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The Northern Qi tomb of Xu Xianxiu in Taiyuan, 
dating to 571 CE, is remarkable for its unusually 

well-preserved tomb murals, depicting the deceased 
and his wife along with over 200 attendants of various 
kinds. It is a rich resource for the study of a period 
during which categories of “indigenous” and “for-

the Northern Qi, the preceding two centuries of con-
quest and trade gave rise to a cosmopolitan culture 

better known cosmopolitanism of the Tang. The va-
rieties of dress shown in the tomb’s murals illustrate 
the lively interactions between Chinese and Silk Road 
cultures during the period, belying the old stereotype 

tomb illustrate a complex transition by which certain 
styles of dress, derived from Central Asian models, 
became entirely normalized and domesticated in 

China by the beginning of the Tang. They can help 
illuminate the process by which the foreign becomes 
familiar in a multicultural society.

The tomb

Xu Xianxiu’s tomb is located in an orchard near the 
village of Wangjiafeng, in the eastern part of Taiyuan 
City, the capital of Shanxi province [Figs. 1, 2]. It is 

-
turbed in modern times until December of 2000, when 
local residents noticed that tomb robbers had attempt-
ed to dig into the tomb, and alerted the archaeologi-
cal authorities. Salvage excavations and conservation 
work took place over the next two years, concluding 
in October of 2002 (Shanxi kaogu 2003).
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The tomb consists of a single, large, chamber about 
6.5 m square, constructed of grey bricks, with a 
four-sided vaulted ceiling. The chamber is located di-
rectly under the tumulus, with a short, barrel-vaulted 

dug directly into the earth [Fig. 3]. The tomb passage 
begins at ground level at its southern end, extending 
northward and sloping down to the level of the tomb 
entrance. The entrance was sealed with a carved stone 
door and door frame.

(four in the main chamber and one in the entryway) 
suggests it was robbed at various times throughout 
its history, and relatively few grave goods survive. 
What remains are mostly objects whose value is large-

-
sels, and the carved-stone tomb epitaph. A plain silver 
ring, and a more ornate gold ring with a blue intaglio 
gem, were overlooked by robbers in the rubble, and 
are nearly the only objects of precious metal found 
during the dig.

as one Xu Xianxiu ( ), who died in 571  CE at the 
-

cials who served the Northern Wei. As a young man, 
he became a follower of the Northern Wei general Er-
zhu Rong ( ), and then of Erzhu’s own general 
Gao Huan ( ), who became father and grandfather 
of the emperors of the Northern Qi dynasty (550–577). 
Under the Northern Qi, Xu served in a series of im-
portant military and civil positions, culminating in his 
enfeoffment as Prince of Wu’an ( ) under the 
reign of Emperor Wucheng ( ), and later pro-
motion under Houzhu ( ) to Defender-in-Chief 
( ), the head of the imperial armies (Taiyuan wen-
wu 2005, n.p.). In other words, Xu was an important 

elaboration of his tomb were commensurate with his 
rank and position.

Despite its past depredations, the tomb immediately 
became the focus of intense interest for its unusual-
ly well-preserved mural paintings. Both side walls of 
the sloping tomb passage and the barrel-vaulted en-
try, and all four walls of the tomb chamber, are cov-

at or nearly life size. The area covered is more than 

painted on a skim coat of white plaster applied direct-
ly to the earthen walls. Within the brick structure of 
the tomb chamber and entryway, a thicker layer of 
plaster has been applied over the bricks to create a 
smooth surface for the murals. Other than one miss-
ing section on the south wall of the tomb chamber, the 
murals in Xu Xianxiu’s tomb are essentially intact, and 
provide a rich visual reference for their time.

The murals

This tomb displays a decorative scheme which Zheng 
Yan has characterized as the “Yecheng model” (

) (Zheng 2002, pp. 181ff). The Yecheng model is 
found in aristocratic tombs of Northern Qi date found 
in the region of the Northern Qi capital, Yecheng (now 
Linzhang county in southern Hebei province). Tombs 
of this type are also found in and around the city of 
Jinyang (now Taiyuan), the Northern Qi’s secondary 
capital. Yecheng-type tombs are simple in layout, like 
Xu Xianxiu’s tomb, comprising a single main tomb 
chamber with entrance and tomb passage. They are 
furnished with extensive and elaborate mural paint-
ings in a distinctively Northern Qi style, painted us-
ing an iron-wire outline in black on a white plaster 

eight or more such tombs which have been excavat-
ed,1 Xu’s is by far the best preserved. 

