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Abstract
This article provides a contextual analysis of an enigmatic object—dubbed the “Confucius
Dressing Mirror” (Kongzi yijing 孔子衣鏡)—recently unearthed from the tomb of Liu He
劉賀 (Marquis of Haihun 海昏侯, d. 59 BCE) in 2015. I raise questions about the prevail-
ing identification of this object as a “dressing mirror” and a “lived object,” used by Liu He
for moral self-cultivation or political self-preservation in his volatile life as the deposed
ninth emperor of Han. Instead, I treat the object as an assemblage and analyze its com-
plete material composition and physical placement in Liu He’s tomb in the broader con-
text of funerary material culture and burial practice in early imperial China. I propose that
the entombed object can be considered as a composite talisman to protect the deceased
against baleful and harmful influences in the tomb and in his afterlife.
Methodologically, this article stresses the importance of contextual analysis in shedding
light on the traditional conceptual categories such as “lived object” (shengqi 生器) and
“funerary objects” (mingqi 明器) in actual funerary ritual processes.

Keywords: contextual analysis; “Confucius Dressing Mirror”; Liu He (92–59 BCE); materiality; visuality;
textuality; talismanic

Introduction

On November 14, 2015, an intriguing find made news at the highly anticipated and
publicized archaeological site of the Mausoleum of Marquis of Haihun (Haihunhou
海昏侯) near Nanchang 南昌, Jiangxi 江西.1 A number of broken lacquered wooden
boards were retrieved from the main burial chamber (Figure 1). A preliminary exam-
ination revealed a painted portrait of Confucius (ca. 551–479 BCE) in full-color and
his inscribed biography in black ink. The form and size of the boards as well as the
material of lacquered wood prompted archaeologists to identify the fragments to be
part of a wooden screen, and they naturally dubbed it the “Confucius Screen”

© Cambridge University Press 2019

1The Haihunhou archaeological site and the excavation of the main tomb of Liu He 劉賀 (d. 59 BCE)
have become a model case for public archaeology in China. In the case of this particular find, both CCTV
News and China News reported with photographs taken at the time of retrieval through their on-site
reporting team. See http://m.news.cntv.cn/2015/11/14/ARTI1447477286450264.shtml; www.chinanews.
com/cul/2015/11-14/7623478.shtml (both accessed January 30, 2019).
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Figure 1 Archaeologists retrieving fragments of the lacquer-painted wooden boards on November 14, 2015, from www.chinanews.com/cul/2015/11-14/7623478.shtml
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(Kongzi pingfeng 孔子屏風), a name that quickly gained popularity in various media
reports and among enthusiastic scholars. In the next two weeks, more pieces were
discovered, including, curiously, a large rectangular bronze plate found broken in half,
which at the time was thought to be the back panel of the wooden screen. The excitement
attending the discovery of the earliest known image of Confucius and new information
about his life offered by the inscription drew all the attention to Confucius,2 and few
noticed the rather unusual feature of a wooden screen having a bronze panel attached
to its back.

It was not until April 7, 2016 that a well-known and curious archaeologist named
Wang Renxiang 王仁湘 published a blog entry and proposed a different theory.
After making a trip to examine all the retrieved pieces of the “Confucius Screen,”
Wang rejected this identification and proposed that it was a “standing mirror” (lijing
立鏡). He speculated that it was originally composed of the bronze panel (i.e., the mir-
ror) and a wooden mirror frame. The frame has a lacquer-painted cover and a back-
board. It was on the back of the mirror frame that the portrait of Confucius and his
biography, as well as the then-newly identified images of several of his disciples and
their biographies were painted and inscribed.3

The following further examination in the indoor excavation concurred with Wang’s
new theory and revealed many more details that were not available in the initial report.
A crucial hint at the identification of the object was a relatively well-preserved inscrip-
tion on the badly damaged cover. It includes a self-reference, yijing 衣鏡, which seman-
tically should mean a “covered mirror,” but has been functionally understood as a
“dressing mirror,” that is, a mirror assisting the user to get dressed.4 The official prelim-
inary site report subsequently adopted this identification.5 A separate article by the
excavators focusing on this particular object introduced the now-established designa-
tion, “Confucius Dressing Mirror” (Kongzi yijing 孔子衣鏡) later in 2016.6

2For instance, as early as December 23, 2015, Wang Chuning 王楚寧 published an online article titled
“Haihunhou mu Kongzi pingfeng qianshi” 海昏侯墓孔子屏風淺釋, focusing on the deciphering of
Confucius’ biographical inscriptions based on media reports and photographs of the inscription. See
www.gwz.fudan.edu.cn/Web/Show/2694 (accessed January 30, 2019).

3Wang Renxiang, who goes by his blog ID 3N3N, also included many detailed photographs of the
then-available pieces and fragments of the “Confucius Dressing Mirror.” See http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_
5628628a0102wzkj.html (accessed January 30, 2019).

4I thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing out the semantic range of the meaning of yi 衣.
As a verb, the most fitting meaning here is “to cover.” A similar verbal usage of yi can be seen in the “Dudi”
度地 chapter of the Guanzi 管子, “During heavy rains those parts of the dikes and embankments that can
be covered [with more soil or some other protective layer] should be so covered” 大雨, 隄防可衣者衣之,
see Guanzi jiaozhu 管子校注 (Beijing: Zhonghua, 2004), 1068. The English translation is modified after
W. Allyn Rickett, Guanzi: Political, Economic, and Philosophical Essays from Early China, Volume 2:
Chapters XII, 35–XXIV, 86 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 253. In the following, I will
use the term “Confucius Dressing Mirror” when referring to the published reports and existing scholarship
on the object, but “covered mirror” when expressing my interpretation and translation of yijing. For the
sake of space and in situations where there is no danger of ambiguity, I will simply refer to this object
as the “Mirror.”

5See Jiangxisheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo 江西省文物考古研究所, Nanchangshi bowuguan 南昌市博

物館, and Nanchangshi Xinjianqu bowuguan 南昌市新建區博物館, “Nanchangshi Xihan Haihunhou
mu” 南昌市西漢海昏侯墓, Kaogu 考古 2016.7, 55.

6See Jiangxisheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing”海昏侯劉賀墓

出土孔子衣鏡, Nanfang wenwu 南方文物 2016.3, 61–70, 50. It was given an item number (M1:1415) and
termed “Lacquered Dressing Mirror” (qi yijing漆衣鏡) in an overview article on the lacquer wares from the
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Nevertheless, the public and scholarly fascination remains steadfastly on Confucius and,
to a lesser extent, on his disciples, and their lives rediscovered in the inscriptions. What
has eluded us is the significance of the material change from taking the object as a
screen to identifying it as a mirror. The immediate context of the object—the tomb
of the Marquis of Haihun—also ironically eluded many observers who enthusiastically
followed this archaeological spectacle: one of the ten “Most Important Archaeological
Finds of 2015.”7

“[O]bjects do not just provide a stage setting to human action; they are integral to
it.”8 However, it is reasonable to say that neither the entombed “Mirror” nor the bur-
ied Marquis of Haihun were meant to be brought back to the world of the living. This
unexpected afterlife under the spotlight naturally leads to a probe into their lives
prior to the interment. “[A]s people and objects gather time, movement and change,
they are constantly transformed, and these transformations of person and object are
tied up with each other.”9 It turns out that the transformations undergone by both
the “Mirror” and the Marquis are equally complicated and intricately entangled,
despite the fact that, since the two were unearthed, the Marquis of Haihun—the infa-
mous Liu He 劉賀 (92–59 BCE)—has received a disproportionate amount of scru-
tiny, while the “Mirror” as an object remains elusive. This is because of Liu He’s
historically unique status as the ninth emperor of the Western Han (202 BCE–9 CE)
at age of seventeen and his dramatic fall after only twenty-seven days, when he
was accused of being “licentious and lewd” ( yinlun 淫亂)10 and thus morally unfit
for the throne. The somewhat uncanny “Mirror,” featuring Confucius and his cele-
brated worthy disciples, is therefore unsurprisingly interpreted by some as a tool
for self-reflection and moral cultivation for the benefit of the young deposed emperor
in his short and precarious remaining life before his death at age thirty-four.11 In
other words, the “Mirror” has been taken as a “lived object”—a personal belonging
of the deceased12—used in Liu He’s life for its attributed symbolic function to
morally “illuminate” its owner and user. The presence of the “Mirror” in Liu He’s
tomb is largely taken for granted as part of the grave goods, whose conventional

Haihunhou Tomb; see “Jiangxi Nanchang Xihan Haihunhou Liu He mu tuchu qimuqi” 江西南昌西漢海

昏侯劉賀墓出土漆木器, Wenwu 文物 2018.11, 48–50, plate 38.
7The excavation of the Haihunhou Mausoleum was one of the “Ten Great Discoveries” of 2015. This is

an official contest sponsored by the Chinese National Bureau of Cultural Relics and an increasingly pub-
licized event that aims to promote the public interests and awareness of Chinese archaeology and cultural
heritage. The results of the contest, including the winners of the most prestigious first ten spots, are pub-
lished annually. See 2015 Zhongguo zhongyao kaogu faxian 2015 中國重要考古發現 (Beijing: Wenwu,
2016).

8Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” World Archaeology 31.2
(1999), 169.

9Gosden and Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” 169.
10Hanshu 漢書 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1962), 14.420.
11Examples see Wang Chuning, “Haihunhou mu ‘Kongzi lijing’ (Kongzi pingfeng) zaishi” 海昏侯墓

“孔子立鏡”(孔子屏風)再釋, www.gwz.fudan.edu.cn/Web/Show/2782 (published on April 25, 2016,
accessed July 4, 2018); Shao Hong 邵鴻, “Haihunhou mu Kongzi pingfeng shitan” 海昏侯墓孔子屏風

試探, Jiangxi shifan daxue xuebao 江西師範大學學報 49.5 (2016), 16–23.
12See Wu Hung’s usage of “lived object” (shengqi 生器, a term originated in the Xunzi 荀子) in Chinese

funerary art in Art of the Yellow Springs: Understanding Chinese Tombs (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i,
2010), 163–72. For an overview of the development of shengqi as a concept and practice, see Wu Hung,
“‘Shengqi’ de gainian yu shijian” 生器的概念與實踐, Wenwu 2010.1, 87–96.
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interpretation suggests that it may benefit the tomb occupant or continue to function
in his afterlife just as it did in his life.

However, the exact nature or function of the “Mirror” in its own and Liu He’s after-
lives has not been sufficiently addressed. This is due, on one hand, to the overwhelming
attention paid to the Confucius image and the moral as well as political implications of
Confucian self-cultivation that it signaled; on the other hand, and more importantly, it
is a result of overlooking the material side of the object and the mortuary context of its
entombment. To remedy this imbalance, the present study focuses on the following two
aspects of the “Mirror” as an assemblage: its material integrity and its life and afterlife,
which are enmeshed with those of the Marquis. The making of the object and the per-
son illuminate each other. In the sections that follow, I will focus on the material and
physical composition of the “Mirror” as well as its mortuary and ritual function in the
broader context of funerary material culture and burial practice in early imperial China.
This allows me to raise questions about the current identification of the “Mirror” as a
functional “dressing mirror” and a “lived object” used by Liu He for moral self-
cultivation or political self-preservation when he was alive. Alternatively, I propose to
consider the “Mirror” as a composite talisman to protect the deceased Marquis against
baleful and harmful influences in the tomb and in his afterlife. It is my hope that such a
holistic and contextual analysis ultimately will contribute to a fuller understanding of
the inseparable material, social, and cultural world of the Han China.

The Person: The Life and Afterlife of Liu He (92–59 BCE)

Before delving into a detailed analysis of the “Mirror,” a brief introduction to the his-
torical circumstances surrounding Liu He’s life and death, as well as those around the
extraordinary discovery of his tomb is in order. Liu He was born in 92 BCE, the son of
Liu Bo 劉髆, the fifth son of Emperor Wu of Han 漢武帝 (r. 141–87 BCE) and his
beloved Lady Li 李夫人. Liu Bo was bestowed the title of King of Changyi 昌邑王,
and he was the ruler of this princely kingdom located in present-day Shandong
山東.13 When Liu Bo died in 88 BCE, his young child, Liu He, inherited both his
title and the kingdom, continuing a privileged life into his teen years on the east
coast of the Han Empire. When Emperor Zhao 昭帝 (r. 87–74 BCE) died without
an heir in 74 BCE, Huo Guang霍光(d. 68 BCE), the powerful regent at the court, unex-
pectedly chose Liu He, the seventeen-year old nephew of the late emperor, for the
throne. This was the turning point in Liu He’s life, as he was called upon to rush to
the capital Chang’an and became the ninth emperor of the Han.

On the twenty-seventh day of Liu He’s reign, however, he was deposed by Huo
Guang in favor of another great-grandson of Emperor Wu, the future Emperor Xuan
宣帝 (r. 74–49 BCE). Liu He was first sent back to Shandong under the watchful
eyes of the newly enthroned Emperor Xuan and his imperial court. Soon Liu He’s king-
dom was degraded and he was then demoted to the status of a commoner. It was only in
63 BCE, after years of suspicion and hostility, that Emperor Xuan felt politically secure
enough to take pity on Liu He and relocate him to the Yuzhang 豫章 Prefecture in
present-day Jiangxi, a remote corner in the southeast of the empire. There Liu He
was given the minor title of Marquis of Haihun 海昏侯.14 The Haihun Marquisate

13See “Table of the Regional Kings” 諸侯王表, in Hanshu 14.420.
14Wang Zijin 王子今 interpreted the place name of Liu He’s title, “Haihun,” as “Huihun” 晦昏, “dark

and muddled,” an implicit condemnation of Liu He’s immoral character and inappropriate behaviors. See
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had a modest tax income of four thousand households, but Liu He was permanently
confined to his marquisate until death and forbidden from participating in any imperial
ancestral rituals and courtly affairs.15

Liu He died at the age of thirty-four in 59 BCE. Despite the premature death of two
of his heirs, the Marquisate of Haihun lasted four more generations into the Eastern
Han (25–220 CE). In the Han dynastic history, the Hanshu, we read, “After being on
the throne for twenty-seven days, because of licentious and lewd behaviors, [Liu He]
was deposed and sent back to his former kingdom” 立二十七日, 以行淫亂, 廢歸故
國.16 This is how Liu He has been officially remembered, together with many other
accounts and anecdotal stories in the received literature, all alluding to his personal
transgressions and moral failures as the cause of his truncated rule.

In 2011, law enforcement and archaeologists were alerted by the locals about looting
activities taking place at an ancient burial site on Dundunshan 墩墩山, “Hill of
Mounds,” about sixty kilometers north of Nanchang, Jiangxi. Archaeologists spent
the next five years systematically surveying and investigating the surrounding area
(5 km2). The surveys and subsequent excavations located and confirmed the seat of
the Han Marquisate of Haihun at the Zijincheng 紫金城 site, and identified walled
mausoleums of multiple generations of the Marquis of Haihun as well as cemeteries
of the elite and common residents of the Marquisate.17

From 2015 to 2016, the largest tomb of all, Tomb M1, was meticulously excavated.
With great anticipation, archaeologists finally reached the bottom of a deeply dug
earthen pit of this large-scale shaft tomb and revealed an enormous wooden burial
structure of multiple chambers. Inside the middle chamber, a set of nearly flattened cof-
fins was found. The nested coffins had been crushed by the collapsing weight of the
piled earth on top of them, which had concealed this magnificent tomb for over two
millennia. Inside the inner coffin, a badly preserved skeleton lay on a mat made of liuli-
glass, an exuberantly expensive material exclusively produced by the Han imperial
workshop. Underneath the mat, there was a layer of one hundred neatly arranged pieces
of pure gold disks. Archaeologists had already retrieved an astonishing amount of gold
in this tomb, resulting a total of 115 kilograms of 478 pieces in a variety of shapes
including disks, plaques, horse-hoof shaped ingots, and what is known from the textual
sources as linzhijin 麟趾金, gold ingots in a toe-shape of the auspicious mythical ani-
mal Qilin 麒麟.18

Around the waist area of the skeletal remains, a small jade seal was found. The inscrip-
tion of the unmistaken name “LiuHe” on the seal confirmed what archaeologists had long
suspected about the identity of the tomb occupant (Figure 2). Tomb M1, or now more
famously known as the Haihunhou Tomb, was where Liu He, the infamously deposed

Wang Zijin, “‘Haihun’ mingyi kao” “海昏”名義考, Zhongguoshi yanjiu dongtai 中國史研究動態 2016.2,
49–53.

