in 
Ch’en Kuo-tung 陳國棟, ‘Nonreclamation 
Deforestation in Taiwan, c. 1600–1976,’ in 
eds Elvin and Liu, Sediments of Time, pp.707–
12. See also Liu Ts’ui-jung 劉翠溶, ‘Han 
Migration and the Settlement of Taiwan: 
The Onset of Environmental Change,’ in 
Elvin and Liu, Sediments of Time, pp.198–99.

28  The Chinese characters of Kun-kong-khiⁿ 
marked on the 1900s map alternatively sug-
gest that kong is represented by the charac-
ter of ‘merit’ 功 rather than that of ‘work’ 
工. This is a common alternative because 
the character of ‘merit’, making kun-kong 
become ‘military merit’ 軍功, looks more 
favourable to ordinary people.

29  Some pools are recorded by the 1900s map 
Taiwan Hōzu and the 1939 map of Kōkyō Pi-
chun liugong-chun kumiai 公共埤圳瑠公圳組
合. Both are retrievable from the Center 
for GIS, RCHSS, Academia Sinica, ‘Taibei-
shi bainian lishi ditu’ 臺北市百年歷史地圖, 
online at <http://gissrv4.sinica.edu.tw/gis/
taipei.aspx>.
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understandable choice because there was no reason to pour precious water 
channelled from the deep mountain into a pool, and the fields around the 
big pool and those downstream did not require artificially channelled water 
because they had the pool. Thus, the existence of Tōa-oan determined the 
watercourses of these major irrigation channels.

Although people would be unlikely to pour fresh water into a pool, farm-
ers still needed to drain runoff, which contained more sand and silt after 
cultivation. When water carrying sand and silt flowed into the relatively 
calm Tōa-oan, siltation accelerated. Siltation is natural but not neutral. These 
natural processes yielded winners and losers and eventually led to a dispute 
between farmers upstream from Tōa-oan and those downstream.

Conflicting Interests between Downstream and Upstream Farmers

Although Tōa-oan was a naturally formed pool, it was privately owned. 
The ownership of Tōa-oan is difficult to determine from existing sources, 
but it was not necessarily important for a long period because the pool had 
little direct economic value except for small-scale fishing. Upstream defor-
estation and cultivation changed this situation; as the runoff carried sand 
and mud into Tōa-oan, siltation intensified. The deposited sediment could be 
reclaimed and used to create fertile fields, and the owner(s) of the pool were 
entitled to the newly reclaimed land and to reap profit. This made ownership 
of Tōa-oan attractive; however, reclamation reduced the size of the pool and 
affected downstream irrigation.

The 1745 deed suggests that Tōa-oan — the most significant waterbody 
in this area — had been used to water paddy fields. The alternative name of 
Tōa-oan in later years — Siōng-pi (upper irrigation pool) — denotes its agri-
cultural purposes. Thus, the big pool must have been exploited for irrigation 
prior to 1745. As illustrated in the following discussion, downstream farmers 
did not need to purchase water from artificial channels for irrigation; they 
simply took water from Tōa-oan. As reclamation of Tōa-oan expanded, water 
storage suffered. Therefore, the wealth of the landlord of Tōa-oan was based 
on the losses of the landlords downstream, and thus conflict was inevitable.

The process of siltation in Tōa-oan cannot be reconstructed because the 
earliest map depicting Tōa-oan as a pool is from the 1900s. Viewers of this 
Taiwan Hōzu map must be aware that the bank line depicted was a result of 
siltation, and the assumption that the 1900s map depicts the situation in pre-
vious centuries is anachronistic. In the following discussion, we observe that 
the reclamation began in the nineteenth century, and the siltation in the pool 
must have begun even earlier. In Tōa-oan, the place name Pi-sim 陂心 (heart 
of pool, for irrigation), marked on the west bank of Tōa-oan suggests that the 
place was once in the middle of Tōa-oan, serving as convincing evidence that 
Taiwan Hōzu reflects the result of the reclamation of Tōa-oan.

The first document to attest to the existence of reclaimed land in Tōa-oan 
is the deed of absolute sale in 1860. According to the deed, corporate landlord 
Kim-chìn-an 金晉安 purchased a large quantity of real estate, including a big 
pool — that is, Tōa-oan, the reclaimed lands, the cultivated and uncultivated 
fields, and the building plots. The transaction was settled with 600 Spanish 
peso (real de a ocho). This deed served as evidence that this landlord pre-
sented to claim his dominance of Tōa-oan.30 Another document regarding the 
reclaimed land and Kim-chìn-an is dated 1872. A peasant who had leased land 

30 Tāi-ka-la̍p-hō Siōng-pi-thâu Tōa-an ryōsō 
sōkai hantei no ken hōkoku 大加蚋堡上坡
頭、大安兩庄庄界判定ノ件報告, 4241–279, 
pp.9–10.
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from Kim-chìn-an to build his house asked the landlord to lease him another 
piece of newly reclaimed land for cultivation.31 These documents suggest that 
Tōa-oan had been shrinking because of deforestation upstream and accel-
erated siltation since the mid-eighteenth century. By the mid-nineteenth 
century, reclamation had been undertaken to a certain degree. The landlord 
who claimed ownership of the pool benefitted from the siltation because 
possessing the pool gave him the right to occupy the newly reclaimed land. 
Therefore, profit was earned by not only growing crops but also enlarging the 
land area. The corporate landlord Kim-chìn-an was the greatest beneficiary 
of siltation.

While Kim-chìn-an reaped the benefits of the aforementioned change, 
the downstream farmers worried about the shortage of water. The shrink-
ing Tōa-oan stored a decreasing amount of water for irrigation of the down-
stream fields, and the downstream farmers had to react to prevent water 
shortages in the mid-nineteenth century. Clearly, the downstream farmers 
did not purchase a large piece of land to build a reservoir; it was neither 
economical nor necessary to do so because they had Tōa-oan to water their 
fields. However, the lack of ownership meant that downstream farmers were 
unable to prevent other people from trespassing on their water resource, and 
they were concerned about this.

When the downstream inhabitants noticed that Tōa-oan was shrinking 
because of siltation in the early nineteenth century, they undertook a project 
to clear the sediment and likely repair the gates and channels that routed 
water to their fields. They had this undertaking noted in the local gazetteer 
in 1834 to secure their enterprise.32 Nevertheless, natural siltation continued, 
and the upstream landlords continued their artificial reclamation efforts.

Lawsuit Dated 1895 on the Reclamation of Tōa-oan and the Ruling

Eventually, the conflict between upstream landlord and downstream 
farmers escalated in the final years of Qing rule in Taiwan. The upstream 
landlord Kim-chìn-an reclaimed more land from Tōa-oan, and this infuriated 
the farmers from the five downstream villages. They gathered men to tear 
down the banks for reclamation and then sued Kim-chìn-an for their reclama-
tion of Tōa-oan. The lawsuit was significant because the upstream corporate 
landlord was powerful; notable members of the corporate landlord included 
the Lîm family of Pi-sim 陂心林家, who built a luxury residence next to Tōa-
oan (akin to a floating fortress), and organised martial arts training groups 
among the young men in their lineage, thereby creating a virtual private 
army. The flagpole in front of the residence indicated that a family member 
held a degree from the imperial examination — a significant symbol of the 
local elite. When the Lîm family built their luxury residence in 1853, they 
ordered porcelain tiles and many other excellent materials from China. Barges 
carried these materials from Tamsui by ascending the rivers to Tōa-oan and 
finally anchoring in front of the Lîm’s residence to unload.33 This route brings 
to mind the Dutch officer’s idea to flow timber down the waterway. The Lîm 
family transported their valuable materials in the opposite direction.

The downstream landlords were also prominent. One was Lîm-pún-
goân 林本源 — the richest familial corporation in northern Taiwan, who 
possessed tremendous estates, luxury residences, and a beautiful garden. 
Moreover, Lîm-pún-goân fully owned Liugong-chun from 1829.34 The water 
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from Liugong-chun flowed through the upstream paddy fields and the runoff 
became one of the head waters of Tōa-oan. Therefore, Kim-chìn-an’s estates 
and Tōa-oan were geographically and hydrographically surrounded by Lîm-
pún-goân’s dominance.

The district magistrate’s ruling on 14 January 1895 favoured the down-
stream contingent.35 Evidence of ownership presented by those upstream 
was refuted, and the upstream landlords were found guilty of reclaiming 
Tōa-oan, but this action was pardoned because their reclamation had been 
destroyed by men downstream. No further reclamation was allowed, but the 
legal status of the existing reclaimed fields from the pool was reaffirmed 
because they had been surveyed, registered, evaluated, and levied by the gov-
ernment since 1889. The downstream landlords inscribed the ruling’s placard 
on a stele to commemorate it and warn others not to covet their water.36 
The downstream landlords had secured their water, but the Qing empire was 
losing the war against Japan. On 17 April, approximately three months after 
the ruling, the Qing empire ceded Taiwan to Japan, and the battles in Taiwan 
after 29 May brought the island into chaos.

