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Abstract

Xuanwu, one of the “Four Deities”, symbolizes the god of the north, the underworld, water, and life.
The emergence and formal establishment of the Xuanwu image underwent a prolonged develop-
mental process. During the Han Dynasty, it frequently appeared on tomb gates and murals. The de-
sign, placement, and composition of these images reflect the astronomical concepts and funerary
ritual systems of the Han period. This study employs research methods such as the dual-evidence
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method and iconology to investigate the Xuanwu images on the gates of Han Dynasty stone relief
tombs, analyzing their specific forms, positions, and compositional relationships with other ele-
ments on the tomb gates. It aims to reveal that Xuanwu, as a “guardian of the underworld” within
the tomb space, likely served functions such as warding off evil spirits and guiding the tomb occu-
pant to ascend to heaven. This research seeks to provide theoretical reference for understanding
the Han Dynasty’s cosmology and views on life and death.
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Figure 1. Tomb Gate of the Yanjiacha No. 2 Eastern Han Dynasty Tomb in Suide, Shaanxi. (Image Source: Li Lin, “The
Yanjiacha No. 2 Eastern Han Dynasty Tomb with Stone Reliefs in Suide County, Shaanxi,” Archaeology, No. 2, 1990)
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Figure 2. Stone Relief from the Right Vertical Frame of the Tomb Gate at Guchengtan, Yulin, Shaanxi. (Image Source: Com-
plete Collection of Chinese Stone Reliefs, Volume V: Shaanxi and Shanxi Stone Reliefs, p. 1)
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