15For the details of the events and accounts around Liu He’s ascendance to the throne and his deposi-
tion, see “The Biographies of the Five Sons of Emperor Wu” 武五子傳, Hanshu 63.2764–2770. Also see
Xin Deyong 辛德勇, Haihunhou Liu He 海昏侯劉賀 (Shanghai: Shenghuo, Dushu, Xinzhi Sanlian shu-
dian, 2016).

16Hanshu 14.420.
17“Nanchangshi Xihan Haihunhou mu,” 45–48.
18“Nanchangshi XihanHaihunhoumu,” 58. For the extraordinary find of gold in this tomb, see Liu Rui劉瑞,

“Haihunhou LiuHemuzhong duo huangjing deyuanyin tanxi”海昏侯劉賀墓中多黃金的原因探析,Tangdu
xuekan唐都學刊, 32.3 (2016), 5–9.
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ninth emperor of Han, was put to rest.19 This is also an extremely rare case of an archae-
ological find in which not only the tomb of this scale escaped the nearly inevitable fate of
looting (ancient and modern) and remained intact prior to the scientific excavation, the
tomb occupant was also both archaeologically and historically identified.

The Place: The Haihunhou Mausoleum

The Haihunhou Mausoleum is a walled burial complex of a sprawling 4.6 hectares or
11.4 acres (Figure 3). There are two primary tombs—one for Liu He (M1) and the
other presumably for his wife (M2, unexcavated)—one chariot-and-horse pit (K1),20

and seven accompanying burials (M3–9), one of which has recently been identified
as the tomb of Liu He’s eldest son, Liu Chongguo 劉充國 (M5). Liu He and his wife
were buried side-by-side on top of the “Hill of Mounds.” In front of their tombs,
archaeologists have discovered the foundation of a four-building complex that they sus-
pect is the couple’s shared sacrificial shrine.21 The structure and layout of Liu He’s mau-
soleum is not unusual for its time, but it exceeds the statutory and sumptuary rules for
his status as a Marquis at the time of his death. Some scholars argued that Liu He’s
unique status as a deposed emperor and his complicated relationship with Emperor
Xuan might account for his exceedingly lavish burial.22

Figure 2: A jade seal of Liu He, modified after
Kaogu 2017.6, 60, fig. 50, courtesy of Yang Jun,
Jiangxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology

19In addition to the preliminary site report, for major artifacts from the Haihunhou Tomb, see the exhi-
bition catalogue, Wuse xuanyao: Nanchang Handai Haihunhouguo kaogu chengguozhan 五色炫耀—南昌

漢代海昏侯國考古成果展 (Nanchang: Jiangxi renmin, 2016). Wenwu 2018.11 is a special issue entirely
devoted to the major categories of entombed finds in the Haihunhou burial. The excavators and collabo-
rating researchers published their preliminary reports and studies of the entombed bronzes, jades, lacquer
wares, a large number of bamboo manuscripts of Confucian classical texts, and wooden boards of the
administrative documents of the Marquisate of Haihun.

20See Nanchang Handai Haihunhou guo 南昌漢代海昏侯國 (Hanchang: Jiangxi huabao, 2016), 48.
21See “Nanchangshi Xihan Haihunhou mu,” 47–48. For the structure of Liu He’s mausoleum and the

Han system of mausoleums for the imperial families, also see Liu Rui 劉瑞, “Haihunhou Liu He mu
muyuan zhidu chutan” 海昏侯劉賀墓墓園制度初探, Nanfang wenwu 2016.3, 51–56.

22See Zhang Zhongli張仲立 and Liu Huizhong 劉慧中, “Haihunhou Liu He mu yuzhi jilun”海昏侯劉

賀墓逾制幾論, Nanfang wenwu 2016.3, 57–60.
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Figure 3 Plan of the Haihunhou Mausoleum, modified after Kaogu 2017.6, 47, fig. 3

210
Jue

G
uo

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2019.10 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2019.10


Liu He’s tomb (M1) is a square-shaped earthen pit with one tomb ramp, the total
size of which is about 400m2. Inside the grave pit, deep underground, a three-meter
high wooden burial structure (guo 槨) was built up from the bottom of the pit. It
was divided into multiple rooms on all four sides, the “storage rooms,” as excavators
call them now. There is a main chamber in the middle of the burial structure. A cor-
ridor is formed in between the “storage rooms” and the main chamber (Figure 4).
The “storage rooms” were filled with exquisite grave goods of all sorts. A total of
over 10,000 sets and pieces of entombed objects have been retrieved so far.23 These
side rooms are designated by the excavators according to their assumed function,
based on the material content of the buried goods. For example, the “Money Vault”
yielded about ten tons of bronze coins, an estimate of two million coins, many of
which are intact in strings of 1000-coins known as one guan 貫.24 The “Document
Storeroom,” or perhaps more accurately, a library/archive, housed a selection of
Classical Confucian texts. They include extant excerpts or unknown and lost sections
from texts such as the Book of Odes (Shijing 詩經), the Annals of Springs
and Autumns (Chunqiu 春秋), the Analects (Lunyu 論語),25 the Records of Rites
(Liji 禮記), the Classics of Filial Piety (Xiaojing 孝經), and the Book of Changes (Yi
易). In addition, there are other master literature and literary compositions,
medical and mantic manuals, technical instructions for playing the popular game of
Liubo 六博, and administrative documents including memorials written by Liu He
to the imperial court. These texts and documents were written on a total of 5,200 pieces
of bamboo slips and wooden boards.26

The main room in the middle of the burial structure has a spacious size of 51.8m2. It is
divided into two halves by a separating wall but connected through a doorway in the mid-
dle. Liu He’s nested coffins were placed in the east chamber, together with a large number
of bronze ritual vessels.27 In the west chamber, archaeologists found furniture pieces such
as a sitting bed and reclining rests as well as lacquer wares including tables, serving trays,
and drinking cups. It is in this west chamber that the “Mirror”was found, near thewestern
wall of the west chamber, facing downwards and broken into pieces.28

The Object: The “Mirror”

This intriguing object has attracted a great amount of attention, in particular among
scholars of Confucian tradition and dynastic history in the Han. The presence of the
earliest portrait of Confucius and seven of his disciples, as well as excerpts of their biog-
raphies that largely overlap with those in the Grand Scribe’s Records (Shiji 史記), has
excited many, who consider the inscriptions a new textual trove. Others have also

23This total count was as of April 2016, see “Nanchang shi Xihan Haihunhou mu,” 51. But as the indoor
excavations are still ongoing, the final count is likely to increase.

24Nanchang Handai Haihunhou guo, 88.
25See Yang Jun 楊軍, Wang Chuning, and Xu Changqing徐長青, “Xihan Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu

‘Lunyu zhidao’ jian chutan” 西漢海昏侯劉賀墓出土《論語·知道》簡初探, Wenwu 2016.12, 72–75, 92.
26For an overview of the entombed writings, see “Jiangxi Nanchang Xihan Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu

jiandu” 江西南昌西漢海昏侯劉賀墓出土簡牘, Wenwu 2018.11, 87–96.
27“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 61. For bronzes found in Liu He’s tomb, see “Jiangxi

Nanchang Xihan Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu tongqi” 江西南昌西漢海昏侯劉賀墓出土銅器, Wenwu
2018.11, 4–26.

28There is a lacquered box containing gold disks found underneath what would be the bottom part of the
“Mirror,” See “Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 61.
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Figure 4 Plan of the wooden burial structure (guoshi) of the tomb of Marquis of Haihun (M1), modified after Kaogu 2017.6, 50, fig. 10, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi Provincial Institute of
Archaeology
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compared the lacquer-painting techniques deployed in the rare and full-body colored
portraits of the most celebrated Confucian figures.29 Historians are also quick to con-
textualize this unusual object in the unique history of Liu He’s short but tumultuous
life. There are two main theories with regard to how this “Mirror” sheds light on
nuances and details about Liu He, which the dynastic history may have had intention-
ally concealed or distorted. Both theories address the official allegations about Liu He’s
moral shortcomings and the deviant behaviors that led to his downfall after only
twenty-seven days on the throne. One theory argues for rectifying Liu He’s reputa-
tion—in life and in the afterlife—in light of what now have been found in his tomb.
In the simplest terms, this view suggests that Liu He must have been deeply immersed
in, or at least exposed to, Confucian learning, which should have been a good guardrail
against those alleged immoral and lewd behaviors. Echoing those who have suspected
that Liu He’s deposition was a political plot of the kind commonly seen in Han
court politics, Liu He’s burial and entombed goods such as those Confucian classics
found in the “Library/Archive” and this “Confucius Dressing Mirror” now provide
the material support for repudiating that official account.30 The other theory suggests
that the heavy Confucian component of Liu He’s burial may indicate that Liu He sought
refuge in Confucian moral self-cultivation after his removal from the throne, either for
self-protection under the surveillance of the court,31 or because of a sincere intention in
some kind of personal redemption, self-imposed or otherwise.32

