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Problem Set 
 

• What is a spirit jar and how might it function?  
• Where did its shape come from? 
• How is the spirit jar related to issues of cosmology and the afterlife? 
• What is the role of Buddhist imagery on these objects? 

 
Learning Objectives 
 

• Gain a fuller understanding of the role of cosmology in Chinese funerary beliefs 
• Discover the role of Buddhist imagery in its earliest Chinese contexts 
• Explore the possible functions of spirit jars in relationship to earlier objects from our 

course  
 
The Spirit Jar 
 
China has long been appreciated for its highly sophisticated ceramics and early porcelain 
technologies.  Collectors have prized the cool green-gray glazes of Chinese celadon for over a 
thousand years.  Yet, it wasn’t until the late twentieth century that archaeologists, scholars, and 
collectors turned their attention to an astounding but mysterious type of early Chinese ceramic 
tomb object:  the so-called “spirit jar.”  Also referred to as “granaries,” the vessels were given 
these names by a debate over a Chinese character found inscribed on one of the early 
examples—taken by scholars as either “grain” or “spirit.”  Mature examples of these pieces 
feature a fairly standard-looking ceramic urn base, occasionally decorated with beast masks and 
animals.  However, the sculpted lids of these urns depict a dizzying array of birds, snakes, 
musicians, mammals, and architecture layered over one-another and around a central 
architectural structure.  Remarkably, these amazing ceramic bestiaries appear to have been made 
for only a short period of time from the mid 3rd - 4th centuries within a clearly defined region on 
the southeastern Chinese seaboard.  Further complicating the matter, these pieces contain some 
of the earliest examples of Chinese Buddhist imagery and often display small, stamped-clay 
Buddhas within their sculpture. 
 
What can be made of this unusual body of materials and what gave rise to their design?  Do the 
objects themselves or any other early materials provide insight into how the spirit jars may have 
functioned?  What is the significance of the broad array of deities, animals, and humans on the 
upper portions of the jars?  With these questions in mind, we turn to the prime suspects in the 
case of the Harvard spirit jars.  What do you see? 
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Prime Suspect 1 
Hunping Spirit Jar 
 
Stats: 
Three Kingdoms Period (220-280 CE) 
Height:  48 cm 
Width:  18.2 cm 
Yue-ware celadon pottery 
Likely unearthed near  
Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province 
Harvard Art Museums, 2004.149 
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Prime Suspect 2 
Hunping Spirit Jar 
 
Stats: 
Three Kingdoms Period (220-280 CE) 
Height:  49 cm 
Width:  28 cm 
Yue-ware celadon pottery 
Likely unearthed near  
Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province 
Harvard Art Museums, 2006.170.211 
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Terms to Know 
 
Buddha/Buddhism—“The Buddha” generally refers to the mythic-historical figure of Siddartha 
Gautama, who was born in Kosala Kingdom near present day Nepal and died at the turn of 4th c. 
BCE.  “Buddhism” refers to teachings expounded by Siddartha Gautama as the proper path to 
enlightenment, which he obtained using his own methods after failing under the instruction of 
other masters of his time.  Main tenets of the religion include the “Four Noble Truths”:  
recognition that the world is a cycle of suffering, recognition that the suffering has a root, 
recognizing that desire is the root of suffering, and recognizing that there is a path out of the 
suffering.  The “Eightfold Path,” expounding compassion and appropriate conduct in eight walks 
of life, was taught as the original method for breaking free of the phenomenal cycle of suffering.  
Buddhism grew to become a truly interregional religion—spreading across present day India, 
Southeast Asia, Central Asia, China, Korea, Japan, and other areas.  
 
Celadon—Refers to both a type of Chinese ceramic glazing technique and coloration that began 
during the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE).  These ceramic wares became particularly prevalent 
during the Three Kingdoms (220-280 CE) and subsequent Song dynasty (960-1279 CE).  
Celadon is generally known for its beautiful, thin green-gray glazes and elegant designs.  Certain 
regional kilns were also especially well-known for their celadon wares, including the yue越窑
and longquan 龍泉 kilns of Zhejiang province. 
 
Hunping—Hunping 魂瓶 is the general Chinese term for “spirit jar” or “spirit vase.”  Also 
occasionally translated as “soul jar,” the term was given to vessels such as our prime suspects in 
the Harvard collection due to an inscription on an early example that seems to say hun 魂 or 
“spirit.”  However, because the character is somewhat unclear, it has led other scholars to take it 
as gu 穀 or “grain.”  These conflicting interpretations led to two camps in scholarship that 
alternately identify the objects as jars for storing grains in the afterlife or vessels for the 
transformation of the afterlife spirit—two interpretations which we will explore further. 
 
