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The Dead Who Would Not Be Ancestors

Their bodies may have died, but their souls are living:
Heroes among the shades their valiant souls will be.

—ATTRIBUTED TO QU YUAN, “HYMN TO THE FALLEN"

IN RECENT DECADES, large caches of bamboo manuscripts dating to the Warring
States period have been excavated from Chu elite tombs in southern China. A sub-
set of these texts records divinations, sacrifices, and exorcisms performed on be-
half of the tomb occupants (figs. 1.1a and 1.1b). This subset is particularly important
for the archaeology of early Chinese religion, as it constitutes a category of text,
firsthand religious documents, that scholars had not encountered before. Buried
with the dead, such documents left virtually no trace in the vast corpus of classical
texts from antiquity that, through repeated copying, has been transmitted to us.
The excavation and deciphering of these religious texts, which “have been actually
known or read at a given place at a given time, or have governed or shaped the kind
of religious behavior that had left traces on the ground,” open a new window on the
religious pantheon of the Warring States period.?

Scattered references to spirits and mythical figures appear in other types of texts,
but their religious nature was glossed over by later textual systematization and
layers of traditional commentary.® These newly excavated manuscripts, however,
reference a spectrum of deities that were consulted regarding the tomb occupant’s
ultimate fate. The religious connotations of these statements are unambiguous.
The language is formulaic, recording the type and quantity of the offerings and the
specific gods or spirits to whom these sacrifices and exorcisms were made. After a
divination had identified the cause of the calamity, sacrifices and exorcisms were
offered to a pantheon of spirits in hopes that the illness would be cured or the mis-
fortune averted.

At first glance, these divination records appear similar to the oracle-bone in-
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Figs. 1.1a and b. Divinatory and sacrificial records excavated from Tomb 2 at Baoshan, Jingmen
City, Hubei; Strips 212-215. Ca. 316 BCE. Warring States period. Hubei Provincial Museum.
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scriptions of the late Shang dynasty (ca. 1200 BCE) carved onto turtle shells and
animal bones about a millennium earlier. In fact, scholars have noted that the lan-
guage, structure, formats, and ritual actions are similar to those of the older rec-
ords? A closer look reveals, however, that the type of religious agents has shifted
from ancestors to a group of spirits that did not appear in previous enumerations of
the Shang and Western Zhou pantheons. This new group of spirits, which evolved
over the Eastern Zhou period, consists of individuals who died without posterity
(juewuhouzhe ¥IEA% %), who perished violently (giangsi 5841, and who were slain
with weapons (bingsi £%3E). This class of spirits, who could not become part of the
ancestral lineage because of their violent death or lack of progeny, challenged the
religious system passed down from the Shang and Western Zhou dynasties.

This account of the decline in the religious potency of ancestors coincides with
the collapse of the Zhou ritual system and the diminishing importance of ancestors
in general, which is apparent from inscriptions cast on ritual bronze vessels of the
Spring and Autumn period.® These inscriptions note that many more bronze ves-
sels were made for the owner’s use than for sacrifice to one’s ancestors, as was the
case with earlier vessels. Moreover, the earlier Shang and Western Zhou religious
systems were centered on ancestor cults.® The dead were often depersonalized and
collectively regarded as primarily benevolent ancestors.” Eastern Zhou accounts,
however, often describe the dead as having strong personalities and suffering pre-
mature deaths, which prevent them from becoming benevolent ancestors. While
ancestral sacrifices continued, the ritual propitiation of this new category of the
dead—unquiet ghosts or victims of violent death who were regarded individually
rather than collectively—took center stage in Warring States religious life.

Starting in the Spring and Autumn period, the various lineages gradually became
embroiled in political struggles. These struggles would provide the context for the
need to pacify the vengeful ghosts. The victors in these political battles attempted
to erase their enemies from social memory by excluding them from their ancestor
cults, confiscating their sacrificial bronze vessels, denying them proper burial rites,
and expelling them from lineage cemeteries.”

To counter these actions, the conquered parties or their sympathizers engaged
with emerging historical accounts of conflict, crime, and revenge to articulate a vi-
sion of the afterlife in which the spirits of the deceased could become ghosts and
wander among the living. The circumstances surrounding these individuals’ deaths
prevented them from becoming venerable ancestors; instead, these dead were be-
lieved to haunt and threaten the living. The new religious system provided ritual
methods for placating these unquiet spirits, who sought revenge on the victors.

The increasing size of armies and the scale of combat during the Warring States
period yielded an attendant increase in atrocities in military conflicts and violence
in Chinese society, both of which triggered a dramatic change in attitudes toward
death and the dead.’ While anecdotal accounts from earlier periods refer to the
elite’s fear of those who died violent deaths in political struggles, such fear soon
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expanded to include the war dead, such as the battlefield heroes described in the
“Hymn to the Fallen” (Guoshang) in the epigraph to this chapter. During the sub-
sequent Warring States, Qin, and Han periods, the ancestral dead were considered
frightening and ambivalent, especially during the liminal stage before they trans-
formed completely into ancestors.

Research on attitudes toward death and the dead holds an important place in
anthropological and Western historical studies.’® The French historians Philippe
Ariés (1914-84) and Michel Vovelle (b. 1933), considered the leading scholars in this
field,"* along with various historians of the ancient, medieval, early modern, and
modern periods,” have generally agreed not only that conceptions of death have
changed over time but also that changes in attitudes toward death reflect social and
political changes. The modern scholarly consensus holds that if an objective picture
of a society’s attitudes toward death is to be reached, subjective individual testimo-
nies in art, literature, diaries, wills, personal memoirs, and other writings must be
balanced by available demographic data on mortality and birth rates. Such statis-
tics are rarely available for ancient civilizations; as a result, scholars examining this
topic need to be creative and balanced in their use of evidence.’®

The evidence on changes in conceptions of death in early China is strong. A com-
parison of the religious practices of the Shang period with those of the Warring
States period reveals a significant, qualitative change in attitudes toward the dead:
a new, previously undocumented category of unquiet ghosts appears in the religious
pantheon.' These vengeful ghosts became a dominant spiritual force in Eastern
Zhou and later religious life. This novel category of the dead initially included only
aristocrats who suffered violent deaths during political struggles but subsequently
grew to encompass conscripted commoners who died in war and other members of
the general population. The emergence of this new category of the dead, along with
religious practices for dealing with it, had an enormous impact on early Chinese
mortuary religion and funerary practice.’®

Religious Texts from Chu Tombs

To glimpse how early Chinese conceptions of the dead changed, we turn to a cache
of bamboo manuscripts recovered from a tomb in southern China. These manu-
scripts reveal that the religious pantheon of the Warring States period differed sig-
nificantly from that of the earlier Shang and Western Zhou dynasties. In this later
era, the most efficacious members of the pantheon were individuals who had died
violent deaths. Fear and anxiety among the living about the harm such spirits could
bring led these figures to be incorporated into the Warring States ritual system.
Seven Warring States—period Chu tombs have yielded divination records; the best
Preserved are those from Tomb 2 at Baoshan. Excavated in 1986, this tomb is located
in Jingmen City, Hubei, sixteen kilometers north of the fourth-century BcE Chu
capital in present-day Ji'nancheng in Jiangling County, Hubei.!® It is one of numer-
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ous elite cemeteries scattered throughout the area surrounding the ancient capital.
Altogether, five Chu tombs have been excavated (Tombs 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6). With the
exception of Tomb 2, the burials had all been looted long ago. Even in Tomb 2, grave
robbers had managed to dig a tunnel as far as a point directly above the wooden
encasement, fortunately stopping just before and leaving the tomb undisturbed.
Archaeologists unearthed a total of 448 thin, long, and narrow bamboo pieces (used
for writing, see figs. 1.1a and 1.1b), of which 278 were inscribed. Of these, 196 strips
are legal documents, 28 strips are burial-goods inventories, and 54 strips (Strips
197-250) concern divinations, sacrifices, or exorcisms. In addition, 1 bamboo rod
and 1 strip are funeral-gift lists.