It took several years for Japan to restore order and even longer to estab-
lish a firm base for colonial rule in Taiwan. One of the pillars to support 
colonial rule was to modernise land control in order to lay a firm financial 
foundation. Thus, Gotō Shinpei 後藤新平, the second in command in colo-
nial Taiwan between 1898 and 1906, founded the Temporary Taiwan Land 
Survey Bureau (Rinji Taiwan Tochi Chōsa Kyoku 臨時臺灣土地調查局) to regis-
ter all land, study the local customary law, and survey the new colony. The 
product of the survey was the aforementioned 1900s map Taiwan Hōzu. The 
upstream landlord Kim-chìn-an, who lost the lawsuit under the Qing admin-
istration, now considered the land survey an opportunity for revenge. In 
March 1900, Kim-chìn-an hired a Japanese attorney to submit a petition to the 
land survey bureau. The attorney’s letter revealed more about the upstream 
landlords’ ambitions; they not only claimed the title of Tōa-oan, thereby reaf-
firming their right to levy the reclaimed fields, but also demanded the right 
to charge downstream farmers for using the big pool to water their fields.37 
To counter this demand, the downstream party cited the January 1895 ruling 
and presented it to the bureau.38

To deal with this petition, the Japanese official in charge wrote a pro-
posal dated 13 June, reporting his investigation of boundary issues between 
villages and the title of the pool. He examined documents presented by both 
parties, interviewed local elders, and observed the geography around Tōa-
oan. His judgement was that Tōa-oan was actually a section of a natural river, 
even though the landlords called it an irrigation pool. Because Tōa-oan was 
naturally formed, he proposed drawing the boundary of the surrounding vil-
lages in the middle of Tōa-oan so that no local party could dominate the pool. 
This became the boundary shown on the 1900s map Taiwan Hōzu. Moreover, 
Tōa-oan was the source of several smaller irrigation pools downstream, and 
the farmers had installed gates in the watercourse to divert water into their 
fields. Thus, if implemented, the upstream party’s demands to levy the water 
would affect hundreds of downstream farmers and lead to further conflict. 
So, regarding the demand for title, the official suggested treating Tōa-oan as a 
common river, thereby implying de facto nationalisation.39 This proposal was 
approved in March 1901.40 It was now the colonial government’s prerogative 
to decide the future of Tōa-oan.
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Final Reclamation and Urbanisation: 1900–83

Agriculture was the primary economic sector in Taiwan under Japanese 
colonial rule, and the colonial government aimed to increase production. The 
surplus could build a firm financial foundation for the colony and supple-
ment the wider Japanese empire, for which food supply was a key concern. 
To achieve this goal, the colonial government implemented numerous poli-
cies to improve agricultural production. In addition to the land reform exe-
cuted by the Temporary Taiwan Land Survey Bureau, reform of the irrigation 
system was initiated in the mid-1900s, which unified irrigation systems in a 
region under a single authority to improve efficiency.41

Subsequently, the efficiency of irrigation in Taipei significantly increased, 
and traditional irrigation pools were no longer necessary. Tōa-oan ceased to 
serve an irrigation function, and the big pool was drained and reclaimed for 
more productive purposes. Eventually, the authority that managed irrigation 
in Taipei drained and reclaimed Tōa-oan. The project commenced after the 
harvest of 1910 and was completed by the sowing of 1911.42 The reclaimed 
Tōa-oan became a narrow river to receive and drain the original headwaters 
from the upstream area.

The next great change for Tōa-oan occurred in the 1960s, and this time 
the impetus was on not agriculture but urban development. Urbanisation in 
eastern Taipei City accelerated during this period. Two boulevards (Zhong- 
xiao East Road and Ren’ai Road) across the reclamation of the historic Tōa-oan 
were gradually completed in the 1950s and 1960s, and the magnificent Ren’ai 
Roundabout was placed at the centre of the land reclaimed from Tōa-oan. As 
shown in maps of Taipei City from this period, many residential complexes 
were erected along these new roads, and the historical watercourse left by 
Tōa-oan was completely surrounded by dense, modern concrete buildings.43 
However, much of the infrastructure was unable to keep pace with rapid 
urbanisation. The site where the two headwaters joined was called Lām-té  
濫底 (mud bottom), indicating that the earth was unstable because of con-
stant flooding. When the mud fields became residential areas, the residents 
inevitably experienced floods after heavy showers. This situation did not 
improve until 1966, when the city diverted the headwaters.44 Another prob-
lem was sewage: no adequate underground system was in place, so residents 
simply ditched their waste into the nearest watercourse, and the historical 
watercourse left by Tōa-oan filled up with putrid sewage. By 1983, Taipei City 
culverted the open-air channel to improve the environment.45 Subsequently, 
the last above-ground remains of Tōa-oan disappeared with the development 
of the main shopping district, and the big pool soon faded from collective 
memory.

Concluding Remarks

As described in this paper, I have synthesised various sources from Dutch 
archives, place names, and land deeds for modern urban planning to recon-
struct the history of Tōa-oan since the mid-seventeenth century. By revisit-
ing the history of Tōa-oan and Da’an, I have rediscovered the forgotten past 
of this modern metropolis. Toponymic study was essential in this reconstruc-
tion because historical place names are crucial links that connect sources 
from different periods and in different languages. Dutch officers envisioned 
the exploitation of forest and land resources in the mid-seventeenth century, 

41  Li Chung-hsin 李宗信, Liugong Da Chun 瑠公
大圳 (Taipei: Yushan she, 2014), pp.107–16.

42  ‘Taihoku-chō Kaikonchi gyōshuken nintei’ 
臺北廳開墾地業主權認定, 5710–711, Taiwan 
Sōtoku-fu gongwen leizuan shuweihua 
dang’an 臺灣總督府公文類纂數位化檔案, 
pp.100–101.

43  The process of urbanisation is recorded by 
published maps of Taipei City from 1950 to 
1980. More than twenty maps and aerial 
photos are viewable online in ‘Taibei-shi 
bainian lishi ditu’ 臺北市百年歷史地. Center 
for GIS, RCHSS, Academia Sinica, ‘Taibei-
shi Bainian Lishi Ditu’臺北市百年歷史地圖, 
<http://gissrv4.sinica.edu.tw/gis/taipei.
aspx>.

44  Hsu Cheng-kuang 徐正光, Taibei kejia jielu 
shi: tonghua pian 臺北客家街路史：通化篇 
(Taipei: Taibei-shi Zhengfu Minzheng Ju 臺
北市政府民政局, 1998).

45  ‘Nian wu xiang paishui fanghong gong-
cheng wangong’ 廿五項排水防洪工程完工, 
Lianhe bao 聯合報 United Daily News, 2 Sep-
tember 1983.
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and planned to fell trees upstream from Tōa-oan and transport the logs down 
the river. Ultimately, this exploitation was accomplished not by the Dutch 
but by the subsequent Han Chinese colonisers, who had cleared the forest 
on the plain by the mid-eighteenth century, as shown in the surviving land 
deeds.

Deforestation, cultivation, and intensified irrigation rendered the muddy 
runoff flowing into Tōa-oan, and this increased siltation in the pool. This 
siltation benefitted the party claiming to be the landlord of the pool because 
it gained more arable land; however, it also reduced water resources for the 
irrigation of downstream villages. The conflict between the upstream land-
lord and downstream farmers resulted in a well-documented dispute over 
the ownership of Tōa-oan. The landscape around Tōa-oan at the end of the 
nineteenth century can be reconstructed based on a Japanese official’s inves-
tigation, which supported earlier sources suggesting that Tōa-oan was part 
of a natural river, and Tōa-oan was then de facto nationalised; this decision 
eventually resolved the dispute and determined the fate of Tōa-oan in the 
twentieth century.

As suggested at the beginning of this paper, the history of Tōa-oan reflects 
two basic forms of agricultural land expansion in premodern China — land 
development projects and gradual encroachment on villages. This study 
agrees with Vermeer’s basic concepts but also portrays a more complicated 
situation involving siltation and ownership. In contrast to the lakes around 
Hangzhou Bay discussed by Shiba Yoshinobu, which were public enterprises, 
private ownership meant that siltation caused benefits and losses for differ-
ent groups of people, resulting in conflict. This conflict across six villages 
in Taipei is historic, and the consequence, namely de facto nationalisation, 
determined the landscape of this region in the twentieth century. As the his-
tory of irrigation in other parts of Taiwan at the beginning of the twentieth 
century shows, infiltration from colonial rule seems inevitable, and Tōa-oan 
might have lost its function and ended up fully reclaimed without the con-
flict. However, although the conflict over water was a significant event in 
Taipei, it has now largely been forgotten. By reconstructing the longitudinal 
history of Tōa-oan, this research enhances our understanding of this region 
and contributes a notable case for future comparative studies on deforesta-
tion, water control, and urbanisation in environmental history. 

Hung-yi Chien
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Terms Chinese  
characters

Meaning /Translation

Cheng-pó-̇hoē-im 增補彙音 a Hokkien rime book in Zhangzhou accent  
published in the early 19th century

Chinese-English Dictionary of the Ver-
nacular or Spoken Language of Amoy

廈英大辭典 a dictionary compiled by American missionary 
Carstairs Douglas in 1873

Da’an 大安 place name; lit. ‘great peace’

Gotō Shinpei 後藤新平 personal name

Hangzhou Bay 杭州灣 a bay in Zhejiang province, China

Ho Kip-tian 何及展 personal name

Hoē-im-biāu-gō͘ 彙音妙悟 a Hokkien rime book in Quanzhou accent  
published in 1800

ian 淵 abyss

Jilong River 基隆河 name of a major river

Kim-chìn-an 金晉安 name of a corporate landlord

Kun-kong-chhiūⁿ-siú 軍工匠首 military lumberjack

Kun-kong-khiⁿ 軍功坑 place name; lit. Kun-kong ravine

Kun-kong-liâu 軍工寮 naval lumberjack’s hut; lit. military work hut

Lām-té 濫底 place name; lit. mud bottom

Lîm family of Pi-sim 陂心林家 a clan’s name

Lîm-pún-goân 林本源 a clan’s name

Liugong-chun 瑠公圳 Master Liu’s Channel

Nâ-bóe 林尾 place name; lit. forest tail

Nâ-kháu 林口 place name; lit. forest mouth

oan 灣/淵 pool (obsolete after the 19th century)

oan 灣 a bay; a bend in a river or channel

Pi-sim 陂心 place name; lit. pool heart

Quanzhou 泉州 a historical prefecture in Fujian province, China

Shaoxing 紹興 a city in Zhejiang province, China

Siōng-pi 上陂 name of a pool; alternative of Tōa-oan

Taipei City / Taihoku-shi 臺北市 a modern political division since 1920

Taiwan Hōzu 臺灣堡圖 title of the map surveyed in the 1900s

Tamsui 淡水 place name; lit. fresh water

Tamsui River 淡水河 the modern name of the largest river in Taipei

Temporary Taiwan Land Survey Bureau/ 
Rinji Taiwan Tochi Chōsa Kyoku

臨時臺灣土
地調查局

the agency in charge of land survey

Tōa-oan 大灣 place name; lit. big pool

Tōa-oan-chng 大灣莊 place name; lit. Tōa-oan village

Yuhang 餘杭 historical district in Zhejiang province, China

Zhangzhou 漳州 historical prefecture in Fujian province, China

Glossary
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Perhaps I should have entitled this paper ‘The Names of the Mongols in 
Asia and Europe’, since, at the time of their greatest expansion in the thir-
teenth century, the Mongols were known by several names which, curiously 
enough, were mostly inaccurate for different reasons.