Regardless of the debates surrounding certain textual and visual analyses, or even the
methodological soundness of the somewhat simplistic revisionist arguments, which
cannot be fully addressed here, there are two problematic aspects of the current view
of the “Mirror” unearthed from Liu He’s burial. First, the single-minded focus on
the portraits and biographies of Confucius and his disciples overlooks a plain fact
that they are only part of an object that is an assemblage of multiple components.
Not looking at the object holistically, and more importantly, failing to recognize that
this “Mirror” is first and foremost a physical object, not a text that exists without a
medium, risks mischaracterizing and misinterpreting not only the object as a whole
but also the texts inscribed on them. Second, directly related to and to some extent a
result of the first point, those who interpret the function of the “Mirror” as a teaching
or self-cultivation instrument used in Liu He’s life neglect to ask how it was actually
used and why it was buried in the tomb. The current theories unfortunately selectively
use only part of the object in their argument, and they take its presence in the burial as a
matter of fact without addressing the funerary process that brought it to the tomb.

My following discussion revisits the contextualized object in light of these concerns.
I will first introduce all the components of the “Mirror,” in the process of which I will
also raise questions about this designation. Instead of focusing on the images and
biographical texts of the Confucian figures, I will center my analysis on an inscription
of rhymed prose, dubbed by the excavators the “Dressing Mirror Rhapsody” (衣鏡賦),

29For an analysis from the perspective of Han painting tradition, see Chen Ming 陳明, “Cong
Haihunhou mu Kongzi huaxiang kan Handai mushi huihua” 從海昏侯墓孔子畫像看漢代墓室繪畫,
Zhongguo meishu 中國美術 2016.4, 50–53. For studies focusing on the biographical texts, see Shao
Hong, “Haihunhou mu Kongzi pingfeng shitan,” 16–23; Wang Chuning, “Haihunhou mu ‘Kongzi lijing’
(Kongzi pingfeng) zaishi.”

30“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 69–70.
31Shao Hong, “Haihunhou mu Kongzi pingfeng shitan,” 22–23.
32Wang Chuning, “Haihunhou mu ‘Kongzi lijing’ (Kongzi pingfeng) zaishi,” 23–24.
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found on the front cover of the “Mirror.”33 Unlike the biographies of Confucius and his
disciples, this short inscription actually contains a few hints about the fashioning and
function of the object. I will conclude by proposing a hypothesis about how this object
may have come to be included in Liu He’s burial.

The Contextualized Object: Materiality

The “Mirror” was found near the middle of the western wall in the west chamber, facing
the doorway that leads to the east chamber where Liu He’s coffins were placed
(Figure 5). This location may not be accidental and I will return to it later in the
discussion. It was found facing down, broken into pieces. However, it is unclear in
the preliminary report whether this was the original placement and deposition manner
of the “Mirror,” or the facing-down and broken condition occurred after the tomb was
closed.34

A preliminary restoration by the excavators shows that it has two principle parts: a
rectangular bronze panel (the “dressing mirror”) and a rectangular wooden frame with
an openable front cover and a fixed backboard. The frame, the cover, and the backboard
were all painted. The portrait of Confucius was found on the exterior of the backboard.
Its initial identification as a pingfeng screen was because of the rectangular shape and
the painted fragments of the wooden panel. On the surface it shares these common fea-
tures with some excavated specimens that have been identified as screens from several
Han tombs such as two color-painted lacquer-wood screens from the famous early
Western Han Mawangdui 馬王堆 tombs (Figures 6a–b)35 as well as one large

33“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 64.
34An earthquake was recorded in this region in 318 CE, which may have shifted the burial and had an

impact on the placement of buried goods inside the burial structure. The crushing weight of the refilled
earth on top of the burial structure may also have contributed to the damage to the burial structure and
the coffins, as well as to many entombed objects. Without further examination, especially a microscopic
analysis of the broken pieces of the “Mirror,” its original deposition condition remains uncertain; a
more precise understanding would no doubt provide further evidence of the nature of this object and its
assumed function(s) in the burial and in the afterlife of Liu He. As will be detailed later, the manner in
which this object was placed in the tomb would also have an effect on how the different sets of images
were intended to or could be viewed, and on their potential association with the cosmic order of the
four directions and the physical and directional relation to the deceased Liu He lying in the east chamber.
Although this line of inquiry must await future examination, it is important to note the significance of such
considerations.

35Of the Mawangdui screens, the better preserved is that from Lady Xinzhui’s tomb (M1:447, the screen
panel measures (H)58 x (W)72 cm and the height, including the stand, is 62 cm), see Hunansheng bowu-
guan 湖南省博物館 and Zhongguo kexueyuan kaogu yanjiusuo 中國科學院考古研究所, Changsha
Mawangdui yihao Hanmu 長沙馬王堆一號漢墓 (Beijing: Wenwu, 1973), 93–94, 96, plate 192; the one
from M3 (M3:170), presumably a son of Lady Xinzhui and Marquis of Dai (Li Cang), measures (H)60.5
x (W)90.5 cm for the screen panel and the stand measures (H)10 x (L)18.8 cm. The screen is identified
in the tomb inventory (slip 274) as “wooden five-color painted screen” 木五蔡(彩)畫并(屏)風, see
Hunansheng bowuguan and Hunansheng wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo 湖南省文物考古研究所, Changsha
Mawangdui er san hao Hanmu 長沙馬王堆二、三號漢墓 (Beijing: Wenwu, 2004), 157, color plate 35.
Wu Hung interpreted the Mawangdui M1 screen as part of the symbolism of what he calls “the spirit
seat,” representing the soul of the deceased in the tomb. See his discussion in “Enlivening the Soul in
Chinese Tombs,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 55/56 (2009), 21–41; Art of the Yellow Springs,
63–84.
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Figure 5 Location of the “covered mirror” found inside the burial chamber of Liu He’s Tomb, modified after the 3D Reconstruction, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi Provincial Institute of
Archaeology
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Figure 6a (front) and 6a (back) A color-painted lacquered wooden screen from Mawangdui M1 (M1:447), photos
after Hunan Provincial Museum (http://61.187.53.122/collection.aspx?id=1389&lang=zh-CN)
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full-body-sized standing screen from the tomb of Zhao Mei 趙眜 (r. 137–ca. 122 BCE),
the second King of the Nanyue Kingdom 南越.36

The subsequent discovery of the self-referential phrase, yijing, in a rhymed text
inscribed on a fragment of the front cover prompted the archaeologists and historians
to revise their initial identification of a “screen” to a “dressing mirror.” It may be
because of the size and weight of the bronze panel that the excavators also hypothesized
that for it to properly function as a “dressing mirror,” the framed “Mirror” might have
originally been mounted on a stand (Figure 7).37 It should be noted, however, that there
is no stand or any trace of a stand found together with or near the broken pieces of the
“Mirror” in the tomb. Possible explanations for the absence of the assumed stand have
been proposed, ranging from the stand not having been included in the burial38 to its
having degenerated because it was made of perishable organic materials. The latter
explanation is belied by a large number of well-preserved objects made of wood and
bamboo in the same tomb under the same preservation conditions. The “missing”
stand is not the only peculiar or “odd” aspect of this object, nor can the current iden-
tification of it as a “dressing mirror” fully account for its possible genesis and its place-
ment in the tomb of Liu He.