Queen Mother of the West—The first deity to be depicted as an icon in Chinese art.  The earliest 
written references to a “mother of the west” appear in oracle bones dating to the Shang dynasty 
(1600-1046 BCE).  The Queen Mother is said to be a mythological figure residing in a palace on 
Mount Kunlun in the western regions of China.  She and her minions guard the elixir of 
immortality, and her palace serves as a place of transit between the celestial and earthly realms.  
In later religious traditions, she becomes particularly associated with indigenous Chinese Daoists 
and their quests for longevity. 
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The Evolution of a Form 
 
Having taken a look at our prime suspects and come to terms with a few of the fundamental 
questions surrounding these objects, we move into laying out our basic evidence.  One of the 
areas in which research is relatively certain concerns the evolution of the shape of the spirit jar.  
Closely examining our first prime suspect, you may have noticed that four smaller, round 
architectural protrusions surround the central pavilion at the top of the lid.  This configuration of 
a center surrounded by four protrusions became the basis on which previous stylistic examples of 
the spirit jar were identified.  Although it is possible that even earlier pieces may exist, scholars 
have traced this type of “five-figured jar” to the early Han dynasty (fig. 1).  In these simple 
incarnations, a smaller central jar is connected to five larger jars that are attached around it.  This 
configuration of storage container seems to be the basis upon which all later, more complex 
examples of the spirit jar were most likely based.  At this early point, it seems that the vessel was 
primarily used for storage—the question of what exactly it stored will be explored in the 
subsequent section. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1 
Five-figured Jar 
(wulianguan五聯罐) 
Eastern Han Dynasty 
25-220 CE 
Guangxi Museum 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The next clear step in the development of the spirit jar appears during the same period as the 
early five-figured jar.  At this point, the central container balloons into a much larger urn-shaped 
vessel, while the four connected protrusions become attached to the main body of the vessel.  A 
particularly fine example of this shape can be found in the Hubei Provincial Museum (fig. 2), 
where we see that the vessel takes on much larger proportions and begins to look similar to our 
prime suspects in the Harvard collection.  That being said, the pieces remain largely undecorated 
and seem to still retain some of their function as a storage jar. 
 
At this point, there seems to have been an intriguing shift in the function of the five-figured jar 
that led to the introduction of a new type of decoration and change of form that occurred quite 
rapidly over the next decades.  By the turn of the 3rd century CE, an array of animals and humans 
begin to crop up on the exterior of the five-figured jars (fig. 3).  
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Fig. 2 
Five-figured Jar 

(wulianguan五聯罐) 
Eastern Han Dynasty 

25-220 CE 
Guangxi Museum 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3 
Five-figured Jar 

(wulianguan五聯罐) 
Three Kingdoms Period 

220-280 CE 
Zhejiang Provincial Museum 
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First, bears, serpents, birds, and beast masks are applied to the jars.  From there, striking 
examples exist in which the entire object begins to take human form (fig. 4).  Each of the original 
five linked jars becomes human-shaped, with the central figure often holding or caressing 
smaller, child-like figures.  In the example seen below, one small tumbling human may have 
even been birthed from the central figure, as it appears as though they were once connected by a 
sort of crude umbilical cord to a belly button of the larger person.  Even on these human-themed 
spirit jars, various categories of animals are still found throughout the vessel.  It is also possible 
that these jars were still used in some sort of practical capacity, as the five individual protrusions 
are still hollowed out and could hold objects.  However, as we continue looking at the evolution 
of the vessel’s form, consider what can be made of the significance of the animal and human 
decorations to the function of these objects.  Have we seen such decoration in other objects?  Do 
you think anything be made of the somewhat maternal theme of the human-shaped jars? 
 
