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Whose Grave Is This: Contextualizing Shanghaolao Tomb
No.1 in Huguan, Shanxi

Li, Qing-quan

Institute of Cultural Heritage
Shandong University

Since many archaeologically excavated tombs lack epitaphs or inscriptions which
provide information on the identity of the tomb occupants as well as their life stories, it is
difficult to differentiate the specific messages about the individual and his or her family
from all the relics unearthed. As a result, tomb art has largely become an appendage to
the research on cultural history, social life history, and funerary customs. To identify these
specific messages amid the “conventionalities” of tomb art and funerary customs, further
examination is required on the methodologies currently adopted in tomb art studies.

Taking Shanghaolao Tomb No.1 found in Huguan, Shanxi as an example, this essay
examines its architectural form, mural content, and ink inscriptions, so as to analyze the
“unconventionalities” in these three aspects and uncover the implicit connotations. By
paying scrupulous attention to the contextual logics shared by these materials, the author
seeks to locate a historical figure and hopefully gain a thorough understanding of the
“specific”” messages embedded in this tomb. This essay reveals that Shanghaolao Tomb
No. 1 was built around the early Jin period for a dead man who was later unable to come
back and be buried in his homeland. It is highly possible that this intended male occupant
was a high-ranking official before his death in a foreign land during the war between
Song and Jin. The overall architectural form, decorative content, and ink inscriptions
of this tomb seem to convey an implicit expression of sympathy and mourning for this
absent occupant. By presenting this case study, this essay proposes and demonstrates the
possibility of seeking historical truth through contextual logics in tomb art.

Keywords: Shanghaolao Tomb No.1, architecture, mural, inscription, contextual
logics
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