In a Chinese source of the mid-10th century (the Chiu T’ang-shu), which 
refers to events in the previous century, the Mongols’ tribal name appears 
for the first time.1 The Chinese transcription meng-wu 蒙兀 (*mung-nguat) 
represents an original *Mongγut or * Mongγul. In the corresponding passage 
of the Hsin T’ang-shu, in place of meng-wu we find meng-wa 蒙瓦 (*mung-ngwa), 
that is, * Mongγa.2 Although this may well be a mere graphic variant of meng-
wu, as claimed by Pelliot,3 it is possible that *Mongγa is a phonetic variant of 
*Mongγut/*Mongγul in the form of *Mongγa(l), as suggested by H. Serruys.4 
If the correct interpretation of meng-wu is * Mongγut, as I believe, this form 
is in all probability an ancient plural of * Mongγul.5 The tribal name in ques-
tion would then occur in its earliest recorded forms as *Mongγul/*Mongγal.6

By the thirteenth century, *Mongγul had developed into Mongγol through 
regular progressive assimilation in some Mongolian dialects, but Mongγul 
was still retained in other dialects and the form Mongγal is also well attested.7

The Mongols’ name is first recorded in Uighur script (which the Mon-
gols had adopted early in the thirteenth century) in the legend of the seal of 
Güyüg (r. 1246–48) on the famous letter to Pope Innocent IV (1246) in the form 
MWNKQWL, that is, Mongγol or Mongγul.8 From then on, and irrespective of 
dialect variations, this name has always been written in the same way, which 
we have conventionally transcribed as ‘Mongγol’.9

(Regarding the etymology of the name Mongγul, the ending γul may be a 
suffix denoting a clan, tribe or people.10 If so, we are left with the root mong 

1  The Mongols first appear (under this name) 
as a small branch of the Shih-wei 室韋 tribe 
which in the 9th century resided in the valley 
of the Argun River near the present Sino-Rus-
sian border. In the following two centuries, 
no doubt as a result of internal and external 
pressures, they moved westwards, almost 
certainly along the Kerulen River (Xerlen 
Gol), eventually settling at the sources of 
this river on the wooded slopes of the sacred 
mountain Burqan Qaldan of The Secret History 
of the Mongols, that is, present-day Kenti Qan 
(Xentii Xan) in northern Mongolia. Except for 
their mention in the T’ang Histories (see n.2) 
in connection with the Shih-wei and a few 
other tantalisingly brief and unlightening ref-
erences to them in the Chinese sources (s.a. 
1071 and 1084), the Mongols do not reappear 
historically as such until the 12th century. All 
we have for the preceding period are semi-
historical accounts and legends preserved in 
The Secret History of the Mongols and in Rašīd 
al-Dīn’s great work. See P. Ratchnevsky, ‘Les 
Che-wei étaient-ils des Mongols?,’ in Mélanges 
de sinolgie offerts à Monsieur Paul Demiéville 
(Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1966), 
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the origin and meaning of which still elude us.11 Other etymologies have been 
proposed, but they are hypothetical and speculative.12)

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however, the name of the Mongols 
in Central and Western Asia, as well as in Europe, was either Tatar/Tartar, or a 
variation of Mogol (Moγol); only occasionally, but never in Central or Western 
Asia, do we find the name Mongol (Mongγol).

I shall only briefly review the designation Tatar/Tartar, since much has 
been written already on the subject and there is not much I can add to it.13

In the 12th century, the Tatar people of eastern Mongolia were the most 
powerful tribal complex north of the Gobi. Therefore, in China and Central 
Asia, and further west, the name Tatar became the common, general designa-
tion for all Mongol- and Turkic-speaking peoples of Mongolia just as, in the 
Middle Ages, ‘Frank’ designated any western European.14 The Persian histo-
rian Rašīd-al-Dīn (ca. 1247–1318), who discusses this question at length in his 
great work, can hardly disguise his wonder at the fact that the Tatar tribe’s 
name and renown should have spread so far and wide, from China and India 
to Dašt-i Qïpčaq and Syria, and to the Arab populations of north Africa, indeed 
as far as the Maghreb.15

Because of this, the Mongolian tribesmen in Činggis Qan’s time were also 
called Tatars by the Chinese and other peoples of Asia, and even after the 
destruction of the Tatar tribe by Činggis Qan in 1202, the Mongols continued 
to be referred to as Tatars, not only because the name had stuck, as it were, 
but also (and chiefly) because they had replaced the latter in the hegemony 
of the steppe. We must not forget that very few people outside the vast grass-
land of Mongolia knew what was happening there, and which of the many 
barbarian tribes roaming the steppe had conquered which.16

The Tatars thus enjoyed a posthumous, albeit undeserved glory (or noto-
riety) as their name penetrated Europe in the first decades of the thirteenth 
century from the south through the Near East and the crusaders, and via 
the Cumans, the Bulgars and other populations of the Volga regions in the 
north. The terrifying horsemen from the depths of Asia who defeated the 
Russian princes, destroyed Kiev, routed the Polish and Hungarian armies and 
nearly took Vienna in 1242 were, of course, the dreaded Tatars, promptly and 
pointedly renamed Tartarus (Hell), and the invaders’ resemblance (in popular 
imagination) with devils.17

And so the Mongols, assimilated on the one had to a tribe which, ironi-
cally, had been their worst enemy, and on the other to a host of devils released 
from Hell, continued to be called Tatars by the Russians, and Tartars by the 
rest of Europe, and this not for a few decades but for centuries — in fact until 
modern times.18

This does not mean, however, that the name Mongol remained unknown 
in Europe after the European nations had established direct contact with the 
Mongolian empire through various diplomatic missions. Nevertheless, this 
true name was regarded as just another name for the Tartars, the latter des-
ignation being by now well established and widespread.19 The name Mongol 
appears sporadically in the thirteenth century chronicles and envoys’ reports 
in several forms, often greatly corrupted in the course of transmission. Thus 
we find Mongal(i) in John of Pian di Carpine’s Historia, Moal in William of 
Rubruck’s Itinerarium, and Mongul in Marco Polo’s Il Milione.20 Simon of St 
Quentin alternates between Mongli and Mogli, Mongol and Mogol.21 Some of 

t.I, pp.225–51 [Bibilothèque de l’Institut des 
hautes études chinoises, XX]; Idem, Činggis-
khan. Sein Leben und Wirken (Wiesbaden: 
Steiner Verlag, 1983), pp.5–14 (also for ear-
lier references to P. Pelliot, Wang Kuo-wei, 
etc.). CF. also Louis Hambis, L’histoire des 
Mongols avant Genghis-khan d’après les 
sources chinoises et mongoles, et la docu-
mentation conservée par Rašīd-ud-’Dīn, 
T’oung Pao, 14 (1970), pp.125–33. Besides 
the Shih-wei ‘Mongols’ (who appear to have 
been a people of mixed Mongol and Tungus 
culture), other Mongolian-speaking tribes 
had had intercourse with China before the 
historical Mongols; those may be regarded 
therefore as ‘Proto-Mongols’. Among them 
are the T’o-pa (*Tabγač) founders of the 
Wei dynasty (382–557) and the Khitans who 
established the Liao dynasty (907–1125). 
However, the identification of these tribes 
as Mongols or Proto-Mongols is difficult and 
controversial.

2  See Chiu T’ang-chu 舊唐書 (all references 
to the Chinese Standard Histories are to the 
Ssu-pu ts’ung-k’an 四部叢刊 edition), 129B, 
10a; Hsin T’ang-shu 新唐書 p.219, 7a. Strictly 
speaking, the transcription *mung-nguat 
would postulate an original *Mungγut or, 
less strictly, *Mungγul (since Chinese cannot 
render the final l). However, the character 
*mung/meng 蒙, as later the character mang 
忙, was used to render Mongolian mong, 
because Chinese has no other way of render-
ing that sound. Moreover, we know from the 
Latin transcriptions of the name that in the 
first half of the 13th century the vowel of the 
first syllable was definitely o, not u. Since in 
Mongolian the vowel o of the first accented 
syllable is quite stable, there is no reason to 
believe that it could be have developed from 
an earlier u. Therefore, the Chiu T’ang-shu 
transcription must be interpreted as repre-
senting *Mongγut or *Mongγul.

3  See Journal asiatique, 15 (1920), p.146, n.1; 
T’oung Pao, 26 (1929), p.126, n.2. Cf. Ratch-
nevsky, Les Che-wei …, pp.228, n.2; 237, 238 
and n.5; D. Sinor, ‘On Some Ural-Altaic Plural 
Suffixes,’ Asia Major, N.S. 2 (1952): pp.214–15.

4  See H. Serruys, ‘Mongγol: Moγal and Mangγus: 
Maγus,’ Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae 36 (1982): 475–78, at pp.475ff. 
However, Serruys reconstructs *mung-nguət 
(sic) as Mongγol, and for him Mongγol < 
Mongγal (ibid. p.478), as Onon ‘the Onon 
R’. < Onan, olon ‘many’ < olan, etc. (For 
this common phenomenon, see N. Poppe, 
‘Remarks on the Vocalism of the Second 
Syllable in Mongolian,’ Harvard Journal of Asi-
atic Studies 14 (1951): 189–207, at pp.194–97. 
This is also the view shared by Poppe, op. cit. 
pp.189–90. In our case, however, the form 
*Mongγal is simply due to the weakening of 
the vowel of the second (unstressed) sylla-
ble which makes the u sound like an a. For 
example, *ordu (< Tukic ordu) ‘the khan’s 
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the forms recorded by these travellers are either contracted (Moal) or dena-
salised (Mogli, Mogol), and this poses an interesting problem.

If we look at the name of the Mongols in Central and Western Asia at the 
time (middle and second half of the thirteenth century), we see that neither 
the Turks, nor the Persians, nor for that matter any other people who had 
close relations with the Mongols actually spelled their name with an n. The 
Turks called them Moγul and Moγal (Moγul in Chaghatai), corresponding of 
course to Mongolian Mongγol and Mongγal respectively; the Persians called 
them Moγōl/Muγūl and Moγāl/ Muγāl (according to the different transcrip-
tions of the same words); in Arabic we have Mughūl (as in Persian); in Hindu-
stani Mugh(a)l; in Armenian Muγal; in Syriac Mûglâyê — a metathetical form 
from Mûgâl; and in Greek Μουγούλιοι (from Muγul).22 All the vowel changes 
in these forms can be easily explained, but what happened to the n?

The mystery of the missing n has been puzzling me for a long time. It 
is evident that all the above-mentioned forms originally go back to Uighur 
Turkic. Now, phonetically, an alternation Moηγul ~ Moγul is certainly pos-
sible in the Turkic languages,23 but in Uighur we find only the non-nasalised 
forms Moγul and Moγal. When it comes to the name of the nation there is no 
alternation: the form with –η- simply does not exist in Uighur, witness the 
fact that in Persian and all the other languages which ultimately borrowed 
the word from Uighur we find only the denasalised form.