According to these manuscripts, the tomb occupant, Shao Tuo, Chief Minister
of the Left (Zuoyin) at the Chu court, divined for three years about his official ac-
tivities and personal health, until his death in the spring of 316 BCE.” The records
of his divinations, which indicate that he died of a heart-related illness, contain
twenty-six reports dating from 318 to 316 BCE. Each report opens with a date, the di-
viner’s name, the method of divination (by turtle shell or yarrow stalk), the concern
or “charge,” the prognostication, and the ritual proposals (sacrifice or exorcism) di-
rected to specific superhuman powers. Often Shao called upon multiple diviners to
divine for the same concern. Each divination concludes with the same stock phrase:
“For this reason a prayer is directed to the spirit [who is the cause of the calamity]”
(Yi qi gu shui zhi L3R 2).1® Prescribed ritual actions, including exorcism (gongjie
BUf, gongchu %), sacrifices, and the promise of sacrificial offerings, follow this
declaration.’

Chu sacrificial records note three basic types of sacrifices (dao #&). The first, initial
sacrifice (yidao X#%), is directed toward Shao Tuo’s direct ancestors (a total of five
generations) and his mother.?’ The second, promissory sacrifice (yudao 544%), is a
pledge to make offerings to specific superhuman powers if the participant’s prayers
are answered. The third, requital sacrifice (saidao F4%E), is the sacrifice of thanksgiv-
ing, the delivery of the offerings promised to the specific superhuman power when
the participant’s prayers have been answered.”

In Shao Tuo’s three years of divinations, sacrifices, and exorcisms, the early of-
ferings usually went to his direct ancestors—King Zhao of Chu (r. 515-489 BCE), the
Lord of Pingye (named Ziliang, Shao Tuo’s great-great-grandfather),?” the Lord of
Wu (named Zichun, Shao Tuo’s great grandfather), Marshal Ziyin (Shao Tuo’s grand-
father), the Lord of Cai (named Zijia, Shao Tuo’s father), and Shao Tuo’s mother—and
to the three mythic royal ancestors of the state of Chu (san Chuxian, i.e,, Laotong,
Zhurong, and Yuxiong).?* Also included was a group of nature deities, such as the
Grand One (Taiyi, also named Tai or Shi Tai),” the Lord of Earth (Houtu), the Con-
troller of Lifespan (Siming), the Controller of Misfortune (Sihuo), the Grand Water
(Dashui), the Two Children of Heaven (Ertianzi),” the Five Mountains (Wushan),*
and sacred Mount Wei (Weishan).””

Despite continuous pledges, sacrifices, and prayers, Shao Tuo’s illness appar-

Chapter One

30

ently took an unexpected turn for the worse. The records reveal that sacrifices were
made at this point to members of the pantheon that cannot be traced back to earlier
Shang or Western Zhou sources. The record for the first month (xingyi) of 316 BCE
can serve as a case in point. Five diviners were called, and each of them, using ei-
ther the turtle-shell or yarrow-stick method, conducted divinations concerning two
sets of charges. The first was the yearly consultation for Shao Tuo’s official business:
“In his coming and going in the service of the king, from this first month till first
month of the next year, may it be that all through this period he not undergo any
harm” (Strips 226-35). The initial predictions were auspicious, noting only “some
small worries.” But the ritual proposals for sacrifice and exorcism on this occasion
were unusual, to say the least. Instead of the usual recipients of Shao’s sacrifices,
such as his ancestors, the royal ancestors, and the nature deities, other individuals
were named: his deceased brothers Shao Liang, Shao Cheng, and the Lord of Xian-
luo. The records tell us nothing about these relatives, only that each of them died
without posterity.

The second charge, concerning Shao Tuo’s failing health, continues this shift in
attention toward these ghosts. One record reads, “Heart and abdomen are affected,
he is unable to breathe and has no appetite for food, there has been no improvement
for a long time, may it be that his health improves rapidly and there be no calam-
ity” (Strips 236-48). The initial predictions state that, though the oracle indicated
auspicious signs for the long term, the illness was difficult and recovery would be
slow. The recipients of the proposed sacrifices include almost all the spirits of the
Chu religious pantheon: the nature deities; the royal ancestors, including the three
royal ancestors of the Chu and the Chu kings (Jingwang) from Xiongli to King Wu
(r. 740-690 BCE); Shao Tuo’s direct ancestors; his uncle Dongling Lianxiao (named
Zifa),”® who, the records indicate, had died violently (shang); the earth god (she); the
shaman (wu?); and the high hill and the low hill at Zhu.?

The exorcism that followed also targeted some of the new spirits, who had rarely
appeared in earlier enumerations of the religious pantheon: the celestial deity Sui,
the fecundity god (zu or mingzu),*® those who were slain with weapons, the spirit of
At-the-Water (Shuishang),® those who drowned (niren), the sun and the moon, and
the blameless dead (bugu).** The noteworthy additions to these lists are those who
died unusual or violent deaths. Note also that while nature deities were to receive
sacrifices, vengeful ghosts were exorcized.

The last record of divination, conducted twenty days later, reflects changes that
occurred in the religious pantheon during the Warring States period. Despite all
of these efforts, Shao Tuo was evidently dying, and in a last act of desperation, the
charge pleaded for him to be spared: “The illness presents intumescences, he can-
not breathe; may it still be possible that he not die.” The initial prognostication in-
dicated, “He will not die, but there are calamities stemming from those who died
without posterity and signs of calamities appearing on the wooden stand for the
fecundity god (jian mu wei BiAML).”* The suggested ritual remedies were a pledge
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sacrifice directed toward those who died without posterity and an exorcism directed
toward the fecundity god. Here again, in a final effort to rescue the dying Shao Tuo,
the sacrifices and exorcisms were directed not to ancestral spirits or nature deities
but to those who had died without posterity and to the fecundity god. These divina-
tions indicate not only that the Chu people believed each deity had different powers
and jurisdictions but also that religious efficacy had shifted to a group of unquiet
ghosts and the fecundity god. According to a burial-goods inventory excavated from
his tomb, Shao Tuo died shortly thereafter, and his funeral took place forty-eight
days after the last divination.

Changes in the Warring States Pantheon

Taken together, the Baoshan divinations and the sacrifices and exorcisms they
prescribed shed light on the composition of the religious pantheon of the Warring
States Chu elite. In Shao Tuo’s case, the divination records suggest that the pan-
theon included the following members (the designations 1 through s are for pur-
poses of categorization only and are not hierarchical; categories for the Warring
States pantheon are subsequently referred to as W1, W2, etc.):

Wa. His direct ancestors: King Zhao (r. 515-489 BCE), the Lord of Pingye
(Ziliang), the Lord of Wu (Zichun), Marshal Ziyin, the Lord of Cai (Zijia),
and Shao Tuo’s mother; these are the five generations of Shao Tuo’s recent
ancestors;

Wa2. Royal ancestors of the Chu state: the three royal ancestors (Laotong,
Zhurong, and Yuxiong) and the Chu kings from Xiongli to King Wu;

W3. Nature deities: such as the Grand One, the Lord of Earth, the Controller
of Lifespan, the Controller of Misfortune, the Grand Water, the Two Chil-
dren of Heaven, the Five Mountains, Mount Wei; the sun and the moon;
the five household deities (wusi), including the gods of the door (hu), the
stove (zao), the chamber (shi), the gate (men), and travel (xing); and the
four directional deities, such as the south (nanfang);

Wj. Individuals who died violent deaths or without posterity: Shao Tuo’s
uncle Dongling Lianxiao (Zifa) and his brothers Shao Liang, Shao Cheng,
and the Lord of Xianluo; and

Ws. Those slain with weapons, the spirit of At-the-Water, those who
drowned, the blameless dead, and others.