  

Fig. 4 
Spirit Jar 

Three Kingdoms Period 
 220-280 CE 

 Zhejiang Provincial Museum 
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The final stage in the development of the spirit jar 
leads us to our two prime suspects and other 
examples that have a similar shape and decoration.  
By the mid to late 3rd century, the fully mature 
spirit jar as we saw in our introduction became a 
popular tomb good throughout areas of Zhejiang 
province.  The five individual linked jars were 
much reduced in size and became part of a lid that 
sat atop an urn-shaped vessel.  In most instances, 
they take the shape of architectural pavilions.  
Usually, a layered central pavilion is found with 
flanking gates on opposite sides (fig. 5).  The 
pavilion can subsume the entirety of the central jar 
but, in other cases, works in conjunction with it.  
Likewise, the four remaining jars are shrunk down 
into small architectural features that sit beside or 
atop the roofs of the central pavilion.  Birds, beasts, 
and human musicians are often found as part of the 
lid decoration. 
 

Fig. 5 
Spirit Jar 

Three Kingdoms Period 
220-280 CE 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
                 Whole Vessel (above) 
        Detail of Lid (below) 

 
From the perspective of 
construction, an interesting change 
also takes place.  In earlier 
examples, the five protrusions were 
part of the body of the vessel, but 
they became exclusively attached to 
the lid.  This lid was then connected 
to the body of the vessel and fired 
together in the kiln at the same time.  
In order to prevent the jar from 
trapping oxygen and exploding in 
the heat of the kiln, small holes had 
to be bored into the main urn as seen 
above.  A strange new decoration of 
eels entering into these holes became 
common at this time. 
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 One final crucial type of spirit jar was 
introduced during the mid to the late 3rd 
century.  Remarkably, stamped clay Buddha 
figures are found as decoration on both the 
bodies and lids of spirit jars from this time.  
As seen below in a crisp example from the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, these 
Buddhas are found in a seated posture of 
meditation with halos around their heads.  
They are frequently arrayed into rows on the 
urn itself or behind other figures of the lid, 
as is the case in our own prime suspect 
number 2.  These figures are some of the 
earliest representations of the Buddha found 
in China, and it was right around the time of 
the development of the spirit jar that 
Buddhism began its spread across China. 
Given the religious significance of the 
Buddha, should we consider these jars as 
Buddhist objects?  How does this change 
our understanding of the function of the 
spirit jar? 

Fig. 6 
Spirit Jar 

Three Kingdoms Period 
220-280 CE 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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Function and the Five Grains 
 
In beginning our exploration of possible functions for the spirit jar, it must first be noted that 
little can be stated with certainty at this point regarding the exact use of these objects.  Therefore, 
we will examine together some of the more intriguing possibilities for these pieces and some of 
the evidence that has been used to support such arguments.  It was already noted in passing that 
spirit jars were unearthed primarily from tombs around Zhejiang province.  The fact that they 
were present as tomb goods immediately points to their use in funerary ritual.  But, how 
specifically might they have been related to afterlife beliefs?   
 
As we have seen, there is some debate over the 
naming of the spirit jar, and the alternate name 
generated by unclear inscriptions on early 
examples is “granary.”  Remembering that the 
earliest examples of the spirit jar are traceable 
to Han dynasty five-figured storage jars brings 
to light another interesting connection to early 
beliefs about grains.  In early Chinese society, 
particularly the Zhou dynasty, cereal grains 
were divided into five categories and crucial to 
everyday sustenance.  The necessity of grains 
in the afterlife is also confirmed by the 
presence of ceramic granaries as tomb goods 
that precisely mirror the architecture of 
physical granaries in the real world.  It would 
seem that the ritual donation of grain goods in 
the tomb played a critical role in appeasing the 
afterlife spirit, and archaeological remains of 
seeds have been found in such objects.  
 

Fig. 7 
Funerary Urn in the 
 Shape of a Granary 

 Eastern Han 
 25-220 CE 

 Harvard Art Museums, 2006.170.203 
  
Based on limited textual evidence, we also know that the five categories of grains were not only 
significant in the phenomenal world but also in the afterlife as well.  The famous brothers Boyi 
and Shuqi, who refused to eat the grains of the Zhou dynasty in protest of the conquering of the 
Shang, are particularly relevant.  In a passage referring to the rituals enacted by a later ruler, it is 
noted:  “When Boyi and Shuqi refused the throne, they stopped eating the grains of the region 
and died of starvation atop Mount Shouyang. I fear that their hun spirits are hungry, and so I set 
up the Bag of Five Grains.”i  
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Although there is little in the way of early evidence describing exactly what the Bag of Five 
Grains (wugunang五穀囊) was used for or how it looked, the idea of a container for each of the 
five grains seems to support the possibility that early five-figured jars could have been used for 
the separately storing each of the five grains for their inclusion in the tomb.  Thus, the spirits of 
the dead would not go hungry in the afterlife.  Moreover, just like the archaeological remains 
discovered in tomb granaries literally patterned off of real life granaries, the limited physical 
evidence found in certain examples of spirit jars has revealed seeds, plum pits, and other food 
remains. 
 