We must then ask ourselves: what made the Uighur Turks, who first taught 
their script to the Mongols and who, for several decades, acted as their scribes 
and secretaries, use the correct form Mongγol in the edicts and documents 
that they drafted in Mongolian for their masters, but Moγul (=Moγol) in those 
they wrote in their own language? There is no doubt that the Uighurs could 
write the correct form, and did so when it was part of an individual’s personal 
name (as in contract or business transaction), but not in the case of the name 
of the ruling nation.24

The answer, is think may be provided by a passage from the Suvarṇaprabhāsa 
in Uighur (the Altun yaruq) in the illustration at hand (Figure 1).25

encampment of palace’> Middle Mongolian 
ordo (through progressive assimilation), but 
orda in John of Pian di Carpine’s and William 
of Rubruck’s reports. The ‘Caracaron’ (= Qara 
Qorum) of one of the mss. of the Historia 
Mongalorum may be a metathetical form of 
‘Caracoran’; cf. the ‘Carachora’ of the Catalan 
Map. See P. Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo (Paris: 
Imprimerie nationale, 1959), I, p.165; A. Van 
Den Wyngaert OFM, ed., Sinica Franciscana, 
I. Itinera et relationes Fratrum Minorum saeculi 
XIII et XIV (Quaracchi [Firenze], Apud Colle-
gium S. Bonaventurae, 1929), pp.118, 213. For 
u > a, v in the modern Mongolian dialects, cf. 
Mongolian tuγul) (< *tuγul> Middle Mongo-
lian tuqul) ‘one-year-old calf ’, Buryat (Alar) 
tu˱gǎ͔l, Khalkha t’u˱gvl. See Poppe, op. cit., 
p.199; cf. G.J. Ramstedt, Das Schriftmongolis-
che und die Urgamundart phonetisch verglichen 
(Helsingfors: Druckerei der finnischen Lit-
teratugesellschaft, 1902), pp.34, §39; 40, §48; 
A. Mostaert, Le dialecte des Mongols Urdus 
(Sud), Anthropos, 22 (1927), p.867, §43.

5  According to Pelliot, ‘Monghod’ is the plural 
of ‘Monghol’ — just as ‘Taiči’ud’ is the plural 
of ‘Taiči’ul’. See the entry ‘Mongoli’ in the 
Enciclopedia Italiana di Scienze, Lettere e Arti 
(Rome: Giovanni Treccani, 1949), XXIII, 
p.661a; P. Pelliot et L. Hambis, Histoire des 
campagnes de Gengis Khan: Cheng-wou ts’in-
tcheng lou (Leiden, E.J. Brill, 1951), I, p.151.

6 The names in Chinese transcription found 
in the Chiu T’ang-shu 195, 3a; in the Wu-tai 
shih 五代史, 73, 9a; and in the Liao-shih 遼史 
33, 8b, 35, 9a, and 46, 5a, which have been 
hypothetically reconstructed as *mäkäs and 
*moγos, refer to Tangut and Turkic tribes, not 
to tribes or clans of Mongol stock. Therefore, 
these names cannot be called into question 
in the present discussion, See Serruys, op. 
cit. pp.476–77. Cf. K.A. Wittfogel and Fêng 
Chia-shêng, History of Chinese Society. Liao 
(907–1125), Transactions of the American Philo-
sophical Society, N.S. 36 [1946] (Philadelphia, 
1949), p.91, n.23.

7  The form Mongγol (<*Mongγul) is found, for 
example, in Simon of St Quentin’s Historia 
Tartarorum. See S. de Saint-Quentin, Histoire 
des Tartares, ed. J. Richard (Paris: Paul Geuth-
ner, 1965), p.92 (XXXII, 34): ‘Ipsi quoque Tar-
tari proprie loquendo se vocant Mongli sive 
Mongol’. The form Mongγol is the one regu-
larly attested in the Chinese transcriptions 
of the 13th and 14th centuries (in the Yüan 
tien-chang 元典章, Yüan-shih 元史, etc.) as 
meng-ku 蒙古 (*Mongγu[l]); it is also the one 

Figure 1

Suvarṇaprabhāsa, Uighur text edited by 
V.V. Radlov and S.E. Malov.
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In Uighur there is a word muηγul meaning ‘unwise, fool’ which in Uighur 
script is written exactly as the name Mongγol (as can be seen from the legend 
on Güyüg’s seal, Figure 2). Clearly, it would have been courting disaster for a 
scribe in the Mongol khan’s service to employ the same name in Turkic (thus 
making the two words synonymous), for this would have been regarded as 
deliberately offensive. An act of lèse-majesté of this kind brought to the notice 
of the khan by a jealous colleague or enemy of the scribe would undoubt-
edly have cost him his life. But a very slight orthographic change — allowed 
moreover by the nature of the language (because of –ηγ- ~ -γ-) — would have 
easily solved the problem. This is why, in my opinion, Mongγol became Moγol 
in Uighur and, ultimately, why the Mongols of Afghanistan are called Moghols 
and not Monghols, why the famous Turkish rulers of India are called Mughals 
and not Munghals, and also why today we read about ‘media moguls’ and not 
‘media monguls’.

found in Marco Polo’s book, but unfortu-
nately in a passage of doubtful authenticity. 
See A.C. Moule and P. Pelliot, Marco Polo: The 
Description of the World (London: Routledge, 
1938), I, p.183: ‘And therefore the Tartars are 
sometimes called Mongul’. As for Mongal, 
it is found in this form in John of Pian di 
Carpine’s account (for example in the very 
title of the work Historia Mongalorum), and 
in the Uighurised and contracted form Moal 
(=Mo’al) in William of Rubruck’s Itinerarium 
(Van Den Wyngaert, op. cit, p.205 et passim), 
about which see further on.

8  It is in the last word in the second line of the 
legend. See I. de Rachewiltz, ‘Qan, Qa’an and 
the Seal of Güyüg,’ in eds K. Sagaster and M. 
Weiers, Documenta Barbarorum: Festschrift für 
W. Heissig zum 70. Geburtstag, Veröffentlichun-
gen der Societas Uralo-Altaica, 18 (Wiesbaden, 
Otto Harrassowtiz, 1983), pl.I (p.274). The 
name Mongγol (or Mongγul) occurs also 
in the second line of the so-called ‘Stone of 
Chingis’, that is, the stele of Činggis Qan’s 
nephew Yisüngge, reputedly the earliest 
monument in Uighur-Mongol script (ca. 
1225). In my opinion, however, this monu-
ment is of much later date. See my article 
‘Some Remarks on the Stele of Yisüngge,’ 
in eds Walter Heissig et al., Tracata altaica: 
Denis Sinor, sexagenario optime de rebus altaicis 
merito dedicata (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassow-
itz, 1976), pp.487–508, esp. pp.494–95. The 
Uighur script does not distinguish between 
o and u, therefore the Mongols’ name can be 
read Mongγol, Mongγul and Mungγul.

9  That is, in Script (or Written) Mongolian; 
however, ‘Mongγul’ is still occasionally 
employed by Mongolists. See, for example, 
J.R. Kreuger, Materials for an Oirat-Mongolian 
to English Citation Dictionary (Bloomington: 
Indiana Univ. Publications, 1978–84), I–III, 
p.602. Mongγul is also the form given in 
F.D. Lessing, gen. ed., Mongolian-English Dic-
tionary (Berkeley/Los Angeles: University 
of California Press/London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1960), pp.542b–3a (sev-
eral reprints by the Mongolia Society, Inc., 
Bloomington, Ind.). This is no doubt ulti-
mately due to G.J. Ramstedt’s influence. 
See his Kalmückishces Wörterbuch (Helsinki: 
Suomalais-Ugrilainen Seura, 1935), p.264b: 
moŋgul, moŋgol. Some scholars in Japan, like 
S. Imanishi (1907–79), also use Mongγul pro 
Mongγol — an indication of the long survival 
of this old (and obsolete!) form. The precise 
Korean and Manchu phonetic transcrip-
tions of the name confirm the correctness 
of Mongγol v. Mongγul. There are no great 
dialect variations in modern Mongolian (in 
all dialects the vowel of the second syllable 
is of course greatly reduced), except for 
Monguour in which the word for Mongl is 
Monguor (moŋG͔uor ~ moŋG͔or).

Figure 2

Seal of the Great Khan (r. 1246–48)
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10 As we find, for example, in the word Sartaγul (Middle Mongolian Sarta’ul) ‘Muslim native 
of Central or Western Asia’, from sartaγ = Turkic sart (< Sanskrit sārtha ‘caravan, wealthy’ ‘an 
Iranian; merchant’. See G. Clauson, An Etymological Dictionary of Pre-Thirteenth-Century Turkish 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), p.846a.

11 Cf. N.P. Shastina, ‘Mongol and Turkic Ethnonyms in the Secret History of the Mongols,’ in ed. L. 
Ligeti, Researches in Altaic Languages (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1975), pp.231–32.

12 Rašīd al-Dīn says that the word ‘Mongol’ was originally ‘Mūngōl’ (mūng-ōl) meaning ‘feeble’ and 
‘naive’ — clearly a folk etymology still current in Rašīd’s own time which, as we shall see, was  
not without some justification. (Rašīd naturally thought that mūng-ōl was a Mongolian expres-
sion and, in this respect, he was of course mistaken.) Other proposed etymologies include:  
< Mongolian mönggü ‘silver’; Mongolian Mong Γol ‘the Mong (?) River’; Chinese meng 猛 ‘fierce, 
valiant’; and Yakut moŋol ‘great, big’. See Ratchnevsky, Činggis-khan, pp.5–6, n.23; G. Doerfer, ‘Der 
Name der Mongolen bei Rašīd ad-Dīn,’ Central Asiatic Journal 14 (1970): 68–77.

13 The following is a short list of references on this complex issue: U. Monneret de Villard, Il 
Libro della peregrinazione nelle parti d’oriente di Frate Ricoldo da Montecroce (Rome: Istituto Storico 
Domenicano, 1948), pp.54ff.; Marco Polo, La Description du monde, text intégral en français mod-
erne avec introduction et notes par L. Hambis (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1955), p.383; L. Olschkii, 
Marco Polo’s Asia: An Introduction to his ‘Description of the World’ Called ‘Il Milione,’ trans. J.A. Scott 
(Berkeley/Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1960), pp.26, n.44, 308ff.; J.J. Saunders, 
‘Matthew Paris and the Mongols,’ in eds T.A. Sandquist and M.R. Powicke, Essays in Medieval His-
tory Presented to Bertie Wilkinson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1969), p.124; G.A. Bezzola, 
Die Mongolen in abendländischer Sicht [1220–1270]. Ein Beitrag zur Frage der Völkerbegegnungen (Bern/
München, Francke, 1974), pp.33ff., 125–26; The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: His Journey to 
the Court of the Great Khan Möngke 1253–1255, trans P. Jackson, with D. Morgan (London: The Hack-
luyt Society, 1990), pp.16–17, n.4; A. Klopprogge, Ursprung und Ausprägung des abendländischen 
Mongolenbildes im 13. Jahrhundert: Ein Versuch zur Ideengeschichte des Mittelalters (Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowtiz, 1993), pp.168–76 [Asiatiche Forschungen, 122].