From other Chu divinatory and sacrificial records from the Warring States pe-
riod, we learn that the new religious pantheon was not only individualized but also
hierarchical: people of different social ranks sacrificed to pantheons of different
scales. The pantheons differ mainly in terms of the lineage ancestors, royal an-
cestors, and terrestrial deities addressed. For example, the occupant of Tomb 1 at
Wangshan, Dao Gu (d. ca. 331 BCE), a descendant of King Dao of Chu, held the same
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rank as Shao Tuo and also sacrificed only to his direct lineage ancestors. In contrast,
the occupant of Tomb 1001 at Geling, the Lord of Pingye (Cheng, d. ca. 377 BCE) and
the son of Ziliang (Shao Tuo’s great-great-grandfather), was able to sacrifice to many
more ancestors and Chu kings and with greater frequency than was Shao Tuo.?* This
is probably because the Lord of Pingye (Cheng) was of a higher social rank than was
Shao Tuo. In addition, he was the head of the Zhao (trunk) lineage, whereas Shao
Tuo belonged to a branch of that lineage. Moreover, not all members of the Chu elite
sacrificed to royal ancestors. For example, Tomb 1 at Tianxingguan, in Jiangling
County, Hubei, the burial place of Pan Sheng (d. ca. 350 BCE), the Lord of Diyang,
contains no records of sacrifices to royal Chu ancestors. He offered sacrifices to Pan
clan’s ancestors (Panxian) rather than to the ancestors of the Chu royal lineage.®

In their entirety, and despite important structural continuities with the Shang
period, the Chu religious records reveal stunning changes in the composition of the
religious pantheon. For example, scholars have divided the Shang religious pan-
theon into the following categories according to the ritual treatments they received
(again, the designations 1 to 6 are for purposes of categorization only and are not
hierarchical; categories for this Shang pantheon are subsequently referred to as 51,
S2, etc.):%

S1. Pre-dynasty kings of the Shang people;

S2. Shang dynastic ancestors, starting with Da Yi (also called Tang, the
founder of the Shang dynasty);

3. Heir-producing ancestral consorts;

S4. Former lords: human spirits outside the Shang lineage core, such as Yi
Yin;

Ss5. Nature deities, such as river gods, mountain gods, the sun, and the earth;
and

S6. Di, the supreme god and the highest celestial power.?”

Scholars have stressed the distinction between core lineage ancestors (S1, S2, and
S$3), on the one hand, and other spiritual powers (S4, S5, and S6), on the other. The
latter had no direct kinship relationship with the Shang core lineage.*® The core lin-
eage ancestors, the direct ancestors of the Shang rulers, were their closest allies in
the spiritual world; they were seen as immediate supporters and protectors of the
Shang kings and their people. In contrast, the supreme god was an abstract figure to
the people of the Shang and Western Zhou dynasties. Although this deity received
basic, regular sacrifices, its interaction with the living was often mediated through
the royal ancestors.

The spirits outside the core lineage in the Shang pantheon include the ancestors
of others (S4), nature deities (Ss5), and the supreme god (S6). The latter two, catego-
ries S5 and S6, represent a universal set of celestial and terrestrial deities to which
the Shang royal lineage sacrificed to expand their social and territorial bases and
enhance their claims to political legitimacy. As far as category S4 is concerned, opin-
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ions differ as to whether the Shang actually sacrificed to the ancestors of others.”
Although scholars agree that the Shang and Western Zhou kings generally restricted
their sacrifices to their own ancestors, this restriction was intended to maintain the
Shang king’s monopoly on political power. The political and religious functions of
the ancestor cults rest in the claim that one’s ancestors are stronget, smarter, and
more powerful than the ancestors of others, and enjoy a special audience with the
supreme god in the spiritual realm. It also insists that only the ruling king, “I, the
one person” (Yu yi ren #—\), as the direct descendant, can communicate with his
ancestors, who will intercede for him in front of the supreme god in Heaven and
protect him on earth. As an important literary and historical source for the Spring
and Autumn period, the Zuo Commentary, for example, includes statements such as
“The spirits of the dead do not enjoy the sacrifices of those who are not of their kin-
dred, and. ..
selves.”*” The Analects features a similar comment: “To offer sacrifice to the spirit of
an ancestor that is not one’s own is obsequious.”*" In other words, ance:",tg;‘_cults in
the Shang and Western Zhou dynasties were excluswe ‘While instances of extralin-
“eal sacrifice can be found in Shang and Western Zhou oracle-bone inscriptions, as a
rule, the main objects of the ancestral cult were direct ancestors.*” This exclusivity
was a way for the ruling class to maintain its political power and legitimacy. At the
same time, however, the Shang royal house did sacrifice to human spirits outside
the Shang lineage core, such as Yi Yin, to widen its political authority over its eth-
nically diverse state.*® Although the Shang rulers prohibited others from accessing
their sources of religious and political power, they did sacrifice to other people’s an-
cestors in a bid to gain wider political support.** In other words, for the purpose of
religious and political control, the Shang ruling house could sacrifice to other peo-
ple’s ancestors, but other people could not sacrifice to the Shang royal ancestors.*
This important distinction between the core lineage ancestors and the other
spirits survived into the Warring States period. In the Warring States pantheon the
core lineage ancestors are the W1 group, which in Shao Tuo’s case are his five gen-

people only sacrifice to those who were of the same ancestry as them-

erations of direct ancestors and his mother; the special ritual treatment that they
received is the initial sacrifice. The other spirits outside the core lineage, although
differing in content and scale from the Shang categories, include the royal ances-
tors of Chu (W2; the Shang equivalent is S4) and the nature deities (W3; the Shang
equivalents are S5 and S6). Because the Zhao lineage to which Shao Tuo belonged
was not the Chu royal lineage, the only royal ancestor to whom Shao Tuo could
sacrifice was King Zhao, the founding ancestor of the Zhao lineage of the early

Chu kings. Other royal ancestors included the heads of the other elite Chu lineages.

Their relations with Shao Tuo resemble those between Shang kings and the former
lords in the Shang pantheon.

While the Chu religious pantheon may have inherited the structure of the Shang
pantheon, the contents of these categories are somewhat different. For example,
scholars generally agree that in the oracle-bone inscriptions of the Shang pantheon
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Di or Shangdi (High God) was the supreme god,*® whereas in the Chu and Western
Han pantheon the Grand One was the supreme god.*” But the relationship between
the two supreme gods is not one of complete substitution; instead, these parallel
deities existed simultaneously in different religious frameworks for a long period.*®
Religious efficacy, however, shifted from Di to the Grand One because the latter
became the focus of intensive religious cults in the Warring States and Western
Han periods. The origin of the supreme Grand One remains a mystery. The cosmo-
gonic text known as “The Grand One Generates Water” (Taiyi sheng shui), excavated
from Tomb 1 at Guodian in Jingmen City, Hubei (dated ca. 300 BCE), mentions a
numinous entity named Taiyi, but the relationship between this Grand One (also
called Dao in late Warring States philosophical texts) and the Grand One that ap-
pears in the divinatory and sacrificial records is still unclear.*® Unlike monotheistic
religions, where there is only one supreme god, the early Chineég;évligiélﬁ'haé multi-
ple high gods, each functioning in its own sphere of influence. The religious rituals
and sacrificial offerings that these spiritual entities received from human beings
express their power.

The expansion of the pledge ritual in the Warring States period also distinguishes
Chu from Shang treatment of individual members of the religious pantheon.*® The
pledge ritual was a type of bargaining typical in Chinese religious practice: a certain
number of offerings were pledged to the spirits and later, when the prayers were
answered and the wishes granted, the requital (i.e., thanksgiving) sacrifice would
be made to those spirits who had been efficacious in granting the requests.*! Based
on extant evidence, while in the late Shang period such pledges were apparently
directed primarily at the core lineage ancestors, in the Warring States period they
were made to almost all members of the religious pantheon.*” This expansion cor-
roborates Gilbert L. Mattos’s observation that the bronze inscriptions of the Spring
and Autumn period reflect a decline in belief in the religious efficacy of ancestors.*
It further demonstrates the elite’s belief in the Warring States period that religious
efficacy of other spirits exceeded that of the core lineage ancestors.

In divination records of the Warring States period, we also find new spirits (W4
and W5) who did not appear in the Shang religious pantheon. Newcomers include
those who died violent deaths, drowned, died without posterity, or were slain with
weapons, and the blameless dead. There are also significant differences between
groups W4 and Ws. In Shao Tuo’s case, the former (W4) are his relatives: his uncle
and his brothers who died without posterity. Other Chu records suggest that three
generations of victims of violent death received sacrifices.®* The relatives who died
violently were not members of the core lineage so they did not receive the regular
ancestral sacrifice. Instead, both promissory and requital sacrifices were offered to
these spirits. The latter group (W5) included individuals slain with weapons, the
spirit of At-the-Water, the drowned, and the blameless dead. These individuals were
not relatives, and in most cases they were grouped with nature spirits as targets of
exorcism rather than sacrifice. We can regard this group of the dead (W5) who would
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not become ancestors as complete “strangers,” or, to use Arthur P. Wolf’s famous
classification of the pantheon in late imperial China, “ghosts.”