The decorative program of Xu Xianxiu’s tomb (Tai-
yuan wenwu 2005) begins at ground level, at the en-
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trance to the tomb passage, and culminates on the rear 
wall of the main chamber. Walking down the sloping 

-
ral paintings [Fig. 4]. Those at ground level are frag-
mentary, but seem to represent a pair of supernatural 

-
ures, making up an honor guard of armed soldiers. 

sides of the upper part of the tomb passage, hold aloft 
standards with streaming banners, and some bear 
long conical trumpets over their shoulders. In other 

actually being played, as if to provide a martial fanfare 
(see Cheng 2003, p. 441). The second group, nearer to 
the tomb entrance, bear no banners or trumpets, but 
lead two war horses, saddled and bridled, on either 

in three-quarter view, and all face outward, as if they 
are keeping watch for threats that might come from 
the outside world. The visitor passes between their 
ranks like a supplicant. 

of the barrel-vaulted entryway. The visitor emerges 
through an arched doorway into the main tomb cham-
ber, a high-vaulted, square room. On the near wall, the 
mural paintings have fallen away to the right (east) of 
the entrance, but the remaining mural on the left side 
allows us to imagine the missing material with some 

-
ers who carry banners on long pikes and face the door-
way on both sides. Above the doorway are two more 
supernatural guardians, descending from above.

The procession of standard-bearers continues 
around the corners of the chamber and onto both side 
walls [Fig. 5]. The east wall is dominated by a large 
and very ornate ox-cart, surrounded by grooms and 
attendants [Fig. 6, next page]. The attendants who fol-
low behind the cart, supporting its canopy or holding 
fans or other objects, are clearly female. In the corre-
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sponding position on the west wall is a riderless horse 
[Fig. 7], saddled and caparisoned with a rich sad-
dle-cloth. The horse is followed by male attendants, 
who bear a large canopy, a huge fan of the deer-tail 
( ) type, long pikes and other weapons, and vari-
ous items of gear. 

the way into the tomb have faced outward, as if to 
guard against unwelcome intrusion. Within the tomb, 
the ox-cart and horse also face outward, suggesting 
the possibility of movement toward the tomb entrance 

chamber face inward, in a composition centered on 
the portraits of Xu Xianxiu and his wife, whom the 
viewer approaches face to face [Fig. 8; Color Plate I]. 
They sit on an elevated platform couch ( ) under a 
high, square canopy, which has been drawn back 
on either side with ribbonlike ties. A folding screen 
stands behind them. Xu himself sits on the proper left 
(the viewer’s right) and his wife is at his right hand. 
Between them are numerous dishes and platters piled 
high with food. Each holds a drinking cup in the right 
hand. 

-
vants and musicians. On their immediate left and right 

are a pair of female servants bearing trays of drinking 
cups. To the viewer’s right, nearest Xu Xianxiu himself, 
the attendants are all men, including two  (lute) 

bearing objects including a furled umbrella-like can-
opy. To the viewer’s left, nearest Xu’s wife, the atten-
dants are all women, and include musicians playing 
a , a  (mouth organ), and a  (harp). 
Others carry a second canopy and a large round feath-

The murals on the vaulted ceiling are damaged and 
faded, but details of constellations can be made out 
here and there, and the overall design probably repre-
sented the heavens. It is not unusual for mural-paint-
ed tombs of the sixth century to have cosmological 
designs painted on the ceilings, including constella-
tions, the Milky Way, zodiac animals, supernatural 
creatures, and so on. Examples include the late North-
ern Wei tomb of Yuan Yi near Luoyang, with a rela-
tively well-preserved star map (Wu 2010, p. 51), or the 
Northern Qi tomb of [X] Daogui2 near Ji’nan, in which 
the portrait of the deceased, on the north wall, sits be-

and moon (Zheng 2002, p. 126). 