Let me begin with the details of the bronze panel (Figure 8a). It was a large rectan-
gular bronze plate, broken in the middle at the time of the discovery. The restored mea-
surement is (L)70.3 x (W)46.5 cm. The thickness of the panel is 1.3 cm with a slightly
thinner edge at 1.2 cm. The unpolished backside of the bronze panel has five semi-
circular knobs, measuring (L)3.8 x (W)2.0 x (H)1.8 cm. It weighs 20.048 kilograms.39

36It should be noted that the Nanyue tomb is a horizontal construction made of stones, which is signifi-
cantly different, both structurally and materially, from the Haihunhou tomb, which is a vertical earthen
shaft tomb. Variations in structural construction, internal spatial differentiation of burial space, and con-
struction materials have long been recognized as important correlates to the changes in afterlife concepts
and burial practices. Wu Hung has written extensively on these subjects, see Wu Hung, “From Temple to
Tomb: Ancient Chinese Art and Religion in Transition,” Early China 13 (1988), 78–115; “Temple, Place,
and Tomb,” in Monumentality in Early Chinese Art and Architecture (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1995), 77–142; The Art of the Yellow Springs: Understanding Chinese Tombs (Honolulu: University of
Hawai‘i Press, 2010). Two Chinese works contain comprehensive surveys and archaeological data pertain-
ing to these changes, see Huang Xiaofen 黃曉芬, Hanmu de kaoguxue yanjiu 漢墓的考古學研究

(Changsha: Yuelu shushe, 2003) and Liu Zhendong 劉振東, Mingjie de zhixue: Zhongguo gudai muzang
zhidu gailun 冥界的秩序: 中國古代墓葬制度概論 (Beijing: Wenwu, 2015). For a convenient summary
of the changes in burial space in English, see Lai Guolong, “The Transformation of Burial Space,” in
Excavating the Afterlife: The Archaeology of Early Chinese Religion (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2015), 55–97. The Nanyue large-scale screen was found already disassembled in four piles in the
main burial chamber in front of the entrance into the eastern side room, a location fitting a standing
and functional screen. See Guangzhoushi wenwu guanli weiyuanhui 廣州市文物管理委員會, Zhongguo
shekeyuan kaogu yanjiusuo 中國社科院考古研究所, and Guangdongsheng bowuguan 廣東省博物館,
Han Nanyue wang mu漢南越王墓 (Beijing: Wenwu, 1991), 117, 320–24, 433. For the wooden screen com-
ponents, see 214–15, plate 215, and the restoration of the screen in Appendix 11.

37“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 61–62.
38The possibility of the Haihunhou tomb being looted, as was common for tombs of this scale, can be

ruled out because the contents of the burial were intact when archaeologists opened the tomb. There were
attempts at looting, but they were interrupted when reported to the authorities. Although the looters did
succeed in penetrating into the wooden outer burial chamber, they did not get into the chamber. For details
surrounding the looting attempts and the damages before the archaeological excavation, see Nanchang
Handai Haihunhou guo, 44–47.

39See “Jiangxi Nanchang Xihan Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu tongqi,” 22. The measurement of the
bronze panel (M1:1415-1) in this 2018 publication is slightly longer at (L)72 x (W)46 cm.
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Figure 7 The proposed reconstruction of the “Dressing Mirror” with a stand, modified after Nanfang wenwu 2016.3, 62, fig. 4
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Figure 8a The Haihunhou bronze panel (broken in the middle when found), modified after Nanfang wenwu 2016.3, p. 61, fig. 2, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi Provincial Institute of
Archaeology
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Figure 8b The Qi King’s bronze mirror (back), modified after Kaogu xuebao 1985.2, Color Plate 13.1
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The excavators suggest that these knobs were used to mount the bronze panel onto the
wooden frame.40 Although the exact mounting mechanism is not explained, one can
observe what seem to be impressions left by the knobs being pushed into the interior
of the restored backboard (Figure 9a). There are also two bronze rings, one attached
to each side of the wooden frame (Figure 9b), which the excavators hypothesize may
have been used to mount the framed “Mirror” onto a now-missing stand, as demon-
strated in their proposed reconstruction (Figure 7). The excavators give no specifics
as to how to mount a heavy and framed bronze panel using only these two small
and slim rings. These technical questions are relevant to understanding the nature
and the function of the “Mirror,” and a full restoration in the future may clarify
these remaining questions.41

Although Han hand-held bronze mirrors are common in archaeological finds,42

such large-size and rectangular-shape bronze mirrors are rare. The only other known
specimen was found in 1980, in an external storage pit for the burial of a certain
king of the Qi 齊 Kingdom in Western Han near Zibo 淄博, Shandong
(Figure 8b).43 It was identified as a bronze mirror and curiously also found broken

40“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 62.
41Due to the long conservation process required for the wooden frame and lacquer-painted panels, the

reconstruction published in “Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing” is only preliminary. I visited the
Haihunhou site in October 2017, but, unfortunately, because the organic parts of the “Mirror” have been
transferred to the specialized conservation center for lacquer wares, I did not have a chance to examine
them personally. However, personal communications with the excavators on site did reveal some reserva-
tions about the current identification as a “dressing mirror” and the published reconstruction.

42There are numerous collections and catalogues of smaller hand-held bronze mirrors, as well as a large
body of secondary literature, especially on those with inscriptions. For a recent collection of inscribed hand-
held mirrors from Han times, see Wang Huaigang 王懷剛, Hanjing mingwen tuji 漢鏡銘文圖集

(Shanghai: Zhongxi shuju, 2016). Okamura Hidenori 岡村秀典 and his research team on ancient
Chinese mirrors (Han to Western Jin) have published extensively on inscribed hand-held bronze mirrors
including new transcriptions, translations into Japanese, and studies on the chronology and typology based
on inscriptions and stylistic features. Most of the publications by Okamura (research articles) and his team
(collected annotations and Japanese translations) are in Tōhō gakuhō 東方學報 (Journal of Oriental
Studies) published by Kyoto University and can be conveniently accessed online (https://repository.kulib.
kyoto-u.ac.jp/dspace/handle/2433/66100?locale=en). To save space, I will list here only the issue, year,
and page numbers: no. 84 (2009), 1–54, 139–209; no. 85 (2010), 732–762; no. 86 (2011), 1–90, 201–289,
291–333; no. 88 (2013), 534–463. English studies of hand-held mirrors from early China include K. E.
Brashier, “Longevity like Metal and Stone: the Role of the Mirror in Han Burials,” T’oung Pao 81
(1995), 201–29 and Lillian Lan-ying Tseng, “Representation and Appropriation: Rethinking the TLV
Mirror in Han China,” Early China 29 (2004), 163–215. For a recent excellent relational study on the
wide spread and use of the portable mirrors in the Han, see Guo Yanlong, “Affordable Luxury: The
Entanglements of Metal Mirrors in the Han Empire (202 BCE–220 CE),” (PhD diss., University of
British Columbia, 2016), especially 86–102 for the buried disk-shaped bronze mirrors. With regard to
the metaphorical, symbolic, moral, and magical functions of mirror in the transmitted classical texts
prior to the Six Dynasties, see Komai Kazuchika 駒井和愛, Chūgoku kokyō no kenkyū 中國古鏡の硏究

(Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1953), 7–13.
43Five external burial pits affiliated with the Qi king’s burial were excavated between 1978 and 1980. It is

interesting to note that this large rectangular mirror (5:19) was discovered together with those dubbed
“daily objects,” including four regular-sized round bronze mirrors (in lacquer painted wooden boxes),
two bronze incense burners, two 18-faceted bronze dice, and 22 bone sticks and fragments on a ledge
in the same pit (no. 5); the rest of the buried contents are all weapons. See Shandongsheng Zibo bowuguan
山東省淄博博物館, “Xihan Qiwangmu suizang qiwukeng” 西漢齊王墓隨葬器物坑, Kaogu xuebao 考古

學報 1985.2, 223–66, plates 13–20.
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into two pieces approximately in the middle. By comparison, it is both larger and more
than twice as heavy, measuring (L)115.1 x (W)57.7 x (H)1.3 cm and weighing about
56.6 kilograms. Coincidentally, it also has five similarly arranged semi-circle knobs
(5 x 3.5 x 3.2 cm) on the backside. However, the backside of the Qi mirror was decorated
in exquisite patterns of dragon and persimmon petals,44 while that of the Haihunhou
bronze panel is plain without any décor. Unlike the Haihunhou bronze panel, which
was found together with a wooden frame and inside the burial chamber, the Qi mirror
was found alone without any frame or stand, and it was found in a storage pit outside
the tomb. These differences raise the question about whether the fact that the
Haihunhou “Mirror” seemed to be framed and was placed inside the burial chamber
in an area considered by some as the underworld equivalent of a sitting-room in the
world of the living, bear any significance beyond a mere idiosyncratic choice.

Differences aside, the fact that the only other known large-size rectangular bronze
mirror was found in Shandong is worth noting. Liu He’s father was the first King of
Changyi, a kingdom located in present-day Juye 巨野, Shandong. Liu He lived there
before he went to Chang’an in 74 BCE, and he was sent back to Shandong after he
was deposed. When he was relocated to Yuzhang (present Jiangxi) in 63 BCE, he
must have moved his properties, many of which inherited from his father, from
Shandong to Jiangxi. In Liu He’s tomb, there are indeed many lacquer ware fragments,
musical instruments, and some bronze vessels that bear the manufacture inscription of
Changyi.45 Against this background, and given the physical resemblance of the two
bronze panels, it is worth considering the possibility that the Haihunhou bronze
panel may have been made in Shandong and brought with Liu He when he was relo-
cated to Jiangxi. In other words, although it is unclear how such a large and heavy
bronze panel was actually used as a mirror, it seems reasonable to surmise that this
bronze panel might have been made long before Liu He’s death.