Why were those who died violently or without posterity incapable of becoming
ancestors? Why did the people of the Warring States treat members of this group
of the dead so differently from other deceased individuals? In the case of those who
died young or without posterity, the answer is clear enough: they had no descen-
dants to offer sacrifices to them. In early China, as in many other ancient civiliza-
tions, ancestors and descendants represented two sides of the same coin; the exis-
tence of each depended on the other. The continued life and well-being of ancestors
relied on regular sacrifice by descendants. If there were no descendants, there were
certainly no ancestors. The reason for excluding from the ancestral order those who
died violent deaths but did have descendants is less obvious. How did the early Chi-
nese conceive of violent death? To answer this question, we must trace the emer-
gence of new notions of violent death in the Spring and Autumn period.

Violent Deaths and Ghost Narratives

One of the earliest textual references to “violent death” is found in the Zuo Commen-
tary, in an entry under 617 BCE in the Annals: “The Chu polity put to death its min-
ister Yishen.” The Zuo Commentary provides more details about this story. Yishen,
also known as Zixi, once the marshal (Sima) of the Chu army, was from the Dou
lineage in the state of Chu. In earlier years, a shaman predicted that King Cheng of
Chu (r. 671-626 BCE), Chief Minister Ziyu, and Marshal Zixi would all “die violent
deaths.” Indeed, as the story unfolded, King Cheng was forced to hang himself when
the palace was under siege by his own son, the future King Mu.*® Ziyu, also known
as Dechen, from the Cheng lineage of the state of Chu, was forced to commit suicide
after his defeat by the northern alliance led by Jin in a famous battle at Chengpu
in 632 BCE.”” Zixi, who narrowly escaped suicide after the battle of Chengpu, was
executed after his attempt to assassinate King Mu.*® As is often the case in the Zuo
Commentary, the prophecy turned out to be correct.

Stories such as these abound in the Zuo Commentary. Scholars have noted more
than thirty-six instances of subordinate officials assassinating their rulers.*® These
stories reflect the reality of internal and external conflicts between both states and
lineages during the Spring and Autumn period. In the 259-year interval it covers, the
Zuo Commentary records more than five hundred military conflicts among states and
more than one hundred civil wars within states. Indeed, the roots of many trans-
formations of Chinese society during the Warring States period can be traced back
to the Spring and Autumn period, when the concept of violent death as bad death
was first articulated over and against preexisting ideals of good death, which found
expression in commemorative bronze inscriptions. To the elite, a good death meant
that one lived out his or her allocated lifespan and died at an old age in the comfort
of one’s home. This notion of a good death is certainly a cultural ideal rather than
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a reality, but the ideal became particularly appealing in this period of social and
political turmoil.

Although fear of the dead is arguably instinctual, the dread of individuals who
died a violent death reflected an early Chinese cultural predisposition. Linguisti-
cally, one of the Chinese words for fear (wei £&) was a cognate of the word for ghost
(gui %.).%° In Spring-and-Autumn-period literature, the graph gui specifically con-
noted “ghost.”® In the matrix of intralineal struggles in the Spring and Autumn
period, personal fears and expectations concerning death were encoded as ghost
narratives. In general, ghost stories address unfinished business between the dead
and the living, The dissatisfied departed return to haunt the living, and in this re-
gard, ghost stories of the Spring and Autumn period are not exceptional. Ghost nar-
ratives in the Zuo Commentary and other early texts probably originated in diverse
contexts and had various political implications. Japanese scholar Ogata Nobuo’s
study of the forty cases of violent death in the Zuo Commentary reveals that these
cases occurred in the context of intense conflicts between polities or political strug-
gles between lineages.®

Early Chinese ghost narratives did not emerge from a vacuum but drew on prior
religious notions of justice, good or evil spirits, and good or bad omens. For example,
in Shang oracle-bone inscriptions, the graph gui, when used as an adjective, often
denoted inauspicious subjects such as bad dreams (guimeng %2 ), inauspicious days
(guiri 5 H), and neighboring polities that took an adversarial stance toward the
Shang (guifang %77).5® Despite this term’s long history, only in the Spring and Au-
tumn period did it come to encompass the fear of unquiet ghosts. This ghost story
from the Zuo Commentary provides a representative example:**

The Lord of Jin dreamed of a huge vengeful ghost (/i J&), with disheveled hair hang-
ing to the ground. It beat its chest, leapt up and down, and said, “For you to slay my
descendants was unjust. [ have already obtained the approval of the God (Di) for my
request.” It smashed the main gate of the palace, advanced to the gate of the Lord’s
chamber, and entered. Terrified, the Lord withdrew into the inner chamber, but the
ghost smashed that door too. The Lord then awoke and summoned the shaman of
Mulberry Fields, who described a situation that corresponded exactly to the content
of the Lord’s dream. “What is it about?” asked the Lord. “You will not live to taste the

grain of the new harvest,” the shaman replied.

n o«

Like gui, the term li denotes “vengeful ghost,” “evil spirit,” or “baleful demon” in

ugly,”
or “wicked.”®® As the story continued, the Lord of Jin became seriously ill, so ill that
the doctor sent by the Lord of Qin could not save him. Before the Lord of Jin’s death,
he had the shaman who predicted his demise executed, but still he could not escape
his fate. He “accidentally” fell into the privy and died.®®

This short story embodies the basic structure and characteristics of ghost narra-

» 4«

early Chinese texts, denotations probably derived from its meaning “cruel,

tives in the Zuo Commentary. First, such ghost stories often start with one protago-

The Dead Who Would Not Be Ancestors

37




nist doing something to cause another’s sudden death. The ghost of the deceased or
of his or her ancestors then returns to take revenge. In the above story, the Lord of
Jin was haunted because two years earlier, in 583 BCE, he killed two of his ministers,
Zhao Kuo and Zhao Tong.*” The vengeful ghost that the Lord of Jin dreamed about
was an ancestral spirit of the Zhao lineage, who returned to take revenge. Second, as
in this case, the evil spirit in ghost narratives often appears in dreams or possesses
human beings or animals. Here the interaction between the avenging ghost and the
Lord of Jin in the dream is vividly described. Third, there is a higher level of author-
ity at play in ghost narratives. The supreme god, it is often proclaimed, approves
the ghost’s action. In other words, the supreme god has jurisdiction over both pro-
tagonists, the living and the dead, and eventually the wrongdoer is rightfully pun-
ished for his unjust act. The ghost of the Zhao ancestor spoke of the supreme god’s
approval of his avenging the unjust treatment of his lineage. Another ghost story in
the Zuo Commentary uses the same phrase, “I have already obtained the approval of
the God for my request,” to justify Qin’s attack on the Jin polity.®®

In political struggles, the victors often denied the losers the proper rites of burial
as a form of punishment. This tactic is apparent in the Zuo Commentary and other
early literature. For example, in 573 BCE, Lord Li of Jin was assassinated by his min-
isters and buried outside the eastern gate of the city of Yi, as opposed to being in-
terred appropriately in the royal cemetery of Jiang.*® The Zuo Commentary entry for
544 BCE similarly states, “In the second month on the guimao day, the Qi people
buried Lord Zhuang in the northern suburbs.” By way of explanation, the later com-
mentator Du Yu (222-85) noted, “Those slain with weapons cannot be buried in the
lineage cemetery.” Elsewhere the Zuo Commentary notes that, when the minister Cui
Zhu assassinated Lord Zhuang, the scribe and his brother insisted on recording,
“Cui Zhu assassinated his lord.” After winning the political struggle, Cui Zhu set
up Lord Zhuang’s half-brother as a puppet ruler. “Cui Zhu placed the coffin of Lord
Zhuang in the northern suburbs,” the scribe wrote, “and on the dinghai day he buried
it in the village of Shisun.” The village of Shisun is not the location of the royal cem-
etery. The scribe added a description of the funeral that clearly did not befit the ex-
alted rank of the deceased: “There were [only] four plumes to the carriage; travelers
were not warned to stay out of the way, and there were [but] seven inferior carriages
in the funeral procession, without any men at arms.”” In both cases, Lord Li of Jin
and Lord Zhuang of Qi were punished after their deaths by being buried outside the
lineage cemetery and without the funerary rites befitting their status.