The directionality of this pictorial programme is 
common to many mural-painted tombs of the sixth 
century, including those that conform to the “Ye-
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cheng model,” as well as later tombs of the same basic 
type (with arched brick chambers and long, sloping 

(Wu 2010, pp. 213–17). The use of pictorial decoration 
to give meaning and direction to the spaces of a tomb 
goes back at least to the Han dynasty, when massed 
chariots and processions of immortal creatures sug-
gested the movement of the deceased through the 
spaces of the tomb or out into the world. The same 
tension seen in Han tombs, between the tomb as the 
home of the deceased and the idea of a journey from 
the tomb into the afterlife (Wu 1997, pp. 86–88), is vis-
ible in the murals of Xu’s tomb. Xu and his wife sit 
in state, attended by servants and guarded by armed 
men, and provided with everything they need for en-

and costly oxcart wait, together with an armed escort, 
supernatural guardians, and traveling gear, to carry 
them into another existence.

The orientation of the tomb ensures that the portraits 
of the deceased occupy a position which had both cos-

are located at the north end of the tomb, facing south. 
In the old geomantic tradition based on principles of 

 and , the south-facing position is a position of 
power and authority. The ruler in his palace is said to 
sit in the north and face south, which was often liter-

early texts the phrase “to face south” ( ) is used as 
a synonym for “to rule.”3 The placement of Xu’s por-
trait at the north end of the tomb puts the viewer in 
the position of a supplicant, approaching a person of 
superior rank. 

The relative positions of Xu and his wife are also 
governed by concepts of  and ; from their per-
spective, Xu sits on the left and his wife, on the right. 
Traditionally, the left hand is the position of greater 

apparently related to yin-yang cosmology (Wong 
2003, p. 96). The same distinction is easily applied to 
gender, not only because men were considered supe-
rior to women, but also because  is understood as 
a masculine force, and  a feminine one; this makes 
it natural for Xu to sit on the left and his wife on the 
right. 

That said, this gendering of space breaks down in 
the position of the riderless horse on the west wall, 
and the ox-cart on the east wall. Their presence in 
the tomb is not remarkable: they represent a means 
of transport for the deceased on the journey into the 
afterlife. The theme of the journey of the soul is an 
old one in Chinese tombs, and well established by 

this date (Cheng 2011, p. 79; Wu 2010, pp 192ff). Be-
yond this, the lavishness of both vehicles is also a sign 
of the status of the deceased. In this case, the richly 
bedecked stallion surrounded by male attendants is 
clearly Xu Xianxiu’s own mount, while the elaborate 
enclosed ox-cart, followed by female attendants, obvi-
ously belongs to Xu’s wife. One might expect the ox-

Xu’s wife, but for reasons that remain unclear, their 
positions are reversed.

Dress, textiles, and Silk Road trade

Because of the remarkable state of preservation of 
the murals in Xu Xianxiu’s tomb, it offers a trove of 
evidence for investigating any number of questions 
about the Northern Qi. It is a particularly rich source 
of evidence for modes of contemporary dress and 
personal adornment. The amount of attention the 
muralists have given to details of dress and textiles 
in general, especially in the tomb chamber, suggests 
that the details were important. Clearly, the way peo-
ple dressed was not a trivial detail in this context, but 
rather served as an important visual signal of identity. 

other than those of Xu and his wife necessarily repre-
sent actual living members of Xu’s household. Just as 
the terra-cotta warriors in the tomb of the First Em-
peror of the Qin dynasty are unlikely to be portraits of 
actual soldiers of the Qin army (Kesner 1995), the ser-
vants and attendants and soldiers who surround Xu 
and his wife are probably not portraits of the people 
who attended them in life. Rather, they are types: the 
soldier, the groom, the lady-in-waiting. The clothing 
they wear may not tell us exactly how servants in the 
Xu household actually dressed, but it can tell us much 

each of these different roles. 