Another tantalizing piece of evidence suggesting a connection between grains, the afterlife, and 
spirit jars can be found in the collection of the Guangxi Museum.  Seen below is a ceramic 
hearth with five protrusions and three figures.  The five jar-like protrusions, three atop and one 
on either side, along with the figures reaching inside, have certain visual similarities to the 
elements we saw develop over the course of the evolution of the spirit jar.  The fact that they are 
connected to a stove or hearth suggests that an object such as this may have symbolically 
functioned for the preparation of the five grains within the tomb.  The figures reaching into the 
five protrusions could indicate that they are removing stored grains to prepare in the hearth.  
Keeping in mind the role of grains in the afterlife, what can be said of the term “spirit jar” as it 
relates to the function of these vessels? 

Fig. 8 
Hearth with Five Holes and Three Figures 

Eastern Han 
25-220 CE 

Guangxi Museum 
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The Spirit:  A Tale of Two Directions 
 
We now arrive at the central question that 
has followed us throughout our 
examination of the evolution of the spirit 
jar form and its possible relationship to 
storing the five grains.  Aside from a 
possible inscription referring to the 
character for spirit (hun), what do these 
vessels have to do with the afterlife 
spirit?  Furthermore, is there anything 
about these pieces that indicates a greater 
connection to the afterlife cosmology that 
we have been exploring in our course up 
until this point? 
 
First, as you see in the diagram to the 
right, it is possible to understand our 
prime suspects and other mature 
examples of the spirit jar along two 
axes—the vertical and the horizontal.  
That is to say, what is the function of the 
upper and lower portions of the vessel 
when we divide it along a horizontal axis, 
and does any sort of transformation occur 
as we move along the vertical axis?  It is 
important to consider both of these 
questions as we turn to the possible 
relationships between the vessel and the spirit. 

Detail of Stele in Fig. 6 
As we saw above, we 
know that spirit jars were 
a popular, if unique, 
grave good included in 
tombs during the 3rd 
century.  Therefore, we 
can immediately connect 
them to afterlife beliefs.  
Furthermore, certain 
examples of spirit jars 
contain miniature models 
of steles—stone tablets 
used for preserving 
writings and 
commemorating events.  
These miniature steles are 
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occasionally inscribed with short inscriptions, 
which in all cases concern the dedication of the 
object to the deceased and the continuation of 
the family line.  Thus, like bronzes and many 
other early grave goods, we can place spirit jars 
in the orbit of both afterlife ancestor worship 
and concern for the afterlife condition of the 
deceased.  Whether or not we can determine 
that the character for “spirit” was actually 
carved on any of these pieces, we can be sure 
the object was nonetheless created and 
dedicated with a concern for the spirit. 
 
The Top-down Approach 
 
That being the case, scholars have discussed for 
many years various early rituals dealing with 
the treatment of the deceased individual’s spirit, 
which in early periods was though to be divided 
into two separate components—a cloud spirit 
(hun 魂) and an earth spirit (po 魄).  Early 
writings suggest that families engaged in a 
“soul calling” (zhao hun 招魂) ritual in which a 
filial child would take a shroud to the top of 
their house and shout out for the deceased’s 
cloud spirit to return to their body.   
 
Most famously, the ritual was immortalized in the early Chinese poetry collection, the Songs of 
Chu (Chuci 楚辭):  “Oh soul come back!  You cannot dwell in the east…where the ten suns go 
out alternating, melting metal and dissolving stone.”ii  Only when it had been determined that the 
cloud spirit had not returned to enliven the body would it then be buried.  But where then might 
the spirit go to reside? 
 
