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TAOTIE, DRAGON, PHOENIX, AND FARMER: A
HIGHLY DECORATED QIN EXCAVATED FROM
JIULIANDUN

Yuanzheng Yang*

Abstract

The mythical origins of the Chinese gin have been forged by ancient lit-
erature ever since the age of Confucius, nevertheless, very little is known
about the morphology of the ancient gin and its embodied symbolism.
This article, by analyzing a most recently discovered ancient gin found
in a fourth-century B.c.E. tomb in Jiuliandun, Zaoyang city, Hubei prov-
ince, in 2002, will explore the relief carving and lacquered drawings
found on the instrument itself and their symbolic significance as a rep-
resentation of the worldview and philosophical state of mind of the
Warring States period. I will suggest that a gin contemporaneous to
Confucius and played by him looks distinctly different from the
version produced by the fertile imagination of the medieval Chinese;
instead, it was divided into five registers, and it is this segmented sub-
division which defines the ancient gin and differentiates it fundamental-
ly from its classical counterpart. Strikingly, the symbolic depictions in
which it was clad represent not only the fertile imagination of the Chu
aristocracy, but also include portrayal of the more menial tasks of the
ordinary Chu farmer and herdsman as he proceeds through the cycle
of the agricultural year, and thus provide the modern scholar with an
extraordinarily vivid insight into contemporary Chu life.

Introduction

Redolent of the scholar, the aristocrat, and the literatus, the gin %* has a
deep and distinguished lineage within the pantheon of Chinese musical
instruments. Throughout its long history, a complex ideology has
evolved around it, and it has become a cultural symbol of the Chinese
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130 A HIGHLY DECORATED QIN

literati;! for example, Confucius (551479 B.C.E.) himself was said to have
been an eminent gin player, and Figure 1 is a Chinese painting ascribed
to the Song dynasty (960-1279 C.E.) that depicts him playing the instru-
ment.> A more exact representation of the shape of this instrument is
shown here in Figure 2, which is a woodcut from a Ming dynasty
(1368-1644 C.E.) theoretical treatise on a gin playing Fengxuan xuanpin
JEE X i (Profound Airs Spread by the Wind); a portion of the text accom-
panying the picture reads: “Confucius’ gin was, in length: three feet, six
inches, and four ‘milli-inches’, using the system of measures employed
by the Zhou dynasty (c. 1046—256 B.C.E.) ...”, which gives the modern
scholar an indication of the exactness of manufacture that gin craftsman-
ship had attained.?

Nevertheless, very little was known about the morphology of the gin
in the age of Confucius until the excavation, in 1978, of the tomb of
Marquis Yi £ in Suizhou &/, Hubei province.* This site, dated 433
B.C.E., preserves an ancient ten-stringed gin that has a significantly differ-
ent silhouette to that of the classical gin depicted in Figures 1 and 2. Since
then, studies of three other ancient recently excavated gin dated from the
mid- to the late Warring States period (475—221 B.C.E.) have also been
published.> Amongst these, the most recently discovered is the highly

1. For the complex ideology the Chinese have developed around its music, see
Robert van Gulik, The Lore of the Chinese Lute: An Essay in the Ideology of the Ch'in,
3rd ed. (Bangkok: Orchid Press, 2011). In this book, he calls the gin a “lute,” rather
than a “zither,” in order to convey to the general reader something of the cultural sig-
nificance of the instrument and its music.

2. For a complete facsimile of Lidai ginshi tu JEAE 2\ (literally, the Manual of Qin
Styles in the Past Dynasties), see Guoli Gugong bowuyuan bianji weiyuanhui [#37.#(=
bt miEZE B8, ed., Gugong shuhua tulu ¥ TS, vol. 22 (Taipei: National
Palace Museum, 2003), 102—11.

3. For a complete facsimile of the Ming dynasty woodblock edition of Profound Airs
Spread by the Wind printed in 1539, see Wenhuabu wenxue yishu yanjiuyuan yinyue
yanjiusuo AL HSCEEEART ST BE 44 70T and Beijing gugin yanjiuhui Ab5¢ S
U, eds., Qinqu jicheng Z2MEEHK, vol. 2 (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1980), 1-380. Facsimile
of a similar woodcut of Confucius’ gin can be found in Yang Yuanzheng, ed., Guwu
Wang Mengshu xiansheng qinxue yizhu i S%VE#87 Je 551835 (Beijing: Zhonghua,
2013), vol. 1, 291.