14 On the Tartar tribe see Ratchnevsky, Ĉinggis-khan, pp.3–4, and the literature cited on p.4, n.15. 
Pelliot (Histoire de campagnes, p.2) makes some interesting remarks on the manner in which 
the tribal name Tatar became the generic name for the Mongols and also for part of the Turks. 
Pelliot’s remarks were prompted by Rašīd al-Dīn’s statement on this very question. See below, 
n.15. Cf. S.G. Klyaštornyĭ, ‘Gosudarstva Tatar v Central’noĭ Azii (dočingisova ėpokha),’ in eds V.M. 
Solncev et al., Mongolica: K 750-letiyu ‘Sokrovennogo skazaniya’ (Moscow: Nauka, 1993), pp.139–47; 
and Central Asiatic Journal 36 (1992), pp.72–83.

15 See Rašīd al-Dīn, Sbornik letopisei, trans. L.A. Khetagurov (Moskow/Leningrad: AN SSSR, 1952), 
pp.75, 101–103.

16 For the Chinese generic designation Ta-ta 韃靼 (= Tatar/Mongol), see Meng-Ta pei-lu und Hei-Ta 
shih-lüeh. Chinesische Gesandtenberichte über die frühen Mongolen 1221 und 1237, trans., annot. and 
eds E. Haenisch, Yao Ts’ung-wu, P. Olbricht, E. Pinks and W. Banck (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrasso-
witz, 1980), pp.4–7, nn.1–5 [Asiatische Forschungen, 56]. It should be mentioned, however, that 
once China was under Mongol rule, the name Ta-ta was replaced by Meng-ku (see above, n.7).

17 The pun on Tatari: Tartari apparently originates with Louis IX. See Saunders, op.cit. p.124. For 
the ‘image’ of the Mongols in western Europe see Bezzola, op. cit., esp. part II/iv–v; and Klop-
progge’s excellent monograph cited above, n.13.

18 See G. Vernadsky, The Mongols and Russia (London/Oxford: Yale University Press, 1953), p.12. Cf. 
L.N. Gumilev, Searches for an Imaginary Kingdom: The Legend of the Kingdom of Prester John, trans. 
R.E.F. Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p.94. To call the Mongols ‘Tartars’ 
and ‘Tatars’ is a tradition that has been kept alive to the present time in literature, general his-
tories of China and Asia, reference works, etc., as well as in speech. Cf., for example, the Enciclo-
pedia Italiana … (see above, n.5), XIX, p.39b, s.v. ‘India’: ‘i Tartari di Genghīz Khān’. We know from 
William of Rubruck that the Mongols objected to being referred to as Tartars, that is, Tatars. 
See Van Den Wyngaert, op. cit. p.205; C. Dawson, The Mongol Mission: Narratives and Letters of the 
Franciscan Missionaries in Mongolia and China in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries, trans. a Nun 
of Stanbrook Abbay (London/New York: Sheed and Ward, 1955), p.121.

19 This fact is epitomised in Marco Polo’s statement cited.

20 See above, n.7

21 See Histoire des Tartares (cf. above, n.7), p.92.

22 Turkic Moγal is evidenced by William of Rubruck’s “Moal” which can only be a development of  
Moγal (> Mo’al > Moal), a form that must be either Turkic or Persian, not Mongolian. The tran-
scriptions from Persian sources (Jǔvanī, Rašīd al-Dīn, etc.) vary from author to author because 
of the ambiguity of o/u in Persian. In Jǔvanī the usual form of the name is Moγol/Muγūl — the 
form used also by Rašīd — but occasionally we find also Moγāl/Muγūl. It is my opinion that 
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Persian Moγāl/Muγāl, as well as Moγol/Muγūl, reflect Turkic forms. Cf. also modern Uighur 
(Aksu) Moγal. The form ‘Mongγol’ of the Sino-Uighur vocabulary of the Translations Bureau of 
the Ming (15th–16th ca.) edited by L. Ligeti (see AO Hung., 19, 1966, p.183) cannot be taken into 
account for it is a much later (post-Mongol Empire) production and issued by a Chinese office. 
In the Chinese transcription, it is customary to use mang (= mong) for the first syllable of the 
Mongols’ name. See above, n.2. For Armenian Muγal, cf. F.W. Cleaves, The Mongolian Names 
and Terms in the History of the Nation of Archers by Grigor of Akanc,’ Harvard Journal of Asiatic 
Studies 12 (1949), p.424. For Syriac Mûglâyê, cf. trans., Sir E.A. Wallis Budge, The Monks of Ḳûblâi 
Khân Emperor of China (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1929), p.152. For Greek Moύγλιoι, 
cf. G. Moravcsik, Byzantinoturcica. II. Sprachreste der Türkvölker in den Byzantinischen Quellen, 2nd 
ed. (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1958), p.193. The Chaghatai from Moγul is given by N.N. Poppe, 
Mongol’skiĭ slovar’ Mukaddimat al-Adab (Moscow/Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1938), 
I–III, p.238a (repr. Gregg Int. Publ. Ltd, 1971, in one vol.). For the Persian and other forms, cf. also 
H. Serruys, Mongγol: Moγal …, p.477; G. Doerfer, Der Name der Mongolen, passim. On Anglo-Indian 
Mogul, see the numerous references in H. Yule and A.C. Burnell, Hobson-Jobson: A Glossary of Col-
loquial Anglo-Indian Words and Phrases, and of Kindred Terms, Etymological, Historical, Geographical 
and Discursive, (new ed. by W. Crooke) (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1968), pp.570–73, s.vv. 
‘Mogul’ and ‘Mogul, the Great’.

23 See Ė.R. Tenišev, ed., Sravnitel’no-istoričeskaya grammatika tyurkskikh yazykov: Fonetika (Moscow: 
Nauka, 1984), pp.340–41. Cf. also Yakut moŋol ~ moγol ~ moγul ‘great, big’. See S. Kałużyński, 
Mongolische Element in der jakutischen Sprache (Warsaw/The Hague: Państwowe Wydawnictwo 
Naukowe, 1962), p.120.

24 In the third line of the Uighur (private) document published by W. Radloff in Uigurishce Sprach-
denkmäler (Leningrad: AN SSSR, 1928) [repr. Osnabrück: Biblio Verlag, 1972], p.137, no.81, we 
find a proper name spelled MWNKWL PWQ’, that is, Moŋol (? Moŋul) Buqa. On the basis of this 
reading, L. Ligeti, loc. cit., gives the Uighur word for ‘Mongol’ as ‘Monγul’. This is not correct, 
since the word in question is the first element, that is, an integral part, of a proper name and 
does not refer to the Mongol state. In a document of this kind, individual names would have, of 
course, to be spelled correctly, and here, in any case, the reading MWNKQWL may well be Turkic 
muŋul (= muŋγul) ‘foolish’. It is interesting to note that in this name we have a good example of 
ŋγ > ŋ (Moŋγul/Moŋγul > Moŋol/Moŋul). Cf. the Mukaddimat al-Adab, loc. cit., where the Mongol 
form is ‘Moŋγol’ not ‘Mongγol’.

25 See V.V. Radlov and S.E. Malov, eds, Suvarṇaprabhāsa (Sutra zolotogo bleska): Tekst uĭgurskoĭ redakcii 
(St Petersburg/Petrograd: Imp. Akad. Nauk, 1913–17), I–VIII, p.624, l. 18 [Bibliotheca Buddhica, 
17] (repr. Osnabrück, Biblio Verlag, 1970). For muŋγul ‘unwise, fool’, see Clauson, op. cit. pp.768b–
9a; V.M. Nadelyaev et al., eds, Drevnetyurkskiĭ slovar’ (Leningrad: Nauka, 1969), p.351a–b. The 
possible connection between Turkic muŋ ‘foolish, simpleton, silly’ (cf. Mongolian mungqaγ id.) 
and the name Mongγol has been discussed and highlighted by Doerfer, op. cit., in relation to 
the folk etymology recorded by Rašīd al-Dīn; the fuller implications of this precious evidence 
seem to have escaped him however. In Rašīd’s etymology we find an echo of the problem that 
must have beset the Turkic speaking entourage of Činggis Qan and his ‘Uighur’ Chancellery. See 
the biographies of Činqai (ca. 1169–1252) and Yeh-lü Ch’u-tsai (1189–1243) in I. de Rachewiltz, 
H.-L. Chan, C.-C. Hsiao and P.W. Geier, eds, In the Service of the Khan: Eminent Personalities of the 
Early Mongol-Yüan Period (1200–1300) (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1993), pp.95–112; 136–72  
[Asiatische Forschungen, 123].
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Two of the most important ‘mots de civilisation’ of Inner Asia are undoubtedly 
the title qan and qa’an (qaγan), the origins of which are lost in the prehistory 
of the Altaic languages.1 These titles have been the subject of investigation by 
several distinguished scholars, such as K. Shiratori, B. Ya. Vladimircov, P. Pel-
liot, L. Hambis, F.W. Cleaves, L. Krader, H.F. Schurmann, L. Ligeti and G. Doerfer, 
to mention only the authors of some of the most important contributions.2 
Valuable, however, as these contributions are, we still lack a comprehensive 
historical survey which takes into account all the available sources, includ-
ing evidence from coins. The present tentative review is an attempt towards 
comprehensiveness with regard to the use of qan and qa’an by the Mongols in 
the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, fixing as terminus ad quem the 
collapse of the Mongol Yüan dynasty in A.D. 1368. Unfortunately, space limits 
make it impossible for me to dwell on the sources as I would wish, and my choice 
of references and illustrations is, therefore, confined to the essentials.

The turning point in our survey is the year 1229 in which Ögödei, the third 
son of Činggis-qan, was elected to succeed his father as supreme ruler of the 
Mongol world-empire. Accordingly, we shall divide the survey in two parts: (A) 
the use of qan and qa’an before 1229, and (B) the use of qan and qa’an after 1229.