Figure 9a The restored wooden frame (painted front
side) and the backboard showing the interior side,
after Wenwu 2018.11, 82, fig. 1, courtesy of Yang Jun,
Jiangxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology

44“Xihan Qiwangmu suizang qiwukeng,” 242, figure 16.2, color plate 13.1.
45“Nanchang shi Xihan Haihunhou mu,” 55, 57.
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An anecdote about a large bronze mirror used by the First Emperor of Qin (r. 221–
210 BCE), recorded in the fourth-century CE Xijing zaji 西京雜記, sheds some light on
the nature and usage of large bronze mirrors. The story tells that such a mirror was
found in the Qin palace in Xianyang 咸陽 by the future High Emperor of Han 漢高
祖, Liu Bang 劉邦 (r. 202–195 BCE). It is described as follows:46

There was a rectangular mirror, four-chi wide (c. 92 cm), five-chi and nine-cun tall
(c. 135.7 cm). Both sides were reflective. When people faced it directly, it reflected
them [upright], but the shadow of people was reflected upside down. If [one]
placed the hands over the heart, then [one could] see [his or her] intestines, stom-
ach, and five internal organs clearly without any hindrance. If people had a sick-
ness inside, then once they placed their hands over the heart and looked at their
reflection in the mirror, then they knew where the sickness was. Moreover, if a
woman had nefarious intentions, then her gall bladder would be open and her
heart moving [in the reflection in the mirror]. The First Emperor of Qin often
used [this mirror] to show the reflection of the palace ladies. Those whose gall
bladder was open and heart moving would be executed.

有方鏡，廣四尺，高五尺九寸，表裏有明，人直來照之，影則倒見。以手
捫心而來，則見腸胃五臟，歷然無硋。人有疾病在內，則掩心而照之，則
知病之所在。又女子有邪心，則膽張心動。秦始皇常以照宮人，膽張心動
者則殺之。

Although the account is anecdotal and was included in a post-Han text associated with
Ge Hong 葛洪 (283–343 CE), a polymath interested in mantic practices including
alchemy, it may be informed by earlier beliefs and practices. At the least this story

Figure 9b The restored wooden frame (backside) and
the backboard showing the exterior side (Upper left:
Portrait of Confucius), after Nanfang wenwu 2016.3,
63, fig. 7, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi Provincial
Institute of Archaeology

46Xijing zaji, in Siku quanshu 四庫全書, vol. 1035 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 1987), 3.13. For later ritual
usage of mirrors, especially in Daoist rituals, see Shih-Shan Suan Huang, Picturing the True Form: Daoist
Visual Culture in Traditional China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asian Center, 2012).
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provides another perspective to consider the possibility that such a large and rectangu-
lar bronze mirror may be primarily of a talismanic nature, in addition to the two other
commonly conceived functions of regular, especially hand-held, mirrors. One is the
apparently utilitarian function of being a “dressing mirror.” The other is the conven-
tional symbolism of mirror for self-reflection in personal and moral cultivation, such
as expressed in the words of a Confucian scholar, Xun Yue 荀悅 (148–209 CE),
“A morally noble person ( junzi) has three reflections, reflecting in the ancient, reflect-
ing in the others, and reflecting [in the self-image] in the mirror” 君子有三鑒，鑒乎
前，鑒乎人，鑒乎鏡.47 In order to decide the intended function of this entombed
object, we also need to look at the frame set.

All three parts of the wooden frame set—the rectangular frame, the front cover, and
the backboard—were lacquer-painted. The rectangular frame, painted in red, was made
of solid wood planks, and the restored exterior measurement is (L)96 x (W)68 x (T)6 cm,
and the interior measurement is (L)72.4 x (W)44.4 cm. The excavators found two small
lumps of metal remains on the top beam of the frame that they suspected to be used to
attach the frame to a stand. Inside the frame (location not specified), it is reported that
there is a bronze bolt with which the excavators thought to have been used to fix the
bronze panel via the knobs on the back when it was inserted.48 Recalling the reported
size of the bronze panel, (L)70.3 x (W)46.5 cm, if all these published measurements
are accurate, then it seems that the frame and the bronze panel were not fitted seamlessly.

The Contextualized Object: Visuality

On the front side of the frame, all four facades were painted (Figures 10a and 10b).
Based on both the iconography and the description in the aforementioned “Dressing
Mirror Rhapsody” (Figure 11), they have been identified, from the perspective of the
viewer, as follows: on the top beam, from left to right, Queen Mother of the West,
the Crimson Bird (Phoenix), and King Father of the East; on the left beam, the
White Tiger; on the right beam, the Greenblue Dragon. The image on the bottom
beam is illegible now, but the inscription has it as the “Dark Crane.”49 The mythical
animals of the Four Directions—the White Tiger, the Greenblue Dragon, the
Crimson Bird, and the Dark Xuanwu (a hybrid of a snake on top of a turtle)—as
well as the immortal couple of the Queen Mother of the West and the King Father
of the East were popular pictorial themes on Han bronze hand mirrors as well as in
the Han tomb murals.50 Their associations with otherworldly realms51—the immortal

47Quoted from Extended Reflection 申鑒, collected in Qunshu zhiyao 群書治要, Sibucongkan edition,
46.6a.

48“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 62.
49“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 62–63, 64. I will discuss the “Dressing Mirror

Rhapsody” below.
50For the development of the pictorial representations of the Queen Mother of the West and her coun-

terpart, King Father of the East, especially with regard to these two images on the Haihunhou “mirror,” see
Liu Ziliang 劉子亮, Yang Jun, and Xu Changqing, “Handai Dongwanggong chuanshuo yu tuxiang xintan:
yi Xihan Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu ‘Kongzi yijing’wei xiansuo”漢代東王公傳說與圖像新探—以西漢

海昏侯劉賀墓出土“孔子衣鏡”為線索, Wenwu 2018.11, 81–86.
51Although there is no question that the smaller hand-held mirrors were common personal items in Han

times, almost all the excavated specimens are from tombs. There have not yet been statistically viable and
systematic examinations and studies to shed light on whether the mirrors from mortuary contexts were
materially (for example, the alloy composition) and technically different from those known from non-
mortuary contexts.
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land or the afterlife world—and their perceived protective powers were also well
documented in the Han.52

Both the front cover (exterior and interior) and the backboard (exterior only) were
painted with images and inscribed with texts. The portrait of Confucius was painted on

Figure 10a Infrared Scans (IR) of the four front sides of the wooden frame, modified after Nanfang wenwu 2016.3, 62,
fig. 6, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology

52Lian Chunhai 練春海 has discussed a few examples of hand-held bronze mirrors with talismanic
inscriptions including references to the Queen Mother of the West and the King Father of the East
found in tombs dated to Eastern Han to Six Dynasties. See Lian Chunhai, “Tongjing gongyong” 銅鏡功

用, in Qiwu tuxiang yu Handai xinyang 器物圖像與漢代信仰 (Beijing: Sanlian shudian, 2014), 121–22.
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the exterior of the backboard. The whole panel was first outlined at the edges with
bright yellow lines, and two more yellow lines divide the area within the outline into
three vertical registers, each containing two full-body portraits of two persons, standing
face to face. Each person is identified by a cartouche with the name of the person in it
and a short biographical text. Confucius ((H)28.8 x (W)8.4 cm) is on the left side of the
upper register; facing him was his favorite disciple Yan Hui 顏回 (Figure 9b). The mid-
dle register has Zigong 子貢 on the left and Zilu 子路 on the right. The bottom register
has Tangdai Ziyu 堂駘子羽 (a.k.a., Tantai Mieming 澹台灭明) and Zixia 子夏. With
the exception of Confucius, whose full body was filled in color, the bodies of his disci-
ples were outlined but not color-filled.53 Their biographies are largely identical to those
in the Shiji with some textual variants and minor differences.54