4. For musical instruments excavated from this tomb, see Lothar von
Falkenhausen, “The Zeng Hou Yi Finds in the History of Chinese Music,” Music in
the Age of Confucius, ed. Jenny F. So (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution,
2000), 101-13; Robert Bagley, “The Prehistory of Chinese Music Theory,” Proceedings
of British Academy 131 (2004), 41-90; and Hubei sheng bowuguan, Zeng hou Yi mu‘4
L%, vol. 1 (Beijing: Wenwu, 1989), 75-174.

5. Hubei sheng Jingmen shi bowuguan, “Jingmen Guodian yihao Chu mu” 7 ["] 5§
Jh SR, Wenwu 1997.7, 35-48; Huang Gangzheng ¥4l 1E, “Changsha chutu de
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Figure 1. Confucius playing the gin. Taken from: Manual of Qin Styles in the Past
Dynasties, album leaf paintings ascribed to the Song dynasty; Length: 37.6 cm,
width: 27.2 cm; formerly in the collection of the Manchu court, now in the National
Palace Museum, Taipei. After: Guoli Gugong bowuyuan bianji weiyuanhui, ed.,
Gugong shuhua tulu, vol. 22, 108.

decorated gin found in 2002 in a fourth-century B.C.E. tomb in Jiuliandun
JLIEE, Zaoyang %% city, Hubei province. Surprisingly, no archaeo-
logical report of this remarkable artifact has yet been published, and
the only authoritative information available so far is a five-page “Brief
Report” which appeared in the Chinese journal Kaogu %1t in 2003.6

Zhan'guo qin” R H LIRSS, Yueqi %E8% 1984.1, 19-20; Changsha shi wenwu
gongzuodui R=VPTH LY TAERK, “Changsha shi Wulipai Zhan’guo muguo mu” =¥
7 BB AAT 5L, Hu'nan kaogu jikan WFSH%dr#iT 1 (1982), 32-36; and Bo
Lawergren, “Strings,” Music in the Age of Confucius, ed. Jenny F. So (Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 2000), 65-86.

6. See Hubei sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Hubei Zaoyang shi Jiuliandun Chu
mu” WAL R 1 U4 %, Kaogu 2003.7, 10-14, and colour plates 3-6. An even more
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Figure 2. The shape of Confucius’ gin. Taken from: Profound Airs Spread by the Wind,
Library of Chinese Academy of Arts, Beijing. After: Wenhuabu wenxue yishu
yanjiuyuan yinyue yanjiusuo and Beijing guqin yanjiuhui, eds., Qinqu jicheng, vol. 2, 24.

This article, however, provides us only with a list of the excavated
musical instruments, including the gin and a se &,” and does not give
any further details about the gin. With generous support of the Hubei
Provincial Museum, where all the finds from the Jiuliandun site are
deposited, I examined the gin excavated from the Jiuliandun tombs at
the Museum in the summer of 2012, and prepared line drawings of it
based on my photographs taken at the time. This article, starting with
a brief introduction to the archaeological background of the
Jiuliandun site, will then concentrate on exploring the relief carvings
and lacquered drawings found on the instrument itself and their sym-
bolic significance as a representation of the worldview and philosophic-
al state of mind of the Warring States period, a discussion only made
possible by employing the line drawings I prepared.

Jiuliandun Tomb No. 1

Jiuliandun tomb nos. 1 and 2 are located in the west of the villages of
Dongzhaohu # i and Wujin 54 of Zaoyang city, Hubei province,

perfunctory version can be found in Liu Guosheng #I[H %, “Hubei Zaoyang Jiuliandun
Chu mu huo zhongda faxian” ]t 7By J L 54 S TR S8, Jianghan Kaogu V1%
i 2003.2, 29-30.

