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Characterization of Cosmetic Sticks at Xiaohe Cemetery in Early Bronze Age Xinjiang, China by H. Mai, Y. Yang, I. Abuduresule, W. Li, X. Hu, and C. Wang (2016) and First Evidence of the Use of Freshwater Pearls as a Cosmetic in Ancient China: Analysis of White Makeup Powder from a Northern Song Dynasty Lv Tomb (Lantian, Shaanxi Province, China) by Z. R. Yu, X. D. Wang, B. M. Su, and Y. Zhang (20171) are journal articles published in 2016 and 2017 respectively. Both are intended for academic audiences, as evidenced by the quantity of technical language featured within their pages (Mai et al., 2016; Yu et al., 2017). They address similar subjects in a similar manner, both focusing heavily on the chemical analysis of their respective finds. However, there are some notable differences in the approach the authors have taken in their research.

Mai, the author of the first article, has a PhD in archaeometry (Zhang, 2018); this would suggest an authority to write an analysis of the pigment stick find and its purpose. Yu, the author of the second article, studied Civil Engineering and Mechanics but is tied to the National Ancient Wall Painting and Earthen Archaeological Site Engineering Research Centre in China (Yu et al., 20162). Despite the fact both papers are published in English, the teams who worked on the papers are based in China (Mai et al., 2016; Yu et al., 20172; Zhang, 2018), and as such, the papers may have been subjected to a critical eye from the Chinese government, as is claimed to happen with other forms of media (Brady, 2010; Edney, 2014; Lim et al., 2018). This could be due to China struggling with its image overseas for many years (Brady, 2015).
    
Mai’s article (2016) lacks clarity in defining its overall purpose. The abstract identifies a broad range of topics to be covered, however, the constraint of the word count has resulted in a fractured article that suffers from a poor flow and an unclear objective. This constraint may be due to a possible bias in academia, and particularly the sciences, in favouring men when considering funding (Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Tamblyn et al., 2018). Consequently, projects that interest male researchers are given more space within the academic community. This may have resulted in a situation wherein Mai feels the need to fill the article with as many elements she uncovered in her research as possible. However, increasing the number of topics the paper covers to maximise both the use of the space she has been given and the potential for one of those topics being of interest to a potential future funder has resulted in an article that is somewhat directionless. 

Yu’s paper (20171) is clear in its purpose. It sets out to analyse the white powder found and provide some insight into the context surrounding the powder, and it achieves this goal succinctly. This focus of purpose could be due to Yu’s team being more confident of finding funding for further research into their powder, compared to Mai’s team (Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Tamblyn et al., 2018).

Both papers make claims regarding the origin and purpose of the items discovered (Mai et al., 2016; Yu et al., 20171). However, Yu’s paper makes several significant claims which are not supported by referenced evidence. Yu suggests that the white powder analysed was cosmetic and that its container was an item of dowry (Yu et al., 20171). He also claims his paper is the first evidence to support the use of freshwater pearls as a cosmetic product (Yu et al., 20171), leaving little room to challenge the notion of the find’s purpose due to there being no previous research to compare it to. He does attempt to support his claims with evidence of other white powders found in tombs (Yu et al., 20171), but fails to acknowledge that also found in this particular tomb was a second box with another powder that is identified as medicinal in nature, a claim backed up with previous research in a paper written by one of his cohorts, published two years later (Gong et al., 2019). In his own paper, Yu acknowledges an established written record of pearl being used for medical and healthcare purposes (Yu et al., 20171), but despite this, Yu does not acknowledge there could be any potential purpose for the freshwater pearl powder other than cosmetic.

Furthermore, Yu does not provide any citations which would substantiate his claims about the purpose of the box the powder was found in, which makes the task of validating the claim a difficult one. For example, Lü (2010) wrote a paper on dowries during the Northern Song Dynasty, which does not mention the concept of dowry boxes.

While Mai does cite her sources where relevant (Mai et al., 2016), she also fails to suppose an alternative interpretation of the find. Discussing at length the potential religious connection between the cosmetic stick and the women the sticks were buried with, she claims the implication is “woman played a special role in religious activities” (Mai et al., 2016), which frames the relationship between women and the cosmetic stick in a positive light, without acknowledging years of an oppressive relationship between women and cosmetic or beauty standards, particularly in China (Yang, 2011).

Overall, both articles are useful and discuss marginalised finds, shining a light onto discoveries that are not the usual contenders for widespread academic attention. They both lay the groundwork for future discussion and discovery, and they both set out to achieve their goals, even if that goal is implicit and not stated in the abstract. However, both articles highlight a need for more focus on feminine-related finds, and the space within which this focus can occur in the academic community.
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