his wife, even though these are portraits. It is conceiv-
able that they were indeed painted wearing articles of 
clothing that they owned in life. But it is just as likely 
that the portraits represent idealized forms of dress 
considered appropriate to their station in life — or 
even to a higher station they hoped to occupy after 
death. Is what we see here everyday dress for people 
of their social standing? Is it formal court attire? Is it 
particular to a special occasion of some sort? Might it 
be somewhat better than the dress they actually wore 
in life? No textiles remain among the looted tomb 
goods to help answer these questions. But the repre-
sentation of dress and textiles in the tomb murals still 
has a great deal to tell us, even though it cannot be 
perfectly correlated with actual sartorial practice.
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With this in mind, the most striking thing about 
the styles of dress represented in Xu Xianxiu’s tomb 
murals is how many of them are derived from Cen-
tral Asian or nomadic designs. The soldiers, grooms, 
and other male attendants, for example, all dress in 
the same basic attire: a long tunic or kaftan falling to 
below the knee, with a V-neck and what appears to 
be a wrap closure, in which the left-hand front panel 
laps over the right panel. The narrow-sleeved tunic, 
which comes in a range of solid colors, is worn over 
a round-collared undergarment of a light color. Each 
man wears a contrasting belt that sits low on the hips, 
sometimes decorated with studs, from which a scab-
bard or a purse may be suspended. Each also wears 
high black or brown boots. The men wear a variety 
of practical headgear, from simple cloth kerchiefs not 
unlike the later Tang  ( ), to larger turban-like 
hats, to small round or pointed caps with a neck-cloth 
hanging down behind. These doubtless indicate dis-
tinctions of rank or function which would have been 
legible to a contemporary viewer.

All of these details of dress can also be seen repre-
sented in other contemporary artworks, including 

found on Buddhist monuments; for a few comparative 
examples, see Figs. 9, 10, 11. That said, from tomb to 
tomb and from monument to monument (and some-

-
tions in how garments and accessories are combined. 
This diversity of detail makes it impossible to produce 
a clear typological reading of sixth-century dress: we 
can’t reliably tell soldiers from house servants from 
traveling merchants, based solely on what they are 
wearing. There were doubtless forms of dress consid-
ered appropriate to soldiers and to servants and so on, 
but there was also, clearly, considerable room for vari-

economic constraints, personal preferences (perhaps 

Xianxiu’s particular household livery), or any number 

The basic form of dress we see here — long, belt-
ed tunic, boots, and presumably trousers underneath 
(which are more visible in other representations of 
this dress) — is clearly derived from similar attire 

after the founding of the Northern Wei dynasty. The 
Northern Wei was founded by the Xianbei, an ethnic 
confederation with its roots in what is now China’s 
far northeast. Xianbei dress, as we see it represent-
ed during the early years of their rule over northern 
China, consisted of this long tunic over trousers and 
boots for men, and long skirts for women. This is by 
contrast to forms of male and female dress derived 
from Han-period prototypes, 
consisting of a long wrap robe 
closed with a sash, with loose, 
voluminous sleeves. (For more 
detailed discussion, see Dien 
2007, pp. 317–19.)

The Xianbei were still rec-
ognized as a distinct ethnic 
group during the Northern Qi, 
and the ruling Gao family had 
strong Xianbei ties, but by the 
founding of the Northern Qi in 
550, the Xianbei had been liv-
ing in China proper, and inter-
marrying with local families, 
for well over 150 years. After 
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so long, distinctions such as “Xianbei” and “Han” 

Dien 2007, p. 427). Similarly, by the late sixth centu-
ry, it is clear that what we might call “Xianbei-type 
dress” and “Chinese-type dress” coexisted in China, 
and that they were in the process of acquiring other 
meanings besides the strictly ethnic. Eventually, by 
the early Tang dynasty, the Xianbei-type combination 
of belted tunic and boots that we see here becomes a 
form of standard Chinese men’s dress, even as it also 
continues to be worn by Central Asians outside of 
China. Chinese-type robes continue to be worn by cer-

Chinese-type garments remain much more common 
in women’s dress than in men’s (for a fuller version 
of this argument, see Lingley 2010). Women’s dress 
is also more variable in design, beginning in the late 
sixth century, than men’s dress, and more subject to 
short-term shifts in fashion. 

Xu Xianxiu himself is dressed in attire that differs 
little from that of his male attendants and soldiers, 

is wearing a similar long tunic in an auspicious red 
color, with a black belt. His cross-legged pose and 
one dangling sleeve obscure his feet, but likely the en-
semble included trousers and boots like all the others. 
His headgear is a winged gauze cap which elsewhere 

most striking detail of Xu’s attire, and one which has 
not been seen in other tombs of the period, is the re-
markable fur coat he wears over his shoulders. It is 
made of the white winter pelts of ermine, with their 
black tail tips; it has a collar and shoulder pieces of 
contrasting dark gray fur, and a dark cloth lining. 