A set of recently published Chu manuscripts in the Shanghai Museum provides
additional evidence of the practice of denying the dead proper rites of burial as a

punishment. The manuscript collection contains two texts, virtually identical to

each other, titled “The Burial of Zijia of Zheng” (Zheng Zijia sang) by the modern
editor.”* The manuscripts relate the death of Zijia, minister of the state of Zheng.
When Zijia's death was reported to King Zhuang (?-591 BCE) of Chu, King Zhuang
told his ministers that since Zijia had previously murdered his own lord, he should
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not “now preserve his [i.e., Zijia’s|] grace and honor and take those with him to the
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underworld.” “If the supreme god and the spirits become angry about this,” King
Zhuang asks, “what could I do in response?” Using this event as an excuse, the Chu
king decides to besiege the Zheng capital for three months. The people of Zheng
finally proposed to “bury Zijia in a wooden coffin three inches thick, bundled in
coarse ropes, and, without carrying it [the coffin] through the middle gate, bury him
at the foot of the city wall.” The Chu king is satisfied with the proposal of a meager
funeral for Zijia as a posthumous punishment.”

The Zuo Commentary also relates that those who died violent deaths could like-
wise, as a punishment, not be buried in the lineage cemeteries.”” A regulation in
the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli) states, “Those who were slain with weapons should not
be buried in the lineage cemetery.”™ Although later commentators proposed vari-
ous interpretations of this instruction, modern scholars have pointed out that the
connotations of the phrase “those who were slain with weapons” are different in the
Eastern Zhou period.” In the Spring and Autumn period, the phrase refers speci-
fically to those who died violently in lineage struggles and were punished by burial
outside the lineage cemetery. In the Warring States period, however, the phrase re-
fers to the war dead in general. Utilizing archaeological materials, Japanese scholar
Suetsugu Nobuyuki has suggested, in contrast, that this practice did not begin un-
til the Spring and Autumn period. In Shang and Western Zhou dynasties, the war
dead, some of whose heads were severed by their enemies in combat following the
custom of cutting off heads (guo) seen in oracle-bone inscriptions, were in fact bur-
ied within lineage cemeteries.” Starting in the Spring and Autumn period, however,
victors of lineage struggles tried to eliminate the social memory of their opponents.
As a result, those killed violently were excluded from the lineage cemetery, on the
assumption that this would prevent them from reuniting with their ancestors in
the afterlife. Because they had suffered a bad death and were buried outside the
lineage cemetery, they would be left alone, hungry, and forgotten. Because the vic-
tors wished to erase the victims of violent deaths from social memory for political
reasons, these dead could not be permitted to become ancestors.

Spring-and-Autumn-period bronze inscriptions also reflect this practice of eras-
ing one’s enemies from social memory. A number of ritual bronzes dated to the late
Western Zhou and the Spring and Autumn periods had their cast bronze inscrip-
tions, especially the owner’s names, excised. For example, among the three tombs
of the late Spring and Autumn period at the Yuan (also Wei) lineage cemetery at
Xiasi in Xichuan County, Henan, Tomb 1 contains a set of nine bells and two sheng-
tripods, on which the name of the original owner was intentionally chiseled out. The
same tomb contains six bronze vessels bearing the original owner’s name, Peng, two
dowry vessels bearing the name Meng Teng Ji (elder daughter of the Ji clan from
the polity of Teng), and one li-tripod bearing the name Jiang Shu X (X, the junior
[daughter] of the polity of Jiang).”” Tomb 2 has two li-tripods (figs. 1.2a and 1.2b) and
one jian-basin with the original owner’s name removed, a set of seven sheng-tripods
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with long, ornate inscriptions naming Prince Wu (Wangzi Wu) on the bodies and
Peng on the lids (figs. 1.3a and 1.3b), two dagger-axes of Prince Wu, twenty-six bells
and two dagger-axes made for Wangsun Gao, and an additional seventeen bronze
vessels bearing the name Peng.”® Tomb 3 contains four bronze vessels with the orig-
inal owner’s name removed, six inscribed with the name Peng, and two dowry ves-
sels bearing the name Wei Zhong Ji Dan (the second-born Dan from the Ji clan
[married into] the Yuan [i.e., Wei] lineage).”® Bronze inscriptions bearing the owner’s
name are important evidence of the identity of the tomb occupant. But how can we
determine the identity of the occupant when multiple identities are inscribed on
objects in a tomb? Why did those bronze vessels have their owners’ names removed?

Although scholarly debates surround these questions, contextual evidence
weighs in to help us determine the identity of the tomb occupants.®* Scholars gen-
erally agree that the cemetery at Xiasi in Xichuan belongs to the Yuan lineage of
the Chu aristocracy. As Li Ling has convincingly argued, the occupant of Tomb 2 is
Peng, and the other two tombs belong to his two wives.® All three tombs contain
bronzes made for him; it was a common practice to bury a husband’s ritual bronze
vessels in his wife’s tomb as her social standing directly correlated with his. The
two wives’ tombs contain dowry vessels made by their own natal families. All three
tombs contain bronzes with the original owner’s name removed, and Peng’s tomb
contains ritual vessels made for Prince Wu and Wangsun Gao. Both Prince Wu and
Peng appear in the Zuo Commentary. Prince Wu (d. 552 BCE) was the Chief Minister
(Lingyin) of Chu, while Peng was the Grand Marshal (Da Sima).?? The Zuo Commen-
tary does not specify how Prince Wu died, but records indicate that after the death
of Wu, King Kang of Chu (r. 559-545 BCE) wanted Peng to be the Chief Minister.
Peng was advised against taking that position because of fierce internal conflicts,
and so declined it. King Kang, in conflict with the next chief minister, killed him
at court. The king then offered the position to Peng again, and Peng accepted. Peng
died in 548 BCE. Although we do not know the details of Chu court politics, from the
archaeological evidence we can infer that Peng had received bronzes from the estate
of the previous chief minister, whose family had probably fallen out of favor in the
course of factional strife at court.®

In the tombs of Peng’s wives, the original owner’s name was scraped off, while
in Peng’s tomb the set of bronze tripods bore Prince Wu's name on the bodies with
Peng’s name added on the lids. The erasure of the original owner’s name was a tra-
ditional practice directed to eliminating the memory of the disgraced opponent,
whereas Peng’s retention of his defeated enemy’s name while claiming ownership
of the objects ostentatiously displays his victory.®* Such display amounts to a pun-
ishment more severe than forgetting because punishing the memory, damnatio me-
moriae in Latin, prolongs the disgrace.®® Similar to the regulation that “those who
were slain with weapons should not be buried in the lineage cemetery,” the victor’s
display proclaims the losers’ elimination and punishment.

Yet the victors do not always write the historical accounts. In Chinese tradition,
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Figs. 1.2a and b. Bronze
li-tripod and inscription
on the rim, excavated
from Tomb 2 at Xiasi,
Xichuan County, Henan
(M2:59). H. 12.6 cm.
Late Spring and Autumn
period. The name of the
original vessel owner

at the beginning of the
inscription was inten-
tionally erased. Henan
Provincial Museum.
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Fig. 1.3a. (top) Bronze tripod with lid, excavated from Tomb 2 at Xiasi, Xichuan
County, Henan. H. 34 cm. Henan Provincial Museum.

Fig. 1.3b. (bottom) Inscriptions on the bronze tripod (left, modern transcription
above) and on lid (right), attributed respectively to the Chu Prince and Prime
Minster Wu (aka Zi Geng, fl. mid-sixth century BCE) and his successor Peng (d. 548
BCE), excavated from Tomb 2 at Xiasi, Xichuan County, Henan. Henan Provincial
Museum.

in fact, history has had an integral relationship to ghost stories.®® Episodes of un-
quiet ghosts were inserted into serious historical accounts, such as dynastic histo-
ries, to show that evil deeds were punished and that justice eventually prevailed.
This moralizing function of history can be traced back to the Zuo Commentary and
the Narratives of the States.®’

Furthermore, ghost stories as “paradigm][s] of a forgotten and potentially dis-
ruptive past” retrieve repressed memory.*® Using both anthropological field in-
vestigation and psychoanalysis, anthropologist Stephan Feuchtwang argues that
ghost stories are “stories of unbidden retrieval of memory, covering loss that is ta-
boo, too shameful, and too repressed to be told.”® This insightful analysis applies
to ghost stories in the Zuo Commentary and in many other Chinese texts. Although
the ghost stories in the Zuo Commentary had probably been told and retold, and
thus were several degrees removed from their original context of political struggle,
the narratives retained their basic structure as repressed memories of the defeated.

To the victors of political struggles and to society at large, vengeful ghosts are
“hostile,” “evil,” and “fearful.” Yet to their kin, sympathizers, and believers, such
ghosts possessed spiritual and religious power. Studies on deity cults in imperial
China also show that the traditional demarcation of boundaries between “evil” and
“good” and among gods, ghosts, and ancestors were fluid and indeterminate.*® Such
fluidity and indeterminacy begin in the Spring and Autumn period and appear in
classical literature such as the Zuo Commentary.