A.  BEFORE 1229
1. Qa’an was not used as a title by the tribes of Mongolia or by Činggis-qan.
2. Qan was used as:

a. the title borne by the elected leaders of important tribes of people (ulus), 
such as the Mongqol, e.g. Qabul-qan, Qutula-qan, Ambaqai-qan; the 
Kereyit, e.g. To’oril/Ong-qan; and the Naiman, e.g. Buiruq-qan, Incanča-
bilge-qan, Tayang-qan, Güčülük-qan;

1.The linguistic relationship between these two 
terms is still a moot point and I shall not dis-
cuss it in the present paper. For an overview 
of the problem, see now G. Doerfer, Türkische 
und mongolische Elemente im Neupersischen, III 
(Wiesbaden, 1967), no.1161 (pp.176–79). Paul 
Pelliot was going to deal with this question in 
his note on Marco Polo’s ‘Kaan’, but he unfor-
tunately never did. See his Notes on Marco Polo, 
I (Paris, 1959), p.302. The reading qa’an which 
I use throughout the paper is the Middle Mon-
golian form of Old Turkish (˃ Precl. Mong.) 
qaγan. It corresponds to Persian qā’ān/xāqān.

2.K. Shiratori, ‘A Study on the Titles Kaghan and 
Katun,’ Memoirs of the Research Department of 
Toyo Bunko I (1926), 19–26; B. Ya. Vladimirt-
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b.  the title borne by the leaders of tribal confederations, including 
Činggis’ pan-Mongolian nation, hence Činggis-qan, Jǎmuqa-qan;

c.  the title employed by the Mongols and, presumably, other tribes of 
Mongolia, for the rulers of other countries and the leaders of impor-
tant tribes or tribal confederations outside Mongolia, e.g. Altan-qan of 
the Kitat, Burqan-qan of Qašin or Tang’ut, Arslan-qan of the Qarlu’ut, 
Qan Melik of the Qangli;

d.  a term (~qa;3 pl.qat) designating the leader of a tribe or confederation, 
the ruler of a nation, and the powerful nature spirits in the Altaic sha-
manistic conception of the world. See the SH: tus qan, qa ergü-, qamuq-
un qat, qaǰar usun-u eǰet qat, etc.;4

e.   a term (~qa) meaning ‘qan-ship’, i.e. ‘rulership, government’, hence 
‘pertaining to the government’, as in the expression qa bolqa- of SH 
§249 (where qa= ‘government property’). This meaning seems to be an 
extension of 2(d).

After the death of Činggis-qan in 1227, his sons inherited the vast Mongol 
empire and each of them became qan in his respective dominion (ulus). Since 
these dominions had been established before Činggis’ death, the imperial 
princes were no doubt called qan already before 1227.5 In any event, the title 
of qan became unsuitable to designate the appointed successor to Činggis’ 
throne also because this was a title traditionally associated with the leader of 
a tribe or tribal confederation. Mongol expansion and world rule called for 
the adoption of another, more exalted title. As the Mongol court was then 
largely under Uighur Turkish cultural influence, the title they adopted was 
then ancient Turkish title of qaγan (= Middle Mongolian qa’an), first assumed 
by Ögödei when he was elected emperor in 1229.6

B.  AFTER 1229
Qa’an was used as: 

a.  the imperial title and personal epithet of Ögödei — the first ruler to 
use this title — who, as a result, was thereafter usually referred to 
simply as ‘(the) Qa’an’, i.e. ‘the qa’an par excellence’;7

b.  the title borne by all subsequent emperors of the Činggiside line, even 
when their authority as qa’an of the greater Mongol empire had be-
come largely nominal, as was the case already under Qubilai (r. 1260–
94).8 This title ceased to be used when the Mongols were overthrown 
and replaced by the Ming in 1368;9

c.  The title retrospectively conferred on Činggis-qan and his most illus-
trious ancestors, both direct and collateral (Qabul, Qutula, Ambaqai 
and Yisügei). I think this retrospective conferment took place early 
in the reign of Qubilai, perhaps in 1266 or thereabouts, but this point 
requires further investigation;10

d.  the term for ‘emperor’, with reference to (b), as in the expression 
qaγan-u ǰrlγ-iyar ‘by imperial edict’;11

e.  a term (=qan) designating the ruler of a nation or people (‘king, sover-
eign’), also used as a title, mainly in Buddhist texts, e.g. Ašugi (=Aśoka) 
qa’an.12

sov, Le régime social des Mongols. Le féodal-
isme nomade, trans. M. Carsow (Paris, 1948), 
pp.100–10; P. Pelliot, op. cit., pp.302–303, 
and T’oung Pao 27 (1930), 25; P. Pelliot et 
L. Hambis, Histoire des Campagnes de Gengis 
Khan. Cheng-wou ts’in-tcheng lou, I (Leiden, 
1951), pp.211–12; L. Hambis in Mélanges pub-
liés par l’Institut des Hautes Études Chinoises, II 
(Paris, 1960), pp.148–51; F.W. Cleaves in Har-
vard Journal of Asiatic Studies (hereafter HJAS) 
12 (1949), 98–99, n.26; 418–19, 533; L. Krader, 
‘Qan-Qaγan and the Beginnings of Mongol 
Kingship,’ Central Asiatic Journal (hereaf-
ter CAJ) 1 (1955), 17–35; H.F. Schurmann 
in HJAS 19 (1956), 314–16, n.11; L. Ligeti in 
Acta Orientalia Hung 14 (1962), 40; G. Doerfer, 
op. cit. pp.141–79 (particularly important). 
Cf. also J.A. Boyle in HJAS 19 (1956), 152; K. 
Lech (ed. and trans.), Das mongolische Wel-
treich. Al-‘Umarīs Darstellung der mongolischen 
Reichen in seinem Werk Masālik al-abṣār fī 
mamālik al-amṣār (Wiesbaden, 1968), p.171, 
n.1; and I. de Rachewiltz in Papers on Far East-
ern History 7 (1973), p.35, n.35. Further ref-
erences to the vast literature on the subject 
are found in the above-mentioned works.

3. The variant qa that we find in the Secret His-
tory of the Mongols (hereafter SH) deserves 
special study. For the text edition of the SH, 
see I. de Rachewiltz, Index to the Secret History 
of the Mongols (Bloomington, 1972), Part One.

4. See SH §21, 57, 74, 112, 149, 244, 272. In §244, 
qan is defined as the person whose func-
tion is ‘to hold the nation’ (ulus bari-). With 
regard to ‘the lords and rulers of land and 
rivers’ (qaǰar usun-u eǰet qat), cf. the later use 
of qan (Khalhka xan) as an honorific term for 
mountains: Xentei-xan, Delger-xan, Burin-
xan, etc.

5. Jǒči and Ča’adai (Čaγatai), Činggis’ two 
eldest sons, are regularly called ‘Jǒčī-xān’ 
and Čaγatāy-xān by Rašīd al-Din. See Doer-
fer, op. cit., p.151. Cf. John of Pian di Carpine’s 
‘Tossuccan’ (=Jǒčī-qan), and his statement 
that ‘Tossuc (= Jǒči) … etiam Chan appel-
labant’. See A. Van den Wyngaert, Sinica 
Franciscana, I (Quaracchi-Firenze, 1929), 
pp.65, 58; P. Pelliot, Notes sur l’histoire de la 
Horde d’Or (Paris, 1949), p.18. Cf also Grigor 
of Akner’s statement ‘Čaγatāy, who was sur-
named Khan’ in his History of the Nation of the 
Archers, trans. R.P. Blake and R.N. Frye, HJAS 
12 (1949), p.303.

6. According to Jǔvainī, when Ögödei was 
enthroned all the princes ‘named him 
Qa’an’. See ‘Ala-ad-Din ‘Ata-Malik Juvaini, 
The History of the World-Conqueror, trans. J.A. 
Boyle (Manchester, 1958), p.187. Cf. the same 
statement in Rašīd al-Dīn’s parallel account. 
See Rashīd al-Dīn Tabīb, The Successors of 
Genghis Khan, trans. J.A. Boyle (New York and 
London, 1971), p.31.

7. P. Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo, I, p.302; Boyle 
in HJAS 19 (1956), p.152.
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2.  Qan was used as:
a.  the title borne by the imperial princes, son of Činggis, and their 

descendants, such as the khans of the Golden Horde and Il-Khans of 
Persia. Thus: Tolui-qan, Batu-qan, Hülegü-qan. The implication of this 
usage is that these rulers, although sovereign (qan) in their respective 
dominions (ulus), were still subject to the supreme authority of the 
qa’an/emperor;13 

b. a term (=A,2[d]) designating the ruler of a nation, and, specifically, the 
Mongol sovereign, this being the ruler of the Great Mongol nation and 
the world, e.g. qan ergü- (SH §269), yeke Mongγol ulus-un qan, dalai-yin 
qan (see below);

c. a term (=A,2[e]) meaning ‘government’.14

With regard to the expressions yeke Mongγol ulus-un qan and dalai-yin qan 
quote above (b), some comments are necessary. In the SH §280, Ögödei is 
called dalai-yin qahan (read qan),15 rendered into Chinese as hai-nei huang-ti 
‘emperor of [all] within the sea[s]’. The same concept is expressed in lines 2–4 
of the legend of the famous seal of Güyüg: yeke Mongγol ulus-un dalai-in qanu 
ǰrlγ ‘Order of the ruler of the Great Mongol nation and of [all within] the seas 
(= the whole world)’.16 My interpretation of these lines diverges from that of 
Pelliot (‘du khan océanique du peuple des grands Mongols, l’ordre’),17 and of 
Mostaert and Cleaves (‘Ordre du Dalai-in qan [m.à m.: “Souverain (de ce qui 
est à l’intérieur) des mers”] de l’empire des Grands Mongols’).18 In the first 
place, I understand the words yeke Mongγol ulus as meaning ‘the Great Mongol 
Nation’ and not, as the above-mentioned authors do, ‘the people of the Great 
Mongols’ or ‘the empire of the Great Mongols’. I base myself chiefly on the 
corresponding Turkish expression in the preamble of the letter of Güyüg to 
Innocent IV on which the seal in question is affixed. In the preamble, As W. 
Kotwicz noted long ago,19 the corresponding expression is kü uluγ ulus ‘the 
whole Great Nation (= the Great [Mongol] Nation)’.20 The expression yeke 
Mongγol ulus is to be compared to expressions like qamuγ Mongγol ulus ‘the en-
tire Mongol nation’, olon Monγol ulus ‘the numerous Mongol people’, etc. The 
expression Mongγol ulus ‘the Mongol nation (or people)’, without the attrib-
ute yeke ‘great’, is, of course well attested in the SH and other documents of 
the thirteenth–fourteenth centures.22 Moreover, yeke ulus ‘the Great Nation’, 
that is, the Mongol state or world-empire, is a well-known expression in later 
Mongolian political writings.23 While I do not for a moment wish to deny 
the existence of the expression yeke Mongγol ‘Great Mongols’, amply docu-
mented by Mostaert and Cleaves,24 I do not share their view that in the pre-
sent instance this expression constitutes ‘une locution adjective déterminant 
ulus’.25 The interpretation of Mostaert and Cleaves should also be reviewed in 
the light of the recent comments by N.C. Munkuev and J.-Ph. Geley.26†