When considering how the spirit jar operates, one possibility is that the afterlife spirit was 
thought to reside in the body of such a vessel itself.  In certain early stories, we learn that urns 
were sometimes thought to contain heavenly realms where the spirit might go to dwell in 
splendor.  One especially interesting case concerns an old medicine vendor  
 

At the time when the Elder Fei was made city magistrate, there was an old man 
who sold medicine in the marketplace. He would hang a hu 壺 vessel outside his 
shop. When the market closed, he would jump into the vessel. The Elder Fei saw 
this from one of the upper stories of the building, and so knew the old man was 
not a normal being. The next day, he went back to pay a visit to the old man. 
Together, they jumped into the vessel. He saw nothing but stern and majestic jade 
halls, spread full of excellent liquor and fine meats. When they were done 
supping, they departed.iii 
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Stories such as these gave rise to a later term known as “vessel heaven” (hu tian壺天).  This was 
the belief in a heavenly realm resided within the confines of hu vessels.  Later Song dynasty 
poetry periodically described the realm and noted that it could be accessed by special individuals 
through jade gates just outside the confines of vessel heaven.  Considering mature examples of 
the spirit jar format, we notice that the lid portion depicts a pavilion flanked by gates, suggesting 
the possibility that this is in fact the entrance into a vessel heaven for the afterlife spirit.  In such 
a configuration, it could be thought that the afterlife spirit entered the vessel through its upper 
portion, subsequently traveling inside and down into a heaven as seen in the diagram above.   
 
This idea could be further supported through another small piece of tantalizing evidence.  As we 
saw briefly, later examples of the spirit jar feature small holes drilled into the body of the vessel 
that are often decorated with eels.  Again, certain texts contain short passages suggesting that 
individuals transformed into eels upon their death.  One text details an individual by the name of 
Lu Xun, who happened to die nearby a river.  When he passed away, he was seen to transform 
into an eel and enter the river.iv  Thus, there is the possibility that the eel entering into the holes 
on the spirit jar may be indicative of an afterlife transformation occurring as the eel moves inside. 
 
Bottoms-up 
 
When considering the relationship 
of the spirit jar to afterlife 
transformation, yet another 
possibility presents itself.  In our 
case studies of the bronze bell, he 
vessel, and jade cup, we have seen 
how cosmological transformations 
might take place within the actual 
confines of an object and lead to 
transcendent transformations.  We 
have also studied how the different 
classes of creatures found 
throughout the earth moved in 
conjunction with one another, 
transforming, and attempting to 
reach the highest classes of 
creation.  How then might we 
consider the spirit jar in 
relationship to these other objects 
and belief systems?   
 

Fig. 9 
Spirit Jar 

Three Kingdoms Period 
220-280 CE 

Zhejiang City Museum 
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Referring to fig. 9, we see that certain later examples of the spirit jar contain very clear divisions 
between classes of different creatures that are stacked upon one another in some manner of 
hierarchy that ends with birds on top.  Considering again what we have learned about how the 
classes of creatures are structured and the relative position of each class, we know that feathered 
classes are at the pinnacle of the hierarchy, whereas scaly creatures fall towards the bottom.  It 
would seem as though such a system of transformation is reflected in the relative organization of 
creatures found on examples of our spirit jars.   
 
If we consider that a transformative process may be occurring from the bottom of the vessel 
upwards as we move through these classes, there are a number of possibly related early Chinese 
beliefs.  In particular, the realm of Mount Kunlun in western China—the abode of the Queen 
Mother of the West, and transitional location between heaven and earth—may provide us with 
some additional avenues of exploration.  As we learn from the text of the Huainanzi, it is yet 
another realm that one climbs through to become a spirit and ultimately gain supernatural powers 
in the heavenly abode: 
 

If one climbs to a height double that of Kunlun Mountain, the peak is called Cool 
Wind. If one climbs it, one will not die. If one climbs to a height double that 
again, the peak is called Hanging Gardens. If one ascends it, one will gain 
supernatural power and be able to control the wind and rain. If one climbs to a 
height doubled that again, one reaches Heaven itself. If one reaches it, they will 
become a spirit. This is called the abode of the Supreme Thearch.v 

 
Perhaps then the spirit jar was modeled after the peaks of Mount Kunlun as a realm of transition 
for the afterlife.  The afterlife spirit could have been initially inserted into the spirit jar and 
achieved a similar transformation as seen in the passage above by transiting to the top of the jar.  
Thinking back to our discussion of grains and funerary belief, the potential relationship between 
spirit jars and Mount Kunlun is further strengthened.  In dealing with the various terrain of 
Mount Kunlun, the Huainanzi also notes:  “The beautiful things are around the center of Dai 
Peak, which produces the five grains, mulberry, and hemp.”vi  Here, we see that Mount Kunlun 
was also a source of the five grains, presenting the possibility that the five protrusions atop the 
spirit jar may represent the production of the five grains upon the peaks of Kunlun. 
 