The ghost narratives of the Spring and Autumn period are largely political tools
that defeated noblemen and their sympathizers used to fight back and to demand
reconciliation with the dominant political powers of the day. The stories promoted
the belief that the slain would return as vengeful ghosts to haunt their enemies by
telling their side of the story. The slain also became powerful spirits and later were
often venerated in local and popular Chinese religious cults.

Concepts of the Soul and the Rise of the Afterlife

Although earlier ideas about life after death likely abounded, a clearly articulated,
written, and collective version of the afterlife emerged against the background of
the lineage struggles in the Spring and Autumn period. This version appears in a
ghost tale from the Zuo Commentary that had a tremendous impact on subsequent
ideas about the afterlife in early China.

According to the ghost story, the nobleman Boyou, also known as Liang Xiao
(from the Liang lineage) of the state of Zheng, was murdered by his rivals in an
internal political struggle. The murdered nobleman then returned as a vengeful
ghost (i) to kill his surviving opponents on appointed days:*

The people of Zheng frightened one another about Boyou, saying, “Boyou is here!” at

which they would all run off, without knowing where they were going. In the second
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month of the year [536 BcE] when the punishment documents were cast, one man
dreamt that Boyou walked by him in armor and said, “On the renzi day I will kill Dai,
and next year, on the renyin day, [ will kill Duan.” When Zidai died on a renzi day, the
terror of the people increased. That year [535 BCE] during the month that the states
of Qi and Yan made peace, Gongsun Duan died on a renyin day, and the people be-
came still more frightened, until in the following month Zichan appointed Gongsun
Xie [Gongsun Duan’s son] and Liangzhi [Boyou's son] as successors to their fathers to
soothe the people, after which their terrors ceased. When Zidashu asked his reason
for making these arrangements, Zichan replied, “When a ghost has a place to return,

it does not become an evil spirit. I have made such a place for the ghost.”®

The terror that Boyou’s ghost engendered and the events that followed prompted
the eminent statesman Zichan to make a famous speech in which he explained the
existence of ghosts in terms of hun and po dualism. According to the story, when
Zichan went to Jin, someone asked him why it was possible for Boyou to become a
ghost (gui). Zichan replied:

//‘ In the transformation of human life the first stage is called po B. After this has been

produced, its yang is called hun 3. Through the use of material substances the quint-
essential essence is multiplied, and the hunpo become strong, and thus the quintes-
sential vigor grows and reaches the level of spirit illumination. When an ordinary

man or woman dies a violent death, his or her hunpo are still able to possess (pingyi

#&HK) someone in the form of a malevolent ghost (yinli ¥2/&). This is all the more

so in the case of Liangxiao [i.e., Boyou], a descendant of our former ruler Mu Gong,

the grandson of Ziliang, and the son of Zi’er, who were ministers of our state and

belonged to a family that had held the handle of government for three generationsi J
Here Zichan articulates an elite view of the afterlife: if someone, especially a mem-
ber of the nobility, suffers a violent death, then his or her hunpo could become an
avenging ghost. Zichan applies the contemporary understanding of the concepts of
the hun and po to the discourse on the emergence of the vengeful ghosts.

Much ink has been spilled over this passage and the concepts of hun and po in
early China. These concepts evolved over time, but scholars have often tried to infer
their essential meanings by mixing different layers of later commentaries and ab-
stracting nuanced interpretations from divergent textual contexts. To avoid these
pitfalls, I focus on the early meanings of the terms in this passage.

In the passage above, Zichan refers to the transformation (hua) of a human be-
ing: A person starts with po, and after this has been produced, hun comes. Through
the consumption of material substances, the hunpo become an entity with quintes-
sential vigor that can grow and reach the point of spiritual illumination. This de-
scription of the formation of human beings resembles the narrative of the stages of
formation of the human fetus found in a medical text, “The Treatise on Generation
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of the Fetus” (Taichanshu), excavated from Tomb 3 at Mawangdui (before 168 BCE):
“Thus when human beings are engendered . . . in the first month it [the fetus] is
called ‘flowing into the form. Food and drink must be the finest. . . . In the second
month it first becomes lard (gao &). . . . In the third month it first becomes suet (zhi
i), and has the appearance of a gourd.”®® Similarly, in the “Quintessential Spirit”
chapter of the Master of Huainan (Huainanzi), we find a passage that refers to the
first stages of the gestation as lard and suet, which usually are white substances.
According to these records, the early phases are characterized by a white embryonic
substance.

Edward Schafer, on the other hand, translates this passage as follows: “At birth
a man begins to form a po, and after birth of the po his yang is called hun." Yang
Bojun and other scholars, based on later Han literature, locate this transformation
of the hun and the po at the point of a person’s death rather than his or her birth.””
In light of the descriptions in “The Treatise on Generation of the Fetus” and the
Master of Huainan, however, human transformation probably more rightly begins
with the fetus, rather than with, as Schafer asserts, birth, or as Yang and others
assert, at death. It is possible that the white substance (po) in Zichan’s speech re-
fers to these early stages of the human fetus, rather than, as scholars have sug-
gested, the abstract brightness of the waxing moon.*® Po is the material base or
the starting point of human beings. The translation of po as “soul” or even “bodily
soul” misses the point. Admittedly, Zichan’s stages of development are simpler and
rougher than those found in the Mawangdui medical texts, the Master of Huainan,
and other early Chinese medical texts. But the power of his argument lies in its
synthesis of the discourse on avenging ghosts and the newly emerging theories of
hun and po.”

With these concepts of po and hun, Zichan articulated a version of the afterlife
in which the ghosts of those who died violent deaths did not become ancestors but
instead haunted the living. As a result, these ghosts needed to be fed, sacrificed to,
pacified, and remembered. In addition, a wandering ghost could imperil the living,
and so it was necessary to give it a place, separate from the living: “When a ghost
has a place to return, it does not become an evil spirit.”'* In addition to the vivid
description of the terror in the Zuo Commentary episode, the text suggests that one
could pacify an unquiet ghost by securing a “place” for it. Here the “place” is provided
through the transmission of the father’s official position to the son, thus enabling
him to offer sacrifices to his deceased father. Similar stories of vengeful ghosts in
the Zuo Commentary and other early texts likewise point to the belief that the living
could pacify and segregate the avenging dead through sacrifices intended to secure
a place (such as a tomb) for them.'®

Most students of early Chinese religion have argued, following Anna Seidel,
that the Chinese cult of the dead and the conception of the afterlife did not fully
evolve until the Han dynasty.®? Chu mortuary data from the Warring States period,
however, shows that the popular conception of the afterlife was fully developed
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by this time. In the Boyou story, we see this development beginning in the Spring
and Autumn period. To be sure, conceptions of the afterlife underwent significant
changes during the Han. The idea of a “transcendent paradise,” such as the realm
of the Queen Mother of the West, likely dates to the mid-Western Han, but this
transcendent paradise should not be confused with conceptions of the afterlife or
a destination for the spirit’s journey.® In fact, one destination for departed souls
in the Warring States period was Mount Buzhou, thought to be located in a north-
western section of the universe.’® The descriptions in various texts of the different
destinations for departed souls testify to the cultural diversity of early China. The
transition from the Warring States period to that of the early empires united these
competing conceptions of the afterlife and their associated religious practices.

Shifts in Attitudes toward the Dead

The foregoing discussion focuses on avenging ghosts in the context of political strug-
gles and on the rise of the afterlife during the Spring and Autumn and early Warring
States periods. The need to pacify baleful ghosts and victims of violent death during
this period of political disruption transformed the traditional ritual structure of
ancestor cults and introduced new perspectives on the dead in the Warring States
period and that of the early empires.

The religious notions of violent death, the fear of unquiet ghosts, and the cult
of the dead persisted through the Eastern Zhou period, but their connotations and
applications changed along with social developments. For example, the concept of
the dead slain with weapons, which had previously referred only to those elite killed
by their opponents in intralineal struggle or warfare, came in the Warring States
period to include conscripted commoners, soldiers, and generals—war dead, such
as those described in the “Hymn to the Fallen,” who sacrificed their lives for the
state. Chinese archaeologists have discovered at least two sites that testify to the
increased intensity and atrocity of war during the Warring States period.