The front cover was badly damaged, broken into several tens of smaller pieces, so the
current restoration is tentative. Unlike the backboard, which was only painted on the
exterior, the cover was painted on both sides. This may be because as a cover, it was
openable via the two hinges fixed on the left side. However, the interior images and
texts are barely legible now. Only in what would be the middle register, one can see
two heads. The one on the left seems to be Zizhang 子張 and the one on the right,
Zengzi 曾子. Only part of Zizhang’s biography remains legible, and nothing can be
read of Zengzi’s.55

The placement of the portraits of Confucius and his disciples as well as their biog-
raphies is curious.56 What modern scholars consider as the most important of these
Confucian figures is undoubtedly Confucius, evidenced in the now widely accepted des-
ignation, “Confucius Dressing Mirror.” But the portrait of Confucius was actually
painted on the backside of the “Mirror.” This raises a practical question for those
who argue for this “dressing mirror” doubling as an instrument of teaching and self-
reflection for the intended user, in this case, Liu He. For example, Wang Chuning
argued that this mirror would allow Liu He to “self-reflect in the image and in history”
(tushi zijing 圖史自鏡). Specifically, he explained, when Liu He was looking into the

Figure 10b Color Images of the “Queen Mother of the West”(left), “King Father of the East” (right), and “Crimson
Bird”(middle) on the top beam of the wooden frame, after Wenwu 2018.11, 83, fig. 2, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi
Provincial Institute of Archaeology

53The images and the texts of Confucius and his disciples have received much more scholarly attention,
and their iconographic and textual details are not the focus of this article. For the detailed description and a
full transcription, see “Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 63–67.

54For a detailed discussion of the textual variants and differences between the biographies on the “mir-
ror” and their Shiji counterparts, see Wang Chuning, “Haihunhou mu ‘Kongzi lijing’ (Kongzi pingfeng)
zaishi,” 2–19.

55“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 64.
56For a thorough examination of Confucian images closely related to moral didactics and persuasion in

narrative illustrations on a variety of media, see Julia K. Murray, Mirror of Morality: Chinese Narrative
Illustration and Confucian Ideology (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007).
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mirror, he would be able to see himself in the front side of the mirror, but on the back-
side of the mirror, he would see the images and read the deeds and words of Confucius
and his disciples, which he was expected to compare to his own so that he could follow
the teachings to “thrice reflect upon myself” (三省吾身) and “strive for being an equal
when seeing a worthy” (見賢思齊).57 Strictly speaking, this would require Liu He either
to turn the framed “Mirror” around to see the images and words about Confucius on
the backside or to walk to the back of the “Mirror.” This makes one wonder why the
most important figure, Confucius, is not placed on the front side of the cover, or better,
on the interior of the front cover which would conveniently allow Liu He to see the
image of the sage and the text about his life side by side with his own reflection
when he opened the cover to reveal the reflective side of the mirror. Additionally, in
order to make all the portraits and texts accessible and visible to the potential viewer,
this framed “Mirror” needed to be placed in the middle of the room or at least with
enough room behind it for access to the back where the majority of the figures and
texts were placed. This is certainly not inconceivable or impossible to arrange; however,
I raise these practical questions to highlight the importance of considering all the com-
ponents of this object—an assemblage to be precise—and taking into consideration
their physical features and spatial relations in order to ascertain the object’s intended
use and function. Looking at it this way, it becomes clear that this “Mirror” is not
just about the images and biographies of Confucius and his disciples.

The Contextualized Object: Textuality

Let us take a closer look at the exterior face of the cover and reconsider the other
images—the mythical animals and the immortal couple of the Queen Mother of the
West and King Father of the East—on the front side of the frame. Because the cover
has been severely damaged, not all the images painted on the external side are
recognizable. One fragment seems to be a portrait of Zhong Ziqi 鍾子期, identified
with the inscription “Zhong Zi listening to it” (鍾子聽之),58 a figure from a well-known
tale about music and friendship popular in Han times.

Figure 11 A rhymed inscription, dubbed by the editors the “Dressing Mirror Rhapsody,” after Nanfang wenwu
2016.3, 64, fig. 10, courtesy of Yang Jun, Jiangxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology

57Wang, “Haihunhou mu ‘Kongzi lijing’ (Kongzi pingfeng) zaishi,” 23–24.
58This information is not yet published, but Yang Jun, the leading excavator of the Haihunhou

Mausoleum, from Jiangxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology, mentioned it in the Tang Special Annual
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Another fragment bears what the excavators now call the “Dressing Mirror
Rhapsody,” a rhymed text that seems to be relatively complete, with the exception of
the last few lines (Figure 11). This inscription is the source of the phrase yijing,
which excavators and scholars have taken at face value to label the object. However,
taking yijing out of context has actually obscured the nature and function of a clearly
composite object. In my view, this rhymed text as a whole provides valuable hints at
the production and the intended function of the object. For this reason, it warrants a
full translation here:59

The newly completed covered mirror is fine and bright.
Its fair quality and clear reflection are proper and right.
Receiving multicolored sunlight, it bestows good fortune and sends down the
numinous.
Warding off the abnormal, it refines the appearance and attends to one’s side. (1)
Powerful beasts and fierce animals [on it] protect the doorway and the chamber.
Relying on two flying wild boars to catch the ominous and misfortune,
The powerful and magnificent creatures eliminate the inauspicious. (2)
To its right is the White Tiger and to its left the Blue Dragon.60

Below is the Dark Crane and above the Phoenixes.
The Queen Mother of the West and the King Father of the East,
[Their] blessings and happiness are extolled and [their] pure graces are generous.
Those by their left and right are respectful, growing prosperous day by day. (3)
… the sage is Confucius.
… [Confucius’] disciples Yan Hui and Bu Shang … (?)
Is it not peaceful to face them and see their intentions?
… following Yin and Yang, the mood is harmonious and tranquil. (4)
< For a thousand autumns and ten-thousand > years, long lasts the happiness.
<Parents are at peace and all the children > are sincere and joyful.
… … (5)
新就衣鏡兮佳以明
質直見請(清)兮政以方
幸得降靈兮奉景光
脩容侍側兮辟非常
猛獸鷙蟲兮守戶房
據兩蜚豦兮匢兇殃
傀偉奇物兮除不祥
右白虎兮左蒼龍
下有玄鶴兮上鳳凰

lecture in Archaeology, “The Excavation of the Haihunhou Tomb,” on April 1, 2017 at Columbia
University, New York. I thank Yang Jun for the informative and constructive communications regarding
these unpublished materials.

59The transcription of the text is based on the published version and the photograph of the fragment
(Figure 11) in “Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 64 (□ indicating one illegible graph), with
my modifications (supplemented and added graphs marked by [] and <>). For the convenience of the anal-
ysis, I divide the inscription into five sections marked by (1)–(5) in the English translation.

60The directions in this line and the following—right, left, above, and below—are from the perspective of
the mirror, which is framed in the middle, not from that of the viewers. From the viewer’s perspective, the
placement of the tiger and the dragon on the left and right beam respectively conforms to their conven-
tional association with the west (left) and the east (right) respectively in the Han cosmology.
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西王母兮東王公
福憙所歸兮淳恩臧
左右尚之兮日益昌
□□聖人兮孔=子=(?)

61

[孔子]之徒顏回卜商□(?)
62

臨觀其意兮不亦康
□氣和平兮順陰陽
□□□ <千秋萬>歲兮樂未央
□□□□□<親安眾子>皆蒙慶63

□□□□□□□□

The inscription follows a clear order in its description of the framed “Mirror.” It begins
by praising the overall fine quality of its making (1). Then it moves to describe the
images on the front cover (2), the images on the frame (3), and the images on the back-
board (4), emphasizing repeatedly in each section the power of these images to help
people avoid harm and misfortune and obtain blessing and happiness. It concludes
with commendation, using stock phrases wishing for long-lasting blessing and joy for
the family and generations to come (5). Although the inscription does make one pass-
ing reference to “refining the appearance” in section (1) and mentions Confucius and
his disciples in section (4), it is clear that they are only part of an overall message that
this inscription emphatically attempts to convey. That is the ritual potency of the said
object, including but certainly not limited to the Confucian images, to ward off troubles
and afflictions and to bring blessing, tranquility, and long-lasting joy. The unabashed
tone with which it extols its own benefits finds company in some inscriptions on
Han hand-held bronze mirrors, which Anthony Barbieri-Low deemed “advertise-
ments.”64 For example, a bronze mirror with a date of 145 CE bears an inscription
that partly reads:65

I have harmoniously combined the three auspicious metals,
And refined the white [tin] and the yellow [copper] according to a secret formula.
As brilliant as the sun or the moon, its reflection enables one to see the ends of the
earth.
It will enable one to extend his life and have eternal happiness without end.