Secondly, I take the two expressions in the genitive case, i.e. yeke Mongγol 
ulus-un and dalai-in, as both qualifying qanu (gen.), but independently of each 
other (‘of the ruler of the Great Mongol Nation and of the whole world’), 
whereas Mostaert and Cleaves understand ‘du Dalai-in qan (m.à m.: “Souve-
rain [de ce qui est à l’intérieur] des mers”) de l’empire des Grands Mongols’.27 
This use of the double genitive without the conjunction ba is fairly common in 
Middle and Preclassical Mongolian.28 Moreover, the expression yeke Mongγol 
ulus-un qan ‘ruler of the Great Mongol Nation’ is well attested. It is found 

8. Jǔvainī, and Rašīd al-Din following him, 
always refer to Güyüg (r. 1246–48) as Güyük-
xān, i.e. Güyüg-qan, not Güyük-qā-ān, no 
doubt because the legitimacy of his rule was 
questioned when, with Möngke (r. 1251–59), 
the imperial dignity passed from the line of 
Ögödei to that of Tolui. Cf. H.F. Schumann, in 
HJAS 19 (1956), p.315, n.11. However, Pelliot, 
loc. cit., was mistaken when he stated that 
Qubilai was the first Mongol ruler to take the 
title of qa’an as a mere epithet. Like Ögödei,  
Güyüg  too bore the title of qa’an during his 
short reign, as attested by the legend on his 
coins (Gūyūg qā-ān). See M. Weiers, ‘Mün-
zaufschriften auf Münzen mongolischer 
Il-khane aus dem Iran, Part One,’ The Canada-
Mongolia Review 4.1 (April 1978), 43. Weiers’ 
authority is E. Drouin’s article ‘Notice sur 
les monnaies mongoles faisant partie du 
receuil des documents de l’époque mongole 
publié par le prince Roland Bonaparté,’ in 
Journal Asiatique, IX Sér., 7 (Mai–Juin 1896), 
[486–544], p.506. The coin in question is ‘un 
dirhem frappé en Géorgie par Davith V, en 
l’année 646’, i.e. in A.D. 1248. Coins issued 
during Güyüg’s short reign are extremely 
rare, and I failed to find the one described 
by Drouin in the Cabinet des Médailles of 
the Bibliothéque nationale in October 1981. 
(I wish to express here my thanks to Mme 
A. Négre, Chargée des monnaies orientales, 
for her kind assistance in my research at the 
B.N.). However, Güyüg’s title of qa’an is con-
firmed by other documents in Latin in which 
Güyüg is actually designated as chaam (= 
qa’an). See Simon de Saint-Quentin, Histoire 
de Tartares, ed. J. Richard (Paris, 1965), pp.90, 
92, 94; P. Pelliot, Les Mongols et la Papauté (rep. 
in one vol., by the Persian authors and on his 
coins (see Weiers, loc. cit.), he is also desig-
nated as qaγan in the Mongolian inscription 
on the monument in his honour erected in 
1257 (i.e. two years before his death), and in 
the legend of the seal that he bestowed on 
the Nestorian Patriarchate. See N. Poppe in 
CAJ 6 (1951), 17–18; J.R. Hamilton in Journal 
Asiatique 260 (1972), p.160.

9 See Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo, II (Paris, 
1963), p.657. In Iran the name and title of the 
qa’an ruling in China disappears from coin-
age after Qubilai’s death and the conversion 
of the Il-Khans to Islam (1295); and in the 
Persian tributary documents of the early 
Ming even the Chinese emperor is addressed 
as xān. See B. Spuler in The Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, New Ed., III (Leiden–London, 1971), 
p.1121b; Schurmann, op. cit., p.315, n.11.

10 The date for the beginning of this practice 
is uncertain, but it must be placed between 
1260 and 1271, as the title qā’ān is not used 
for Činggis by Jǔvainī, but it occurs already 
in Grigor of Akner’s History of the Nations 
of the Archers. See F.W. Cleaves in HJAS 12 
(1949), pp.418–19. Thereafter, the title 
appears in Sino-Mongolian inscriptions 

† Professor de Rachewiltz made the following written addition in his offprint at this 
   point: Cf. F.W. Cleaves in HJAS 46 (1986), 191, n.4. 
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in the Sino-Mongolian inscription of 1362, where it occurs followed almost 
immediately by the expression delekei-yin eǰen ‘lord of [all] the earth’, which 
matches our dalai-in qan.29 The corresponding text of the preamble in Turkish 
presents also the same double genitive construction of the Mongol text of the 
seal and must be interpreted in the same way as the latter, i.e. ‘ruler of the 
whole Great Nation (= the Great [Mongol] Nation) and of the whole world’ (kü 
uluγ ulusnuŋ talluïnuŋ ƛan).30

With regard to the term dalai (= Tu. talui), I cannot accept P.D. Buell’s 
interpretation of it as meaning here the qan’s ‘estate’.31 The special meaning 
of dalai, as the ‘imperial patrimony’, which developed later in Central and 
Western Asia, is definitely excluded in my view because of the overwhelming 
evidence from Mongol, Persian and Chinese sources to the effect that in the 
expression dalai-in qan with which we are concerned, dalai can only mean ‘all 
that is found in the land within the sea(s)’, hence ‘the whole world’.32 This is 
confirmed also by the corresponding imperial titles in the Persian sources 
discussed by V. Minorsky33 and on contemporary coins, such as pādšāh-i ǰahān 
‘sovereign of the world’ and xān-i ‘alam ‘ruler of the world’. The ruler in ques-
tion, Güyüg, is designated in his coins with these titles, as well as with that of 
qā’ān discussed earlier.34

From the above it appears, then, that a Mongol sovereign like Güyüg and 
Möngke bore the title of ‘emperor’ (qa’an) becuase he was the formally elected 
and consecrated successor of Činggis, hence the legitimate inheritor of the 
highest dignity in the empire which, since Ögödei, pertained to the qa’an. 
He was, at the same time, designated as ‘ruler of the Great Mongol Nation’ 
(yeke Mongγol ulus-un qan) and ‘ruler of the world’ (dalai-in qan), i.e. ruler of 
the Mongols (senu lato) and of the world at large — the whole world belong-
ing by divine right to the Great Mongol Nation.35 Thus, the term qan found 
in the legend of Güyüg’s seal is not the imperial title borne by Güyüg, which 
as we have seen was qa’an, but a term (see above, B 2[b]) occurring in, and 
an integral part of, the standard designations or appellations of all Mongol 
emperors. It follows, then, that from the point of view of the legend alone, 
the ‘seal of Güyüg’ could have been the one belonging to Ögödei or even to 
Činggis-qan, and doubts concerning the origin of this seal have, indeed, been 
expressed by Kotwicz, although on different grounds.36

in Uighur-Mongol script, in the ’Phags-pa 
inscriptions — albeit irregularly (see below) 
— in the SH (see also below), and in the later 
Mongol sources, such as the seventeenth 
century chronicles and inscriptions. Rašid 
al-Din, like Jǔvainī, uses xān throughout 
for Činggis, but both xān and qā’ān for his 
ancestors. A comparison of all the MSS of his 
work is, however, necessary to throw light 
on the peculiarity of his usage of qā’ān. See, 
provisionally, Doerfer, op. cit., pp.150–53. 
Since posthumous titles were conferred on 
Činggis’ father Yisügei (or Yesügei) in 1266, 
it is possible that the extension of the title 
qa’an to Čingis originated about that time. 
See Pelliot et Hambis, op. cit., p.2.

11 See F.W. Cleaves in HJAS 17 (1954), pp.43 
[4–166a7], 85.

12 See, for example, the references in N. 
Poppe, The Mongolian Monuments in ḥP‘ags-pa 
Script, 2nd ed., trans. and ed. by J.R. Kreuger 
(Wiesbaden, 1957), p.128b.

13 See Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo, I, pp.89, 336; 
idem, Notes sur l’historie de la Horde d’Or, pp.19, 
160; B. Spuler, Die Mongolen in Iran, 2nd ed. 
(Berlin, 1995), pp.265–76; idem, Die Golden 
Horde. Die Mongolen in Russland 1223–1502 
(Leipzig, 1943), pp.257–62; The Cambridge 
History of Iran, Vol.5: The Saljuq and Mongol 
Periods, ed. by J.A. Boyle (Cambridge, 1968), 
p.345, n.4; A. Mostaert et F.W. Cleaves in HJAS 
15 (1952): 454. Cf A.G. Galstyan, Armyanskie 
istočniki o mongolakh (Moscow, 1962), p.26 et 
passim. See also above, n.5.

14 Schurmann, op. cit., p.316, n.11; Poppe, op. 
cit., p.129a.

15 See Yüan-ch’ao pi-shih (Ssu-pu ts’ung-k’an ed.) 
S.2, 52a. For the reading qan in place of qahan, 
see my discussion further on. On qahan ~  
qa’an, see F.W. Cleaves in HJAS 12 (1949),  
107n.64; A. Mostaert, ibid. 13 (1950), p.347, n.58.

16 The legend in Uighur-Mongol script is repro-
duced as Figure 1, from Pelliot, Les Mongols 
et la Papauté, Pl. II (opposite p.22), but with 
some modifications. These are: 1) the filling 
in of the damaged areas of the border of the 
seal, and 2) the addition of the small circle at 
the end of line 6. This will give a better idea 
of how the original seal impression looked 
like. For the question of the final circle, cor-
responding of course to a dot or punctuation 
mark, see I. de Rachewiltz, ‘Some Remarks 
on the Stele of Yisüngge,’ in W. Heissig a.o. 
(eds), Tractata Altaica: Denis Sinor, sexagenario 
optime de rebus altaicis merito dedicato (Wies-
baden, 1976), pp.503–504, n.39.