7. Hubei sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Hubei Zaoyang shi Jiuliandun Chu mu,”
12.
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Figure 3. Bird’s eye views of tombs 1 and 2, Jiuliandun, Hubei province. The highly
decorated gin discussed here was excavated from tomb 1, i.e., the one on the right of
this picture, and furnished with the longer horse-and-chariot burial pit situated in
front of it. After: Shenzhen bowuguan ed., Jianwu Chu tian: Hubei chutu Chu wenwu
zhan, 14.

where the planned Xiaogan #/&—Xiangfan 2% national expressway
was going to pass through. From September 2002 to January 2003, in
order to facilitate the construction of this road, a comprehensive excava-
tion of them was carried out by the Hubei Provincial Archaeological
Research Institute (Figure 3).8 Both are large in size and rectangular in
design, with a ramp leading to the burial chamber, the ramps them-
selves flanked on both sides by stairs of fourteen steps;’ both contain
two outer coffins which enclose two further inner coffins. An accom-
panying horse-and-chariot burial pit is situated on the western side of
each tomb. Examination of the occupants’ skeletons and studies of
Chu # funeral customs indicate that the two tombs belonged respect-
ively to a high official of the Chu kingdom and his wife.!? The occupant

8. For illustrations of the numerous bronze, jade, and musical instruments exca-
vated from the two tombs, see Hubei sheng bowuguan, ed., Jiuliandun: Changjiang
zhongyou de Chu guo guizu damu JUEEEL: RVLPfe I BB KSE (Beijing: Wenwu,
2007); and Shenzhen bowuguan, ed., Jian wu Chu tian: Hubei chutu Chu wenwu zhan
BIBERE R WAL LA SO SRR % (Beijing: Wenwu, 2010).

9. Hubei sheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Hubei Zaoyang shi Jiuliandun Chu mu,”
11-12.

10. Wang Hongxing T4/ suggests the age of the male occupant was between 50
and 60, that of the female occupant between 45 and 55, but Hu Yali #HHERE suggests
that the age of the male occupant was between 35 and 40, that of the female occupant
between 26 and 30. See: Wang Hongxing, “Jiuliandun yierhao Chu mu de niandai yu
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Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Berklee College Of Music, on 11 Feb 2025 at 09:29:56, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/eac.2015.6


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/eac.2015.6
https://www.cambridge.org/core

134 A HIGHLY DECORATED QIN

Figure 4. The highly decorated ten-stringed gin excavated from tomb 1, Jiuliandun,
Hubei province. Length: 72 cm; width (on the player’s right): 18 cm; tail width (on
the player’s left): 8.2 cm. Hubei Provincial Museum, Wuhan. After: Hubei sheng bowu-
guan, ed., Jiuliandun: Changjiang zhongyou de Chu guo guizu damu, 89.

of tomb 1 is male and died approximately 310 B.C.E.; his consort, the
occupant of tomb 2, was buried about one decade later.!!

Tomb 1 is the slightly larger, with the pit measuring 38.1 m by 34.8 m
at its top and 8.0 m by 6.8 m at its bottom. The space within the first
outer coffin was divided into five compartments: two sides (i.e., the
north and the south chambers), one head (east chamber), one foot
(west chamber) for burial objects, and one central chamber for the
second outer coffin, and inside it the double inner coffins. The highly
decorated ten-stringed gin was excavated from this tomb and found in
the west chamber of the first outer coffin.!?

The Qin and Its Symbolism

The gin’s total length is 72.0 cm (Figure 4) and, in shape, it separates
visibly into two parts: a broad hollow sound-box (43.7 cm) on the

muzhu shenfen” JuiHH— 58 R ZL I AEACEIEE 1 503, in Chu wenhua yanjiu lunji #3C
{EWFTGRSE, vol. 6, ed. Chu wenhua yanjiuhui 3 {E#5T & (Wuhan: Hubei jiaoyu,
2005), 433-37; Hu Yali, “Jiuliandun yierhao mu zongshu” JUEH— 95 45I&, in
Jiuliandun: Changjiang zhongyou de Chu guo guizu damu, 21 and 23; and Hu Yali,
“Jiuliandun Chu mu fajue yu chubu yanjiu” JUHUH— 58 LI ERALL PR, in
Jianwu Chu tian: Hubei chutu Chu wenwu zhan, 19.