Discovered at Xishuipo, Puyang County, Henan, the first site houses the mass
graves of the dead from a brutal battle.’® Archaeologists found more than thirty
orderly burial pits arrayed in twelve rows, four of which have an east-west orienta-
tion and eight of which have a north-south orientation. Each pit contains at least
eighteen male skeletons, aged twenty to twenty-five, and varying numbers of sev-
ered heads (fig. 1.4). Many of the human bones bear cuts by knives or arrowheads.
It is evident that all had been slain with weapons and had suffered violent deaths.
Altogether, more than five hundred individuals were buried in these pits. This site
is near the famous battlefield of Chengpu, where the northern alliance led by Jin
defeated the Chu army led by Chief Minister Ziyu and Marshal Zixi in 632 BCE. In
the absence of chronologically specific grave goods, archaeologists are not able to
make a definitive identification of this site. Just two and a half kilometers from this
site is another famous battlefield by the name of Tie, where in 493 BCE the Jin army
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Fig. 1.4. Burial Pit 175 at Xishuipo, Puyang County, Henan. Mass grave, possibly for war dead from

the Battle of Chengpu in 632 BCE.

defeated the Zheng army.!®® The mass graves probably contain the war dead from

one of these famous battles.

The battles of the Warring States period were far more intense than those of the
Spring and Autumn period. During the two and a half centuries of the Warring

States period, wars, as the period’s name suggests, were the norm rather than the

exception, and the scale of warfare drastically increased.'”” The “Annals of the Six

States” (Liuguo nianbiao), a chapter in the Records of the Grand Historian, chronicles

186 large-scale wars among the states during this period. Compared to the previ-
ous Spring and Autumn period, the scale and intensity of wars were significantly

greater, while their frequency was reduced (the Zuo Commentary records 483 mili-

tary conflicts of the Spring and Autumn period, an average of two wars per year).
The second archaeological battlefield, discovered at Gaoping in Shanxi, testifies

to the intensity of war in the Warring States period. There, in 260 BCE, the Qin

army led by General Bai Qi (d. 257 BCE) killed or buried alive 400,000 soldiers of
the state of Zhao. This military campaign proved a turning point in the Warring
States period; from this time onward, the state of Qin was destined to conquer all
other states and thereby unify China. Starting in 262 BCE, the campaign lasted for
more than two years. According to the Records of the Grand Historian account, the

Qin besieged the Zhao army at Changping (present-day Gaoping County in Shanxi),
and 400,000 Zhao soldiers surrendered. Fearing that the Zhao troops might revolt,

General Bai Qi ordered that the Zhao soldiers be massacred: “Counting earlier and
later actions, he took prisoner or cut off the heads of 450,000 men, leaving the peo-
ple of Zhao trembling with fear.”’® Although these numbers may not be exact, the

extreme cruelty of wars during the Warring States period is beyond doubt.

Scholars and local people alike have recognized this famous battlefield through-
out Chinese history.’®® Mass graves lie scattered all over the valley of the Dan River, a
small tributary of the Yellow River. In 1995, archaeologists excavated a pit about 9.4

meters long, 2.7 meters wide, and 0.7-0.9 meters deep at Yonglu in Gaoping County,

Shanxi. They unearthed the skeletal remains of more than 130 soldiers, at least one-
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third of which had been approximately thirty years old at the time of death. The
piled bones, severed heads, and fractured skulls confirmed that the soldiers buried
there had suffered violent deaths (figs. 1.5a and 1.5b).**°

The large numbers of war dead from the increasing intensity of war became a
social and religious problem during the Warring States period. The famous “Hymn
to the Fallen” from the south is considered “one of the most beautiful laments for
fallen soldiers in any language.”*"! This poem offers a poetic eulogy to warriors who
died on a battlefield after fierce fighting. The title of the poem refers to those who
died prematurely, cut down in their prime in service to the state. Scholars generally
agree that this poem is a liturgical hymn used in state sacrifices to the war dead.?
The nameless war dead, often buried in mass graves, make up a special category of
the dead. The state assumed responsibility for conducting proper rituals to pacify
their unquiet ghosts. This contributed to the development of public sacrifice, espe-
cially sacrifices to evil ghosts and the nameless war dead, as part of the state religion
in the imperial era.'*®

The high mortality rate during the Warring States period reflected increasing vi-
olence in society and the dramatic changes in warfare that took place between the
fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Chariot warfare led by aristocrats was replaced by
battles between large-scale infantry armies. Peasants and other commoners were
conscripted to serve in the military.!* Advanced weaponry and other military tech-
nology produced more casualties and higher mortality rates on the battlegrounds.
These mortality rates gradually altered people’s general attitudes toward death and
the dead.

Scholars agree that dramatic changes in demography and mortality rates are
among the most important factors throughout human history in people’s perspec-
tives on death and the dead. The transition from the Warring States period to that
of the early empires is a case in point. Based on anecdotal accounts in historical
sources, historians estimate that between the middle Warring States period and the
early Han dynasty the population decreased by almost half.' This extraordinary
demographic shift coupled with the high mortality rate dramatically affected peo-
ple’s perspectives on death and the dead during the Warring States, Qin, and Han
periods.

Perceptions among the living of ghosts and calamities are symptoms of the trou-
bled age. Anthropologists and ethnographers have studied the universality of the
fear of death and the dead across societies, as well as forms of death pollution—the
social disorder, ritual unclearness, physical decay, and psychological chaos caused
by the death of a member of the community—and the varieties of funerary rites
meant to avoid or overcome such fear and contagion.'® Attitudes toward death and
the dead are not individual but part of the collective mentality of an age, condi-
tioned by the social and political reality of the times, which includes individuals’
perspectives not only on their own deaths but also on the deaths of others.™’

Additionally, death rituals allow the bereaved to celebrate the life of the departed
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Figs. 1.5a and b. Mass graves at
Yonglu, Gaoping County, Shanxi,
where the army of the state of
Zhou was besieged and massacred
by the Qin, 262-260 BCE.
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and to negotiate power and prestige among the living. As a rite of passage, death
entails a ritual process that is best understood in a particular cultural context.®
It is not just the end of an individual’s life but the beginning of a new relationship
between the living and the dead. Moreover, the mourners, through their symbolic
actions, can control and create the death status of the departed individual **®

Tomb 2 at Baoshan provides a useful illustration of the change in perspective
on death at the individual level. As Chief Minister of the Left of the state of Chu,
Shao Tuo (d. 316 BCE) was anxious about his official activities and his interaction
with the Chu king. He divined about his “coming and going in the service of the
king,” and once, when he was ill, he asked almost all the celestial, terrestrial, and
human spirits in the Chu religious pantheon, including his recent ancestors and the
unquiet ghosts both inside and outside his family, for their help. Of them, the most
efficacious spirits were the vengeful ghosts, whether Shao Tuo’s relatives or not. In
the last divination before his death, he asked, “May it still be possible that [I] not
die,” and the divinations indicated that the calamities were coming from those who
had died without posterity and from the fecundity god who managed life and death.

The documents excavated from Shao Tuo’s tomb do not specify whether he had
any descendants, but his death arguably was a bad one: he died in agony and in
fear of mortality, pleading with the avenging spirits to prevent his death. We know
few details about the funerary rites used in Shao Tuo’s case, but from the funerary
documents and grave goods buried in his tomb, we can surmise that he was well
equipped to start his next stage of existence in the afterlife.!?

Shao Tuo’s tomb was structured like the Jiuliandun tombs: fourteen step-ledges
descend on all four sides and a sloping ramp on the east side leads to the burial en-
casement at the bottom of the pit. The encasement is divided into four side compart-
ments surrounding a central compartment where the three nested coffins are lo-
cated. Underneath the wooden encasement is a small “waist pit” (yaokeng), in which
a goat (as was the case in Tomb 2 at Jiuliandun) was buried. The waist pit is a standard
feature of earlier Shang and Zhou burial customs. Archaeologists have so named it
because it is located in the middle of the pit, just under the waist of the tomb occu-
pant. There is no consensus regarding its meaning, but it is likely an expression of
religious beliefs.”* Some speculate that dogs or goats in the waist pit functioned as
guides, leading the deceased to the land of the dead.’” Only a few elite Chu tombs
have this feature, and its disappearance in the transition from the Warring States
period to the early Han probably marked changes in related religious ideas.!?®

The four compartments of Shao Tuo’s tomb contained 1,935 artifacts and 448
bamboo strips, 278 of which are inscribed. The artifacts include a large number of
bronze, lacquer, and ceramic sacrificial vessels, weapons, chariot fittings, and per-
sonal belongings. The texts include legal and administrative documents and lists of
grave goods. Like the religious pantheon discussed above, grave goods in Warring
States elite tombs are categorically similar to those in Shang and Western Zhou elite
burials, but the prevalence of spirit artifacts and luxury objects among the personal
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belongings in Warring States elite tombs distinguish this later burial tradition from
earlier ones. The changes in grave furnishings of Warring States tombs reflect new
attitudes toward the dead. The religious significance of other grave goods will be dis-
cussed in chapter 5; below, we focus on the purpose and meaning in Warring States
burials of burying spirit artifacts as a tie-breaking ritual.