17 Les Mongols et la Papauté, p.22. Cf. L. Ligeti’s 
rendering ‘A nagy mongol birodalom 
tengerkánjanák parancsa’ (lit. ‘Order of the 
ocean-khan of the great Mongol empire’), in 
A mongolok titkos története (Budapest, 1962), 
p.242, n.41; and K. Sagaster’s rendering ‘des 
ozeangleichen Khans des groẞen mongolis-
chen Voles Siegel,’ in CAJ 17 (1973), p. 240.

Figure 1

See note 16
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18 HJAS 15 (1952), pp.494–495. Cf. Chin-fu 
Hung, ibid. 41 (1981), p.609.

19 Rocznik Orientalistyczny 2 (1919–24), p.278.

20 Cf. Kotwicz’s rendering (loc. cit.) ‘entier (uni-
versel) grand empire’. Pelliot’s rendering is 
‘grand peuple tout entier’. See Les Mongols 
et la Papauté, p.22. See also below, n.30. The 
words kür uluγ ulus are of course not the 
exact counterpart of the Mongolian, as this 
would be uluγ Mongol ulus. This expression 
is actually found on a coin struck in Tiflis in 
A.H. 644 (A.D. 1244–45). See Sir G. Clauson, 
An Etmymological Dictionary of Pre-Thirteenth  
Century Turkish (Oxford, 1972), p.153a, s.v. 
‘uluş’. However, they constitute an inter-
pretation, or close approximation, of the  
Mongolian expression. Cf. M.A. Seïfed-
dini, Monetnoe delo i denežnoe obraščenie 
v Azerbaïdžane XII–XV vv., I (Baku, 1978), 
pp.159–64.

21 See, for example, line 2 of the so-called 
‘Stone of Chingis’, and SH §272. Cf. I. de 
Rachewiltz, op. cit., p.487, where my render-
ing ‘the empire of all the Mongols’ should 
now read ‘the entire Mongol Nation’.

22 See SH §202, and A. Mostaert, Le matériel 
mongol du Houa i i iu de Houng-ou (1389), I. éd. 
par I. de Rachewiltz avec l’assistance de A. 
Schönbaum (Bruxelles, 1977), p.9 (3v, 5).

23 Such as the Čaγan teüke or White History. See 
K. Sagaster, Die Weiẞ̌e Geschichte. Eine mongol-
ische Quelle zur Lehre von den Beiden Ordnungen 
Religion and Staat in Tibet und der Mongolei 
(Wiesbaden, 1976), pp.162, 389–90.

24 Mostaert et Cleaves, op. cit., pp.486–91.

25 Ibid., p.488.

26 See N.C. Munkuev in Tataro-Mongoly v Azii i 
Evrope, 2nd ed. (Moscow, 1977), pp.379–82. 
Cf. also his Mėn-da bėï-lu (‘Polnoe opisanie mon-
golo-tatar’) (Moscow, 1975), pp.123–24, n.93. 
Geley’s perceptive remarks have appeared 
in Études mongoles 10 (1979), pp.61–62, 65ff. 
Basically, I agree with the conclusions of both 
authors.

27 Cf. Pelliot’s rendering ‘du khan océanique du 
peuple des grands Mongols’ (my emphasis).

28 See, for example, SH §151: Uyiqud-un 
Tangqud-un balaqat; ibid.§§152, 177: Ui’ud-un 
Tang’ud-un qaǰar-iyar; ibid. §228: qadanadus 
ǰa’ud-un harbad-un noyad-ača; and lines 22–23 
of Arγun’s letter to Pope Nicholas IV (1290): 
möngke tngri-yin Misiq-a-yin nom. ǰrlγ. See A. 
Mostaert et F.W. Cleaves, op. cit., pp.450–51. 

29 See F.W. Cleaves in HJAS 12 (1949), pp.6[2] 
and 83[3]. Cf. also ibid. 14 (1951), pp.66b, and 
15 (1952), 78a. Cf. also the expression talayi-
yin ėǰen ulusun qa˙an in the ‘Phags-pa text of 
the Chü-yung kuan inscriptions, rendered 
by Pelliot as ‘master of the ocean, Emperor 
of the Nation’ (Notes on Marco Polo, I, p.301; 
cf. Les Mongols et la Papauté, p.121, n.3). Cf. 
Poppe, The Mongolian Monuments, pp.63(9), 
64(9), 66.

The above covers, I think, the main points. I should mention, however, 
that as with almost all Mongol institutions and practices, there is also a cer-
tain inconsistency in the actual usage of the terms qan and qa’an. This is par-
ticularly evident in the ’Phags-pa inscriptions, where ‘Jǐŋgis qan’ alternates 
with ‘Jǐŋgis qa˙an’ (qān in Ligeti’s transcription).37 In the Sino-Mongolian 
inscriptions in Uighur-Mongol script studied by Cleaves we observe the same 
phenomenon.38 In my opinion, the reason for this inconsistency is that, in the 
case of Činggis-qan, after he was retrospectively conferred the title qaγan, 
both forms existed side by side. In written language and the administration, 
the Mongols relied heavily on people of different countries, background and 
culture, and had no means of effectively and strictly enforcing uniformity of 
style and usage, since most of the Mongol officials lacked competence in such 
matters. This largely accounts for our own misunderstanding of their prac-
tices, as exemplified in the case of qan and qa’an. The inconsistent use of these 
two terms in the SH has been mainly responsible for past incorrect analyses, 
such as that by L. Krader. It is now well established that the text of the SH 
underwent editorial changes that were responsible, among other things, for 
the title of qan (as distinguished from the other meanings of the word) borne 
by members of the Mongol ruling clan being substituted with that of qa’an 
(~qahan). However, lack of accuracy and consistency on the part of editors and 
copyists was responsible also for (1) cases where qan was retained where it 
should have been changed to qa’an, 39  and (2) changing qan into qa’an in cases 
where the change was not warranted.40 Similar inconsistences are also found 
in the Persian sources (where they may be attributable in some cases to copy-
ists, in others to the sources used by the author), in Uighur documents of the 
Mongol period,41 and elsewhere. The misinterpretation of the role of the word 
qan in the legend of Güyüg’s seal has unfortunately further clouded the issue.

Another problem related to qan and qa’an which deserves full re-exami-
nation is the influence Chinese, Turkish and Nestorian political and religious 
elements in early Mongol statecraft, but the problem is too complex to be 
discussed here.42

Figure 2

See note 30
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30 For the text and transcription of the preamble, see Fig. 2 and Pelliot, op. cit., pp.15, 22. Pelliot’s 
rendering (ibid., pp.16, 22) ‘[nous] le khan océanique du grand peuple tout entier’ is not correct. 
Equally faulty, therefore, are those citations or translations of the preamble by authors (like G. 
Soranzo, A. Van den Wyngaert, F. Risch, E. Voegelin, N.P. Šastina, B. Spuler, J.A. Boyle, J.J. Saun-
ders, etc.) who followed Pelliot’s interpretation. A notable exception is Doerfer (op. cit, no.1672, 
p.634), who rendered it as follows: ‘Chan des machtvollen groẞ̌en (Mongolen-) Staates und des 
Weltkreises’. Cf. also his remark (loc. cit.) that ‘das ist in etwa eine Übersetzung des mo. Siegels’.

31 Buell’s translation of the words yeke Mongγol ulus-un dalai-in qan is ‘qan of the dalay of the Great 
Mongol Patrimony’. See his Tribe, Qan and Ulus in Early Mongol China: Some Prolegomena to Yüan 
History (PhD diss., University of Washington, 1977; Univ Microfilms International, Ann Arbor, 
1981), p.250, n.129. This is untenable also on the ground that in such a rendering both dalai and 
ulus are taken as meaning the qan’s ‘patrimony’ or ‘estate’; see ibid., p.36, where yeke dalai is 
rendered as ‘great estate’. Therefore, according to Buell’s translation, the actual meaning of the 
above-mentioned sentence would be ‘qan of the estate of the Great Mongol Patrimony’.

32 See Mostaert et Cleaves, op. cit., pp.491–92; Pelliot, op. cit., pp.23–24, and Notes on Marco Polo, I, 
pp.301–302; V. Minorsky’s remarks in W. Barthold, Turkestan Down to the Mongol Invasion, 4th ed. 
(London, 1977), p.516, n.225; Poppe, The Mongolian Monuments, pp.66 (3rd para.), p.110, n.113; H.F. 
Schurmann in HJAS 19 (1956), p.330; and Doerfer, op. cit., I (Wiesbaden, 1963), no.196.

33 In Iranica. Twenty Articles, University of Teheran, Vol.775 (1964), p.65.

34 See above, n.8. As I explained there, a reproduction of the coin bearing the legend ‘Gūyūg qā’ān’ 
is not available to me at present; however, thanks to Prof. Weiers of Bonn I have obtained a pho-
tograph, reproduced in Fig. 3, of Güyüg’s coin from Sayyid Jǎmāl Turābì Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s Catalogue 
of Mongol coins from Iran (see Weiers, op. cit., p.42, n.2). The full text of the legend is: 1 Guyūk 2 
pādišāh[-i] 3 ǰahān xān[-i] 4 ‘ālam. See ibid., p.43. For pād(i)šāh =qan, see Schurmann, op. cit., p.315, 
n.11, and Ligeti in Acta Orientalia Hung 14 (1962), p.40, n.57. As is known, neither John of Pian di 
Carpine nor William of Rubruck distinguishes between qan and qān, and in their reports they use 
chan (~ kan, can, cham) throughout, whereas Marco Polo seems to make a distinction between 
the two. See Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo, I, p.302. In the case of Pian di Carpine and Rubruck, 
their ‘chan’ obviously corresponds to both qan and qān (= qa’an); however, this problem deserves 
further study. For additional references to coins minted under Ögödei and Güyüg containing 
the title qa’an, see ibid., pp.155–56, 158, 165–66; E.A. Pakhomov, Monety Gruzī (Tbilisi, 1970), p.119.

35 On the Mongol ‘doctrine’ of world domination, see I. de Rachewiltz in Papers on Far Eastern His-
tory 7 (March 1973), pp.21–36.

36 See Kotwicz, op. cit., p.278, n.1.

37 See L. Ligeti, Monuments en écriture ‘phags-pa. Pièces de chancellerie en transcription chinoise. Indices 
verborum linguae Mongolicae monumentis traditorum, III (Budapest, 1973), pp.55–56.
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Figure 3

See note 34