Although the coat clearly has sleeves, Xu is not us-
ing them, but rather wearing the coat thrown over 
his shoulders like a cloak. Seen regularly in other 
sixth-century art, this seems to be a Central Asian 

BCE, in reliefs at Persepolis depicting Median ambas-
sadors to the Persian court. The same style survived 
into the modern day in coats worn by Eurasian shep-
herds, such as the Hungarian  (Gervers-Molnár 
1973). 

As for the material of the coat, ermine was certain-
ly among the furs hunted and traded by Siberian and 
Central Asian nomads from the Iron Age onward: 
samples of ermine are found in garments from the 
Pazyryk tombs, dated to the 4th–3rd centuries BCE 
(Rudenko 1970, p. 200; also pp. 59, 85, 86, 97). Exten-

Mountains, long a region of fur export, suggest an 
ongoing trade relationship which probably included 
ermine pelts. Later records indicate that ermine was 
traded between Russia and China in the late imperial 
period: a 1668 caravan to Beijing carried 3574 ermine 
pelts (Lim 2013, p. 31). Although we have no records 
to explain the symbolic status of ermine in medieval 
China, we do know that a fur coat was itself a sign of 
high status (Zheng 2003, p. 60). The small size of the 
ermine (a kind of weasel) and the number of pelts re-
quired to make a full-size coat suggest that this must 
have been a valued luxury garment. 

The ladies-in-waiting that attend on Xu Xianxiu’s 
wife also wear a form of dress that is based more close-
ly on Xianbei or other Central Asian prototypes than 
it is on the Han wrap robe. The dress they wear seems 
to be particular to the Northern Qi and perhaps also 
to the Shanxi region, as it is also seen in the Shuozhou 
tomb mentioned in note 1. These attendants wear a 
round-necked under-dress that falls to mid-calf. Over 
this is worn a shorter, plain coat of a different fabric, 
that falls to about knee level. In a few cases the atten-
dants seem to have added a belt over both the un-
der-dress and the coat, and then shrugged out of the 
coat’s sleeves, leaving the upper part of the garment to 
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dangle behind; this seems to be what the female musi-
cians have done, among others. Perhaps this allowed 
for more freedom of movement.  

For the most part, all the women in the tomb have 
the same basic hairstyle, an asymmetrical bun which 

) by archaeologists. Again, this is also seen in the 
Shuozhou tomb. The hair is drawn up sleekly and 
tightly away from the face and the bun sits atop the 
crown of the head. There are only two exceptions, 
among the attendants following the ox-cart on the east 
wall. Two women show a hairstyle in which curly hair 
is worn low over the ears and pulled up loosely in the 
back. 

The female attendants in this tomb are especial-
ly striking for the variety of textile patterns that can 
be observed on their garments. These include sev-
eral variations on the pearl-roundel brocade pattern 
characteristic of prized Persian and Sogdian silks in 
the early medieval period. (For more on pearl-roun-
del textiles in medieval China, see Kuhn 2012, pp. 

the deceased both wear red under-dresses with white 
pearl-roundel patterns, one showing confronted ani-
mals within the roundel, and one an abstract vegetal 
design. More unusual is the pattern seen on one of the 
female attendants who follow the ox-cart. She wears 
a white under-dress with a vermilion pearl-roundel 
pattern. Within each roundel is the head of a bodhisat-
tva, recognizable from contemporary Buddhist art. A 
similar pattern is seen on the border of the uppermost 
of two saddle-cloths worn by Xu Xianxiu’s horse. 