Redefining the Relations between the Dead and the Living

As its name suggests, a tie-breaking ritual severs the bond, or tie, between the liv-
ing and the deceased and is performed to break the old life pattern.”* According
to French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep, death is but one of a series of ritual
passages through the life cycle.’® The tie-breaking ritual simultaneously empha-
sizes the mourner’s separation from the dead and integration with the living. The
purpose of this ritual is twofold: it facilitates the psychological transition of the
bereaved and ensures that the soul of the deceased makes its proper transition from
earthly life to its new life in the land of the dead. Tie-breaking acts include the cere-
monial “killing” of objects at funerals, the disposal of the belongings of the dead,
the placement of a taboo on the name of the deceased, and the bereaved’s tempo-
rary or permanent changing of residence.’”® But in Warring States China, providing
proper grave furnishing became an important part of the tie-breaking ritual.

Earlier Shang and Western Zhou aristocratic traditions continued, as the preoc-
cupation with burying symbols of social status such as chariots and sets of bronze
vessels makes clear. However, new categories of grave goods and new compositions
of artifacts belonging to the old categories constantly emerged. An examination of
the medium-size tombs excavated at Zhaojiahu in Dangyang County and at Jiudian
and Yutaishan in Jiangling County, all in Hubei, reveals that new categories of grave
goods, in particular personal belongings, household utensils, and food provisions,
came to accompany the traditional sets of ritual vessels.””” These new artifacts in-
clude weapons, utensils for dress (combs, mirrors, and belt hooks), musical instru-
ments for personal entertainment (se zithers), utensils for eating and drinking,
bamboo mats, pillows, and fans. It is not coincidental that most of the new cate-
gories of personal belongings and household utensils are listed under the heading
“travel paraphernalia” (xinggi) in the grave-goods inventories buried in Tomb 2 at
Baoshan.

Although low-quality or miniature imitations of ritual vessels made of clay, lead,
and other materials appeared in Shang and Western Zhou, and even Neolithic,
tombs, the self-conscious systematic use of spirit artifacts in funerary rites was
characteristic of Warring States religious phenomena.'?® The use of the spirit arti-
facts may have inspired Warring States philosophers to discuss their religious sig-
nificance, The term spirit artifact is loaded with various meanings in contemporary
scholarly literature.’? When modern scholars began to use this term in the early
twentieth century, it referred only to ceramic sculptures of human figures (yong),
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animals, and daily utensils employed in mortuary settings after the Warring States
period. The term later was extended to cover all funerary objects made for tomb
furnishing.’® Extensive Warring States philosophical reflections on the religious
phenomenon of burying spirit artifacts in tombs afford a rare case wherein archae-
ological and transmitted textual materials corroborate each other.

Compared to its modern usage, in Warring States ritual and philosophical texts
the term refers to a broader range of materials but defines more narrowly their in-
tended functions. Spirit artifacts marked the difference between this world and the
other world, between life and death, and between the material and the spiritual.
These artifacts were made “unfinished,” or “secondary” and “inferior” to everyday
utensils in terms of their materiality, size, and craftsmanship. The concept of a spirit
artifact was “not determined by medium or form, but was based on ritual function
and symbolism.”**! This concept apparently was widespread among intellectuals of
the Warring States period. For example, the Confucian philosopher Xunzi, in his
“Discourse on Ritual” (Lilun), defines a spirit artifact as something that “resembles
real objects but cannot be used.”**? Here, the quality of the spirit artifacts, like the
attitude toward the dead, is a paradox: the objects are familiar but different. Objects
of this sort belong to what anthropologists identify as a “tie-breaking ritual "%

All over the world, from prehistoric times onward, when there is less status com-
petition, we find cheap and miniature objects manufactured in clay used as offer-
ings to gods and the dead.’** But there are other religious or moral reasons for gods
and spirits to accept humble substitutes for expensive gifts. It is said that the recip-
ients cared only about the intention, or the “heart,” of the givers, not the cost of the
gifts.'® This type of morality is discussed in the historical and philosophical liter-
ature of the Warring States period.” Archaeological evidence indicates that spirit
artifacts were first widely used in Qin tombs early in the Spring and Autumn period
but became more prevalent in the late Spring and Autumn and early Warring States
periods.”” At almost the same time, a lively debate regarding whether “the dead
have knowledge” began in some philosophical circles.’® The debates transpired pri-
marily between Confucian advocates of lavish mortuary rites and Mohist advocates
of frugality.**

Archaeological records also show that in burial practice bronze and ceramic ves-
sels were mixed together to form a set of grave objects.*® Not only spirit and ritual
vessels but also luxury nonritual objects, such as lacquered vessels, exotic jewelry,
and personal ornaments, were buried in tombs. These objects form a sharp contrast
to the spirit artifacts in terms of artistic quality. In the Baoshan tomb, besides the
bronze ritual vessels, the music instruments, the ceramic storage jars, and other
daily utensils, the most exquisite and valuable objects are lacquered vessels such as
a set of lacquered cups with a leather bag (item 4), a double bird-shaped drinking cup
(item 189), a pair of spouted cups with dragon and phoenix motifs (items 25 and 31),
and a painted lacquered box with a pictorial decoration (item 432).

As Paul Rosenblatt and others have pointed out, tie-breaking rituals, which are
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a common response to death in many cultures, take many different forms.*** In the
Chinese context, the tie-breaking ritual included the burial of spirit artifacts and
the interment of new and old personal belongings. One entry (Strip 15) in a grave-
goods inventory excavated at Yangtianhu in Changsha City, Hunan, describes “one
new shoe, one old shoe.”**? In the inventory from Tomb 3 at Mawangdui, old per-
sonal belongings are listed as being buried in the tomb.** This tradition of burying
new and old personal belongings survived in later mortuary practice.

Burying spirit artifacts and personal belongings helped the bereaved reduce and
eventually sever their ties with the dead while maintaining the connection between

the world of the living and the world of the dead. The rituals were also designed to |

help both the bereaved and the deceased negotiate the gradual transition from life
to death.

THIS CHAPTER SETS THE STAGE for subsequent arguments by documenting changes
in conceptions of death and the dead during the Warring States period. Why did
the early Chinese come to perceive the dead primarily as a threat?"* Early Chinese
texts such as the Zuo Commentary and the Narratives of the States record a political
culture of violent death and an emerging literary genre of ghost narratives as well
as new concepts of the afterlife. Within the context of political struggle among the
lineages and states, the winners tried to eliminate the social memory of their op-
ponents by denying them a ritually appropriate burial in the lineage cemetery and
by engaging in other associated forms of ancestor cults. These dead—who suffered
violent deaths, died young, or died without posterity—belonged to the cultural cat-
egory of “bad death” and would not become ancestors. Instead, because they could
not receive sacrifices from their descendants, they turned into hungry ghosts. The
ghost narratives of the Eastern Zhou period, circulated among conservative edu-
cated elites, articulated new concepts of the afterlife and of the soul.

During the Warring States period, mass conscription brought a large number of
the war dead into the religious realm. The view of the dead as a threat spread and
eventually fostered an ambivalent attitude toward ancestors. As the Warring States
pantheon in the Baoshan records shows, previously undocumented vengeful ghosts
came to be regarded as more potent than other spirits. The material and textual re-
mains recovered from Chu tombs disclose profound, but often overlooked, changes
in cultural perspectives on the dead that evolved during the Eastern Zhou period.
Finally, the prevalent ritual of burying spirit artifacts in tombs suggests that these
changing perspectives, which earlier concerned only those who had died violent
deaths, now encompassed almost all the dead, including ancestors. This conception
of the dead as threatening prompted significant changes in the funerary rituals and
burial practices in the Warring States period and that of the early empires.
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