11. Hu, “Jiuliandun yierhao mu zongshu,” 21.

12. The gin’s museum accession number is M1: 851; its temporary excavation number
is M1: 363 (this number is written in yellow on the back of the instrument’s front plate),
whilst next to this number, I found another number M2: 363 in white. This confusing
state of affairs might explain why some commentators have erroneously described
two different gin as having provenance in this tomb complex. See Hubei sheng
wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Hubei Zaoyang shi Jiuliandun Chu mu,” 12; and Ding
Chengyun T 7Kki, “Handai qinzhi gegudingxin kao” HACE WA HURHT%, Zijincheng
AL 2013.10, 48. The archeological designator of the gin is M1: W363. See Hubei
sheng bowuguan, ed., Jiuliandun: Changjiang zhongyou de Chu guo guizu damu, 89.
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player’s right, and a solid “tail” on the left (28.3 cm). Sadly, no bottom
plate and tuning pin have been preserved, neither have the strings,
but the number of string holes located next to the bridge on the
player’s right indicates that there were originally ten strings.'3

The gin is furnished with extensive carved relief and lacquered dec-
orations. Its surface is adorned entirely with juxtaposed and intricately
intertwined motifs of taotie #%, dragons, phoenixes, snakes, and
lizards. These motifs, in high relief, are arranged in an extremely system-
atic way, and, as a result, the Jiuliandun gin is thus divided by its dec-
orations into five registers, and its overall design concept exhibits a
strong architectonic tendency. After examining it at the Hubei
Provincial Museum, I prepared line drawings of all these decorations,
and the different combinations of motifs in the five registers are very
revealing. The first three registers comprise the hollow sound-box, the
fourth is the join between the sound-box and the “tail,” and the fifth
is the “tail” itself. Roughly an hourglass in shape, the narrowest width
(“waist”) of the first three registers is approximately 14.8 cm at the
boundary between registers two and three, whereas, by contrast, the
width of the far right side of the instrument measures 18.0 cm, and
that at the end of the third register 19.0 cm.

The first register on the player’s far right-hand side consists of one taotie
motif (Figure 5) and two lizards carved in high relief (Figure 6). The bilat-
erally symmetrical zoomorphic face known as taotie faces the viewer dir-
ectly, is equipped with a pair of huge raised eyes and, like many other
ornaments decorated with the same motif, lacks the lower jaw area.
The taotie design is typically found on Chinese ritual bronze vessels of
the Bronze Age,'* and Jessica Rawson plausibly suggests: “taotie and
ritual vessels were closely associated in the minds of the users,”'> but

13. The average diameter of the string holes is 0.3 cm, and the distance between two
adjacent string holes is 1.9 cm. The sound-hole on the back of the top plate is 29.4 cm in
length, and 2.0 cm in width.

14. Some scholars argue that zoomorphic faotie face designs can be traced back to
jade pieces found in the much earlier Neolithic sites of the so-called Liangzhu
culture (3310-2250 B.C.E.).

15. Jessica Rawson, “Late Shang Bronze Design: Meaning and Purpose,” The
Problem of Meaning in Early Chinese Ritual Bronzes, ed. Roderick Whitfield (London:
Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art, School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London, 1993), 75. For discussions regarding the presence or absence
of the symbolic meaning of the taotie motif, see also Robert Bagley, Shang Ritual
Bronzes in the Arthur M. Sackler Collection (Washington D.C.: Arthur M. Sackler
Foundation, 1987), 30-36; Sarah Allan, “Art and Meaning,” The Problem of Meaning
in Early Chinese Ritual Bronzes, ed. Whitfield, 9—33; Robert Bagley, “Meaning and
Explanation,” The Problem of Meaning in Early Chinese Ritual Bronzes, 34-55;
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Figure 5. The taotie motif in the forehead of the first register of the Jiuliandun gin.
Drawing by the author.

this design is rarely found on surviving lacquered wooden musical instru-
ments of the period: the only other examples are on se zithers excavated
from the tomb of marquis Yi. On these, two taotie motifs (Figure 7), a large
one opening its mouth and a small one located between the ears and eyes
of the larger one, can be found on the right end of each se.

The second register of the Jiuliandun gin is dominated by two ox-
head-shaped motifs, presumably representing two imaginary dragons
(Figure 6). In addition, located at the mouths and gripped by the
talons of the two dragons, we find four snakes, which seem to be
trying to wriggle away from the dragons that are about to swallow
them. The overall iconographic themes of the first two registers are con-
nected by two kinds of animal motifs: (1) the lizard motifs, which pass
through the belt-shaped boundary in between the registers; and (2) the
body of one of the snake motifs which is being bitten in half by the lower
of the two ox-head-shaped dragon motifs.