Rong Xinjiang points out that among the motifs 
found within the pearl roundel on textiles of this 

in his chariot or mythical hybrid creatures that come 
from an Iranian religious context (Rong 2003, p. 66). 
Although Buddhism was not unknown in Persia and 
Sogdiana at this time, it was a minority religion at 
best, except among Sogdians living in China (Mar-
shak 2002, p. 20). Rong notes that a few examples of 

-
-

yan in present-day Afghanistan, but the only example 
known from regions nearer China was found by Au-
rel Stein at the site of Shorchuk (Ming-oi) in what is 
now Xinjiang province [Fig. 12]. It is a stucco plaque 
showing a bodhisattva’s head within a pearl roundel 
(Rong 2003, p. 67). The pearl-roundel textiles seen in 
Xu Xianxiu’s tomb are unusual, but can be explained 
as an adaptation of an imported motif to a local cul-
ture with a strong tradition of Buddhism. No actual 
textiles with this bodhisattva pattern have so far been 

-

cept in protected or highly arid conditions.

-
equivocally derived from Han prototypes is Xu Xian-
xiu’s wife. Seated beside her husband, she is dressed 
in a voluminous wrap-style red robe, with a wide 
band of white forming a collar that stands away from 
her body. A light gray under-dress with a plain round 

are attached with decorative white and red bands at 
shoulder level; they have wide white bands of yet 
another material at the wrist. The robe is belted just 
below her breasts, and a fall of contrasting material 
cascading downward suggests an additional garment 
or overskirt. The red material of the robe itself is plain, 
but there are at least three and maybe four different 
patterned brocades or embroideries in the neckband, 
sleeve bands, cuffs, and possibly the overskirt. This is 

The basic design of this robe is Chinese, though its 
details are altered from its Han prototypes (see Ling-
ley 2010). With its high waist and wide standing col-
lar, it can be seen in many images of women from 
the sixth century, although other examples are worn 
without an under-dress, exposing the wearer’s throat 
and decolletage. What is striking is how different her 
dress is from that of the other women in the tomb. 
Why might the lady of the household alone choose to 
dress in so markedly Chinese a fashion? A suggestive 
observation comes from the research of Judith Lerner, 
who has studied funerary materials belonging to Sog-
dians living in China in the sixth and seventh centu-
ries. She points out that Sogdian women’s dress was 
associated with dancing girls and other low-status 

-

Fig. 12. Stucco plaque with bodhisattva’s head in a pearl 
roundel, from Shorchuk. Collection of the British Museum. 

Photograph by Daniel Waugh.
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upper-class Sogdian women may have deliberately 
eschewed Sogdian dress to avoid these associations 
(Lerner 2005, p. 22 and n. 52). Xu Xianxiu was, so far 
as we can tell, of Chinese descent, though we know 
nothing about his wife; but regardless of her ethnic 
background, if Central Asian-style dress for women 
was associated with performers of humble status, it 
might explain why it is seen here on servants but not 
on their mistress.

-
nationalism and multiculturalism of the Northern Qi. 
While the basic layout of the tomb and its pictorial 
and conceptual themes are consistent with an indige-
nous tradition of decorated tombs that begins as early 
as the Han dynasty, the details of dress and material 

-
nese populations. We can identify various details as 
Chinese or non-Chinese, but this is less telling than 
considering the tomb as a whole, as an example of 

a multicultural society. As Albert Dien observes, Xu’s 
tomb suggests strategies of hybridity characteristic of 
life in sixth-century north China (Dien 2007, p. 427). 
If we think that Xu Xianxiu and his wife are both 
“dressed in their best” here, it is worth pointing out 
that his best included a rich Central Asian-style fur 

-
less of silk, adorned with several different decorative 
brocades and embroideries. And one of the few sur-
viving valuables from this tomb, the gold ring found 
among the looters’ rubble, was clearly made in west-
ern Asia, with its intaglio gemstone, granulated bezel, 
and double lion’s-head mount (Zhang and Chang 
2003).

The forms of dress seen in this tomb mark a transi-
tional period, in which styles which began as mark-
ers of ethnic difference acquire new meaning after a 
century or two of ongoing cultural interaction. The 
phenomenon is familiar in our own experience of liv-
ing in a globalizing world. U. S. readers over a certain 
age can doubtless remember when sushi was a new 
and exotic introduction to the North American palate. 
Now, although its Japanese origins have not been for-
gotten, sushi is a familiar part of the culinary scene in 
most cities. U. S. sushi menus routinely include local 
innovations like the California roll, whose existence 
speaks to the “domestication” of sushi. Similarly, Xu 
Xianxiu and his contemporaries were doubtless quite 
conscious of the cultural origins of the forms of dress 
represented here, and likely chose them deliberately 
for the meanings they conveyed. But it is unlikely that 
anyone depicted in these murals was understood to be 
dressing as a foreigner. 