61Upon a closer look at the published photograph of the text (“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi
yijing,” 64), there seems to be a faded double mark (=) after kong 孔 (more visible) and zi 子(less clear)
respectively, indicating that the two graphs for Kongzi (Confucius) should be repeated in the next line.
For this reason, Kongzi was added to be the subject of the next line, which the editors of this
“Rhapsody” left as two blanks. I thank one of the anonymous reviewers who pointed out the double
mark after kong.

62The regular meter of the rhymed text and the physical space after shang suggests there is one more
graph, but if there was one, it is no longer visible.

63The editors left the beginning of this couplet as blanks because of the damage on the fragment, see
“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 64. Wang Renxiang supplemented the illegible characters
based on Han stock auspicious phrases on his public blog Qiwu 器唔, and I adopt these here. For a report
on Wang Renxiang’s new reading, see www.kaogu.cn/cn/xccz/20170222/57190.html (published online
February 22, 2017, accessed March 11, 2019).

64See Barbieri-Low’s discussion of “marketing techniques” of the Han artisans, in Anthony
J. Barbieri-Low, Artisans in Early Imperial China (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007), 138–52.

65Barbieri-Low, Artisans in Early Imperial China, 146–47.
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For one who buys this mirror, may his family become rich and prosperous.
May he have five sons and four daughters, and may they all become [or marry]
marquises and princes.
For one who buys this mirror secondhand, may he occupy a prominent place in a
large market.
May his family acquire a good name … [fragmentary, unclear passage].

Another mirror dated to late second or earlier third century CE has a similar
inscription:66

Mirrors made by Shangfang are really all the rage.
On them are immortals who know nothing of old age.
If parched, they drink of jade; when hungry, sup on dates.
They rove about on the hills of the gods, plucking fungus and herbs that are
blessed.
Long life to you, longer than metal or stone or even the Queen of the West.

Barbieri-Low noted that the language used in these what he called “magico-auspicious”
jingles are “similar in form to popular rhymes and magical incantations” in the Han. He
argued that such mirror inscriptions served a dual purpose as both “advertising slo-
gans” and “religious texts” to persuade and please the customer.67 Although these
two inscriptions, like the vast majority of extant examples, were for hand-held mirrors,
the similarity between their rhymed “jingles” and this elegantly composed “Rhapsody”
are striking, especially the emphasis on the apotropaic power of the images on them as
integral to the efficacy of the object, which clearly goes beyond the utilitarian function
of a regular mirror that simply reflects physical appearance. This reading of the
“Dressing Mirror Rhapsody” effectively shifts our attention from the moral and educa-
tional use that it held for its owner and user, Liu He, to its maker and the making of a
talismanic object with characteristics of a commodity.

In this light the first line in the inscription begs further scrutiny. At first glance, “the
newly completed covered mirror” certainly may be read as a direct and simple self-
reference to the very object as a regular “mirror,” as it is currently understood.
However, the curious wording “newly completed” may also be understood as referring
to the particular making of the entire assemblage. It is not beyond the realm of possi-
bility that the “covered mirror” may be “newly completed” in the sense that the frame
set was added to the bronze panel, which produced the final composite object that we
see now. Two previously made observations may strengthen this hypothesis. One is that
the Qi king’s mirror was found without a frame in a storage pit, suggesting that this
kind of large-size rectangular bronze panel could be a stand-alone object. In contrast,
the Haihunhou “mirror” was placed inside the burial chamber, facing the doorway lead-
ing to the coffins of Liu He. This particular location corresponds provocatively to the
line in the inscription, “Powerful beasts and fierce animals [on it] protect the doorway
and the chamber.” Additionally, our earlier note about the less-than-perfect physical fit
between the frame and the bronze panel may also indicate that the frame was not finely
made or intended to be actually assembled with the bronze panel. This reminds us of
the various ways mentioned in the Xunzi that funerary objects, or what Xunzi called

66Barbieri-Low, Artisans in Early Imperial China, 147.
67Barbieri-Low, Artisans in Early Imperial China, 148.
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mingqi 明器, are rendered incomplete or with the appearance of the objects without
their full utility.68

Concluding Remarks

When the excavators published their introductory report and analysis about this
intriguing object, they made two points that require revision. One is the naming of
the object as “Confucius Dressing Mirror.” The other is the suggestion that this
“Mirror” originally may have been mounted to a stand, which was not included or
had gone missing in the tomb. As the analysis above makes clear, both the designation
and the reconstruction are premised on the understanding that the Confucian portraits
and the biographical texts are central to the identification of object, and that the
“Mirror” was used in Liu He’s life as a teaching and self-cultivation device.

My reading of the complete assemblage as a talismanic object that may have been a
“newly completed,” composite specifically for funerary purposes and ritual functions in
the afterlife, differs significantly from the existing theories introduced earlier. I argue
that despite the historical and artistic value of the Confucius’ portrait and the biogra-
phies to historians today, calling the object “Confucius Dressing Mirror” is misleading.
The images of Confucius and his disciples were popular themes that were often seen on
Han artifacts and in tomb reliefs, along with the mythical animals and the Queen
Mother of the West and her divine counterpart, the King Father of the East.69 These
pictorial motifs and narrative tropes certainly reflect the broader cultural orientations
and artistic tastes of the time, but their particular presence should be first and foremost
considered and interpreted in their immediate material context.

In this case, it seems that the image of Confucius and his disciples are best read
according to the rhymed inscription as integral to the propagated magical power of
the object to bring tranquility and harmony with the cosmic order to its owner,
which is not necessarily mutually exclusive from self-cultivation, broadly defined, but
was not independently endowed with such power. As for the “missing” stand, if my
hypothesis about the composite making of the “covered mirror” holds, and the frame
set was produced for interment only, there may have been no need for such a stand.
This being said, the two small bronze rings on the frame, which partly prompted the
proposed reconstruction of a “standing mirror,” are curious, even though the exact
mechanism of using these two flimsy-looking rings for mounting such a heavy set
remains unclear. If there was indeed a stand which was not included in the burial, it

68For a selection of studies on the concept and practice of mingqi in pre-imperial and early imperial
China, see Henri Maspero (1883–1945), “Le mot ming 明,” Journal Asiatique 223 (1933), 249–97; Cary
Y. Liu, “The Concept of ‘Brilliant Artifacts’ in Han-Dynasty Burial Objects and Funerary Architecture:
Embodying the Harmony of the Sun and the Moon,” in Recarving China’s Past: Art, Archaeology, and
Architecture of the “Wu Family Shrines” (Princeton: Princeton University Art Museum, 2005), 205–21;
Wu Hung, “‘Mingqi’ de lilun he shijian: Zhanguo shiqi liyi meishu zhong de guannianhua qingxiang”
“明器”的理論和實踐: 戰國時期禮儀美術中的觀念化傾向, Wenwu 2006.6, 72–81; Wu Hung, “Spirit
Articles,” in The Art of the Yellow Springs, 87–98. For related issues on the concept of the soul and the
question of the consciousness of the dead, see K. E. Brashier, “Han Thanatology and the Division of
‘Souls’,” Early China 21 (1996), 125–58; Paul Goldin, “The Consciousness of the Dead as a
Philosophical Problem in Ancient China,” in The Good Life and Conceptions of Life in Early China and
Greek Antiquity, edited by R.A.H. King (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015), 59–92.

69The excavators actually surveyed the image of Confucius in Han tomb murals in their analysis, see
“Haihunhou Liu He mu chutu Kongzi yijing,” 67–68.
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may be one of the rare cases in which a funeral modification needed to indicate the
“relocation” of the deceased from the living world to the realm of the dead, as
articulated in the Xunzi, was made in an archaeologically visible manner.

In the final analysis, the key point that I try to convey is a methodological one.
I highlight and address the importance of a contextual approach to entombed objects
that pays attention to the material composition and the location and arrangement inside
the burial, as well as to the need to reconstruct the trajectory of the relocation of funer-
ary assemblage from the living world to the realm of the dead in the process of funerary
rituals. The “Mirror” is an enigmatic object that cannot be completely understood given
the present state of our knowledge. There are indications that it may have been made
long before Liu He’s death, rendering it a “lived object” (shengqi), but there are also
indications that it was newly assembled for the burial chamber, rendering it a “funerary
object” (mingqi). It is my hope that future research may reveal the extent to which the
archaeologist’s categories of analysis are themselves in need of revision.
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