A number of other types of pieces depicting the terrain of Mount Kunlun from the time period 
also present a bottoms-up progression by individuals through mythical terrain.  These include the 
bases of certain so-called “money trees” unearthed in Sichuan province that appear to have 
individuals moving up a mountain-shaped base as they progress towards the upper transcendent 
branches of the tree inhabited by deities such as the Queen Mother of the West (figs. 10 and 11 
below).  Is it possible then that our spirit jars fit into this class of object representing a down-up 
transition of classes of creation and the spirit into transcendent realms? 
 
Consider these questions and how we might reconcile the various possibilities for the function of 
the spirit jar as we move into our final topic of discussion. 
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Fig. 10 (left) 
Money Tree 
Eastern Han 

Ca. 1st-2nd century CE 
Sichuan Province 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 11 (right) 
Money Tree Base in the 
Shape of Mount Kunlun 

Eastern Han 
25-220 CE 

Near Chengdu, Sichuan 
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A Buddha Above? 
 
For our final area of interest, we return to the question of what in the world the Buddha might be 
doing as part of these objects.  As we have considered the function of the spirit jars in different 
ways in the previous section, do we also need to think about these vessels as they relate to 
Buddhist beliefs?  If not, why is the Buddha included in spirit jar decoration? 
 
In order to have a better understanding of the Buddha on spirit jars, it is helpful to consider the 
other types of objects on which early Buddhist imagery appears.  The neighboring provinces of 
Zhejiang and Jiansu seem to have been a hotbed for the early introduction of Buddhist images in 
China.  Two of the other most famous early images include seated meditating Buddhas present 
within the Mahao cliff tombs of Leshan in Sichuan province (fig. 13) and standing Buddhist 
figures carved into the cliff faces of Kongwangshan at 
Lianyungang in Jiangsu province (fig. 14). Buddhist figures also 
appear as part of the pantheon of deities that are depicted on the 
limbs of money trees from Sichuan (fig. 12).  
 
What can be said of these other early images?  Many scholars 
have noted that these Buddhist figures appear in unusual 
contexts.  Like our spirit jars, the Mahao cliff tombs also feature 
imagery as part of a burial context.  This is extremely unusual 
when compared to later Buddhist imagery, which is almost 
never included as part of tomb settings.  In the case of 
Kongwangshan, the Buddhist figures are mixed together with a 
number of other types of religious figures, including the Queen 
Mother of the West and individuals wearing the robes of 
religious Daoists.  Once again, in the case of the money tree 
imagery, the Buddha is often mixed in with other transcendent 
creatures and the Queen Mother of the West.  
 

Fig. 12 
Money Tree Finial 

Eastern Han, 25-220 CE 
Guanghan, Sichuan 

 
Given the mixing of these various types of deities and transcendent beings together within the 
same pantheon, scholars have generally assumed that there was little religious understanding of 
Buddhism during this period.  Rather, the Buddha was being included on these objects because 
he was recognized simply as yet another deity who came from a western region, similar to the 
Queen Mother.  This point may also help explain why the Buddha is so often paired with Queen 
Mother of the West imagery on these objects. 
 
How then do these considerations of early Buddhist imagery inform our understanding of the 
spirit jars?  Is there any chance that there is in fact a more overtly Buddhist connotation to the 
imagery?  Or do they strengthen the idea that the upper portions of the jars represent a 
transcendent realm, perhaps Mount Kunlun, which the afterlife spirit transitions towards?  
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 Fig. 13  (below)     Fig. 14 (above) 

Seated Buddha     Buddhist Figures 
  Mahao Tomb 1     Kongwangshan, South Cliff 

2nd-3rd century CE     2nd-3rd century CE 
Leshan, Sichua     Lianyungang, Jiangsu 
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Recollecting  
 
To sum up, we have traced the evolution of the spirit jar form and presented a number of 
important questions for considering how the object may have functioned in the tomb context.  In 
doing further work on your own for this case, try to revisit some of our main questions in the 
context of our prime suspects: 

• What possibilities do you find most convincing for the function of the spirit jar? 
• How can we reconcile these possibilities in light of what we already know about Chinese 

afterlife cosmology? 
• How do the spirit jars function in relationship to the other new objects that have been 

introduced in this case study? 
• How does early Chinese Buddhist imagery work in relationship to indigenous Chinese 

cosmologies and beliefs about the afterlife? 
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