The decoration of the third register is made up of motifs of phoenixes,
snakes, and the highly abstract representation of a phoenix tail
(Figure 8). Just as dragon themes dominate the second register, here,
the phoenix is most prominent, which recalls late medieval Chinese
nomenclature of the two sound-holes on the verso of the classical gin,
namely, the longchi fiEit (dragon pool), and fengzhao JE\H (phoenix
pond),! plausibly a terminology which is itself a fleeting memory of
the late Bronze Age, though visual representation of dragons or phoe-
nixes are last found on instruments made in the high Tang dynasty
(618-907).17 On this ancient gin, a clear iconographic division between

K. C. Chang, Art, Myth, and Ritual, The Path to Political Authority in Ancient China
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983); and Jordan Paper, “The
Meaning of the T’ao-tieh,” History of Religions 18 (1978), 18—41.

16. The Lore of the Chinese Lute, 102-3.

17. The Lore of the Chinese Lute, 200-209, plates 23-26; and Shos6in Jimusho 1F & Fi
BH5HT, ed., Shosoin no gakki IERABEDXE#E (Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shinbunsha, 1967),
17-18, 74, plates 2, 3, 27-33.
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Figure 6. The first and second registers of the Jiuliandun gin. Drawing by the author.

the two sections of the sound-box is to be observed: the first and second
registers are dominated by the dragon motifs, the third register by
phoenix designs. These two sections (i.e., from the second to the third
registers) are connected by the two tensely twisted snakes caught in
the dragon’s claws of the second register (Figures 8 and 6).

Register four serves as the join between registers three and five
(Figure 9), and is round in shape. Owing to deformation caused
during dehydration processes applied during restoration subsequent
to excavation, the design of the high relief in this register is not com-
pletely recognizable, but undoubtedly combines the basic motifs
which occur in registers two, three, and five, i.e.,, ox-head-shaped,
phoenix, and snake motifs.
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Figure 7. Two carved lacquered wooden taotie on the se excavated from the tomb of
Marquis Yi of Zeng, Suizhou, Hubei province. After: Jenny F. So, ed., Music in the
Age of Confucius, 69.

Figure 8. The third register of the Jiuliandun gin. Drawing by the author.
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Figure 9. The fourth register of the Jiuliandun gin. Drawing by the author.

The fifth register covers the surface of the protruding solid tail on the
player’s left (Figure 10). Narrower than the sound-box, the width at the
end of the tail measures only 8.2 cm. Its decoration consists of one com-
plete flying dragon motif and some snake motifs. The dragon has four
three-clawed feet and an ox-shaped head, which is similar to those
that appear in the second register, thus underpinning the identification
of these head motifs as representations of dragons, and, moreover, three
snakes are transfixed in the claws of this flying beast.

The entire instrument is covered with lacquer, principally black and
red, with some other colors in addition. On the top surface of the instru-
ment, over the black grounding, red lacquer has been applied to pick out
and delineate subtle geometric patterns, lines, and dots. For particular
highlights of the carved relief, such as the dragons’ eyes and feet, gold
is employed. During and after the dehydration process had been
applied, the colour of this gold deteriorated and is now only faintly
visible, but photographs taken directly after excavation record the daz-
zling splendor of this fabulous musical instrument of the fourth century
B.C.E. (Figure 11).

Even more strikingly, the two edges on either side of the instrument,
which are not carved with relief designs, are painted instead with
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Figure 10. The fifth register of the Jiuliandun gin. Drawing by the author.

figurative motifs (Figures 12a and 12b), but these images are now
dark brown, though, on excavation, they were much brighter. Figures
13a and 13b are line drawings of all these depictions, based on
the barely discernible lacquered drawings shown in my photograph.
Drawings on lacquered wooden musical instruments are only
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Figure 11. Detail of the relief carvings and lacquered drawings on the surface board of
the Jiuliandun gin. After: Shenzhen bowuguan ed., Jinnwu Chu tian: Hubei chutu Chu
wenwu zhan, 95.

Figure 12a. Detail of the lacquered drawings on the inner (player’s) side of the
Jiuliandun gin. Photography by the author.