This decoupling of dress from ethnic origin only 
continued into the Tang, when the men’s dress shown 
here became so normalized for Chinese men as to be 
near-universal in painting and sculpture of the time. 
Ethnic difference in Tang art is marked by differenc-
es of physiognomy, rather than differences of dress 
(Abramson 2003). We can already see the beginnings 

behind the ox’s rump on the east wall of the tomb. By 

is shown with wide, round eyes, a protuberant nose, 

cap, with curly hair protruding at the sides and back. 
-

cally marked as a foreigner, and it is his physiognomy 
rather than his dress which distinguishes him. 

Xu’s tomb was furnished to provide for his journey 
into the afterlife, and to ensure his rank and privilege 
would be recognized along the way. The signs of that 
privilege, including his entourage and guard compa-
ny, are made legible through the dress and person-

manifestation of Northern Qi cosmopolitanism, when 
the new ideas, people, and objects pouring into China 
along the Silk Road fed the growth of a vital, multi-
cultural society, decades before the founding of the 
cosmopolitan Tang.

About the author

Kate A. Lingley is Associate Professor of Art History 

focuses on Buddhist votive sculpture of the Northern 
and Southern Dynasties period, with a particular inter-
est in the social history of religious art in North China.  
Her recent articles in this area have been published 
in , , and . 
She is currently working on a book manuscript that 
examines the relationship between tomb portraits and 

E-mail: <lingley@hawaii.edu>.

References

Abramson 2003
Marc Samuel Abramson. “Deep Eyes and High Noses: 
Physiognomy and the Depiction of Barbarians in Tang Chi-
na.” In: Nicola Di Cosmo and Don J. Wyatt, eds., 

. New York: Routledge-Curzon, 2003: 119–59.

Cheng 2003
Bonnie Cheng. “Attending the Dead: Shifting Needs and 
Modes of Presentation in Sixth Century Tombs.” In: Wu 
Hung, ed., 



11

. Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 2003: 
425–69.

Cheng 2011
_______. “Functional and Nonfunctional Realism: Imagined 
Spaces for the Dead in Northern Dynasties China.” In: Re-
becca M. Brown and Deborah S. Hutton, eds., 

. New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2011: 70–96.

Dien 2007
Albert E. Dien.  New Haven: Yale 
Univ. Pr., 2007.

Gervers-Molnár 1973
Veronika Gervers-Molnár. 

. ROM History, Technology and Art 
monograph no. 1. Toronto: Royal Ontario Museum, 1973.

Kesner 1995
Ladislav Kesner. “Likeness of No-One: (Re)Presenting the 
First Emperor’s Army.”  77/1 (1995): 115–32.

Kuhn 2012
Dieter Kuhn, ed., . New Haven: Yale Univ. Pr. 
2012.

Lerner 2005
Judith A. Lerner. 

. Sino-Platon-
ic Papers 168. [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania], 
2005.

Lewis 2011
Mark David Lewis. 

. History of Imperial China book 2. Cam-
bridge, MA: Belknap Pr., 2011.

Lim 2013
Susanna Soojung Lim. 

 London: Routledge, 
2013.

Lingley 2010
Kate A. Lingley. “Naturalizing the Exotic: On the changing 
meanings of ethnic dress in medieval China.”  
38 (2010): 50–80.

Marshak 2002
Boris I. Marshak. “Central Asia from the Third to the Sev-
enth Century.” In: Annette L. Juliano and Judith A. Lerner, 
eds., . 
Silk Road Studies 7. Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2002: 11–
23.

Rong 2003
Rong Xinjiang . “Lue tan Xu Xianxiu mu bihua de 
pusa lianzhuwen”  [A brief 
discussion of the pearl-roundel bodhisattva pattern in the 
mural paintings of the Xu Xianxiu tomb].  2003 (10): 
66–68.

Rudenko 1970
Sergei Ivanovich Rudenko. 