Figure 12b. Detail of the lacquered drawings on the outer side of the Jiuliandun gin.
Photography by the author.

found elsewhere on a se zither excavated from a fourth-century B.C.E.
tomb in Changtaiguan 13, Xinyang {5 F%, He'nan Province,'® but
these portray humanoid shaman images in ritualistic postures

18. He'nan sheng wenwu yanjiusuo, Xinyang Chu mu {5% 3% (Beijing: Wenwu,
1986), 29-31, colour plates II, III, and plates XIV-XVII; Zhongguo yinyue wenwu
daxi zong bianjibu 3% 8 SCWIK REEGRIETS, ed., Zhongguo yinyue wenwu daxi:
He'nan juan "WBEH YRR MEIR, 132-34; and Music in the Age of Confucius,
26-27, and Figure 1.10.
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Figure 13a. Line drawings of the figurative motifs on the inner (player’s) side of the
Jiuliandun gin. Drawing by the author.
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Figure 13b. Line drawings of the figurative motifs on the outer side of the Jiuliandun
gin. Drawing by the author.
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Figure 14. The lacquered drawings on the forehead of the painted se excavated from
tomb 1, Xinyang, He'nan province. After: He'nan wenwu yanjiusuo, Xinyang Chu
mu, plate XV.

(Figures 14-16),'° whereas the figurative motifs on the Jiuliandun gin are
bona fide representations of the daily life of the Chu people:?° they illus-
trate rural scenes, such as farming, riding, picking mulberry leaves, and
galloping horses pulling carriages.

Five different figurative motifs can be tentatively identified from the
lacquered drawings on each edge of the fifth register, and detailed com-
parison of these reveals a carefully crafted isomorphic relation between
the sequences of motifs on both sides (Figure 17).

19. For shamanism in Chu, see Gopal Sukhu, “Monkeys, Shamans, Emperors, and
Poets: The Chuci and Images of Chu during the Han Dynasty,” Defining Chu: Image and
Reality in Ancient China, ed. Constance A. Cook and John S. Major (Honolulu:
University of Hawai'i Press, 1999), 145-66; and John S. Major, “Characteristics of
Late Chu Religion,” Defining Chu: Image and Reality in Ancient China, 121—44.

20. Chu (c. 1030-223 B.C.E)) was an ancient Chinese state in the Yangtze valley
during the Zhou Dynasty (c. 1046256 B.C.E.). See Barry B. Blakeley, “The Geography
of Chu,” Cook and Major, Defining Chu, 9—20.
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Figure 15. Line drawings of the ten figurative motifs on the forehead of the Xinyang se.
Adapted after: Xinyang Chu mu, 30.

The first motif on either side depicts farming: on the player’s side of
the two edges (Figure 17: a,), the scene comprises two beasts and one
farmer. The animal in front of the farmer, probably a bull, is turning
over the earth with a plough, whilst the animal behind him, maybe a
horse, is pushing the plough with its head. The farmer, looking
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Figure 16. Details of the motifs 1, 3, and 4 on the Xinyang se. After: Xinyang Chu mu,
plates XVI and XVIIL

backwards, is beating the horse with a stick. The contorted bodies of the
farmer and the two animals, the curled tail of the bull, the erect horse-
hair, and the long stick in the hands of the farmer all suggest the Chu
people’s arduous efforts made at the outset of the agricultural year.
By contrast, the first scene on the far side of the player consists of two
farmers and one animal (Figure 17: a,), perhaps a donkey, which
seems to be completely exhausted, however, the extended arms and
the dancing feet of the two farmers indicate that this scene might
depict the more cheerful scene of a plentiful and successful harvest.

On the inside edge, the second motif consists of two individuals
dressed in plain robes on either side of a tree, which they seem to be
holding (Figure 17: b,). The artist places emphasis on the roots of the
tree, which indicates that this scene might represent the planting of a
sapling. The corresponding section on the outside edge (Figure 17: b,),
however, consists only of one person dressed in a plain robe holding
the branches, now more luxuriant, and is, perhaps, a scene depicting
mulberry leaf picking. The third section on both sides depicts two
people in plain robes riding a two-horse chariot, but the difference
between the treatment of this theme on either side rests with its geo-
graphical context: on the inside edge (Figure 17: ¢,), a river has been
painted underneath the carriage, whilst on the outside edge
(Figure 17: ¢,), a mountain-shaped landscape has been sketched on
the top of the edge.