 Translated and with a pref-
ace by M. W. Thompson. Berkeley: Univ. of California Pr., 
1970. (Originally published in Russian as 

. Moskva: Izd-vo. Akademii 
nauk SSSR, 1953.)

Shanxi kaogu 2003
Shanxi sheng kaogu yanjiusuo  and Tai-
yuan shi wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo  
“Taiyuan Bei Qi Xu Xianxiu mu fajue jianbao” 

 [Preliminary report on the excavation of the 
Northern Qi tomb of Xu Xianxiu in Taiyuan].  2003 
(10): 4–40.

Shanxi kaogu 2010
Shanxi sheng kaogu yanjiusuo , Shanxi 
bowuyuan , Shuozhou shi wenwu ju 

, and Chongfusi wenwu guanlisuo . 
“Shanxi Shuozhou Shuiquanliang Bei Qi bihua mu fajue 
jianbao” [Preliminary 
report on the excavation of the Northern Qi mural-painted 
tomb at Shuiquanliang in Shuozhou, Shanxi province]. 

 2010 (12): 26–42.

Sima 1993
Sima Qian  

 Translated by Burton Watson. Revised edition. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1993 (originally published 
1963) . 

Taiyuan wenwu 2005
Taiyuan shi wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo 

.   [The Northern Qi 
tomb of Xu Xianxiu]. Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 2005.

Wong 2003
Dorothy Wong, “Ethnicity and Identity: Northern nomads 
as Buddhist art patrons during the period of Northern and 
Southern dynasties.”  In: Nicola Di Cosmo and Don J. Wyatt, 
eds., 

 London; New York: Routledge-Cur-
zon, 2003: 80–118.

Wu 1997
Wu Hung, “Beyond the Great Boundary: Funerary Narra-
tive in the Cangshan Tomb.” In: John Hay, ed., 

. London: Reaktion Books, 1997: 81–104.

Wu 2010
Wu Hung. 

 Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Pr., 2010.

Zhang and Chang 2003
Zhang Qingjie and Chang Yimin . “Bei Qi 
Xu Xianxiu mu chutu de qian lan baoshi jin jiezhi”

 [A gold ring with a blue intaglio 
gem excavated from the Northern Qi tomb of Xu Xianxiu]. 

 2003 (10): 53–57.



12

Zhao 1999
Zhao Feng.  Hong Kong: ISAT/Costume 
Squad, 1999.

Zheng 2002
Zheng Yan .  

 [Study of mural-painted tombs of the Wei, 
Jin, Northern and Southern dynasties]. Beijing: Wenwu chu-
banshe, 2002.

Zheng 2003
Zheng Yan . “Bei Qi Xu Xianxiu mu muzhu huaxiang 
youguan wenti” [Ques-
tions relating to the portrait of the tomb occupant in the 
Northern Qi tomb of Xu Xianxiu].  2003 (10): 58–62.

Notes

1. These are enumerated in chapter six of Zheng 2002, pp. 
181–203. They include the tomb of the Ruru Princess, the 
tomb of Yao Jun, the tomb of Gao Run, and the Wanzhang 
tomb, all near the former city of Yecheng (p. 187), plus a 

number of additional tombs in the region whose wall 
paintings have not survived (p. 188), as well as the tombs 
of Kudi Huiluo, Lou Rui, and Xu Xianxiu, and the Taiyu-
an No. 1 Thermoelectric Plant tomb, all near Taiyuan (pp. 
199–200). The more recent discovery of a tomb of this type 
in Shuozhou, in the northern part of Shanxi province, im-
plies that it was even more widespread among the North-
ern Qi aristocracy than Zheng’s preliminary study suggests 
(Shanxi kaogu 2010).

2. The tomb occupant’s surname [X] has been lost, and only 
his personal name, Daogui, survives.

3. Although by no means the earliest, an example of this 
usage can be found in Burton Watson’s English translation 
of the , a history compiled in 

and Chen Yu brandished their horse-whips and conquered 
twenty or thirty cities of Zhao and, when they were done, 
each hoped to face south and become a king. How could 

p. 137)



Plate I

The northern wall of the tomb of Xu Xianxiu 
in Taiyuan. 

After: Taiyuan wenwu 2005, Pl. 15. 

[Lingley, “Silk Road Dress,” p. 5.]
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