A thrilling scene of camel wrestling can be found in the fourth section
of the drawings on the inside edge (Figure 17: d,): a wild animal is
butting a man, its hind legs rearing off the ground. With a long stick
in his hand, the man courageously confronts the animal and appears
to be fighting back. Whether to interpret this scene as one of domestica-
tion or hunting will, after all, depend on our understanding of the
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Figure 17. Line drawings corresponding motifs taken from the inner and outer sides of
the Jiuliandun gin. Drawing by the author.

corresponding section on the other side (Figure 17: d.). Here, a person
appears to be running away with a group of animals located behind
him. Analyzed as someone trying to flee from dangerous wild
animals, then, by extending the “cause and effect” symbolism we
have discovered so far, the drawing on the opposite side could be
regarded as representing a hunting scene. Further scrutiny of this
barely discernible lacquered drawing reveals, nonetheless, that this is
not the portrayal of a fortuitous escape, as, right in front of the large
animal, there is a much smaller one facing the larger animal, thus
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Figure 18. Line drawings of the ten-stringed gin from the tomb of Marquis Yi of Zeng,
Cuizhou, Hubei province (above), and the highly decorated ten-stringed gin excavated
from tomb 1, Jiuliandun, Hubei province (below). Drawing by the author.

suggesting a more intimate relationship between them: a more powerful
explanation might be that this scene represents the breeding of an
animal as a result of a successful domestication. The person running
is, then, not a hunter, but instead a joyful master of animal husbandry
who is scampering away, delighted to share with others the good news.

In the fifth section of the drawings, on the inside edge (Figure 17: e,),
the motif represents a mythical, heavenly creature, presumably a
phoenix, whilst that of the outside edge (Figure 17: e,) depicts a
human being, reminiscent in gait, gesture, and possibly clothing of the
farmers portrayed in the first section and discussed above.

Lastly, it is noteworthy that not only the exterior, but also the interior
of the Jiuliandun gin, which was scooped out of the inside of the surface
board, has also been completely lacquered. Looking through the sound-
hole, the pattern of the lacquered decorations on the inside is compar-
able to the abstract geometric patterns, lines, and dots that appear on
the surface.

Conclusion

As a highly decorated specimen, the Jiuliandun gin stands in stark con-
trast to the well-known undecorated, black-lacquered gin excavated
twenty-five years earlier from the tomb of marquis Yi (Figure 18).
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Unlike the gin found at Jiuliandun, the plain surface of marquis Yi’s
instrument is only adorned with simple incised lines. In 2000, when
musical archaeologists prepared the exhibition catalogue Music in the
Age of Confucius for the Freer Gallery of Art, the meaning of these
incised lines was still unclear. Therefore, after ruling out one possible
explanation by stating “they are unlikely to mark positions where
strings were touched,” the authors of the catalogue had to admit that
these incised lines are “not encountered consistently on the other
ancient examples,” and, as a consequence, left the issue unresolved.?!
Now, in the new light of the highly decorated Jiuliandun gin, the func-
tion of these incised lines becomes immediately comprehensible: they
are simply indicators of the boundaries of the five registers of the
ancient gin. Marquis Yi’s gin can be reliably dated to 433 B.c.E., whilst
the Jiuliandun gin was made in around 310 B.C.E; although at least
one hundred and twenty years divide the manufacture of these two
ancient instruments, in respect of their most crucial architectonic
feature, that is, the division of the length of the gin into five registers,
they are in a high degree of agreement with each other. Even more
importantly, this practice of gin craftsmanship differs tremendously
from that of medieval China. Returning to the first image of the fifth-
century B.C.E. Chinese philosopher Confucius playing a classical gin
(Figure 1), newly informed by the gin found at Jiuliandun, we learn
that a gin contemporaneous to Confucius and played by him looks dis-
tinctly different from the version produced by the fertile imagination of
the medieval Chinese.?? Instead, we now know that it consisted of a
sound-box and a solid tail, and that it was divided into five registers:
it is this segmented subdivision which defines the ancient gin and
differentiates it fundamentally from its classical counterpart. We also
know that the symbolic depictions in which it was clad represent
not only the mystical beasts and fertile imagination of the aristocracy,
but also include portrayal of the more menial tasks of the ordinary
Chu farmer and herdsman as he proceeds through the cycle of the
agricultural year.

21. Music in the Age of Confucius, 134.

22. Yang Yuanzheng, “Inventing the Fuxi Style of Qin,” Studien zur
Musikarchiologie VIII, Orient-Archdologie 27, ed. Ricardo Eichmann, et al. (Rahden/
Westf.: Leidorf, 2012), 195-98.
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