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Abstract. This study focuses on pictorial stones from Eastern Han tombs (25-220 CE) and adopts “physicality” as its core
analytical perspective to explore the construction mechanism of sacredness in Han funerary culture. It constructs an interpretive
framework of “image narrative—physicality perception—sacredness generation,” integrating key elements of funerary practice:
regional variations in pictorial expressions, physical practices of the living, ritualized burial postures of the deceased, including
supine extended burial and flexed burial, and symbolic imagery on stone coffins, depicting figures like the Queen Mother of the
West, Fuxi, and Nuwa, as well as immortal spirit beasts. These elements interact dynamically with tomb spatial layouts to fulfil
the narrative of soul ascension. Physicality, as a core link, not only bridges the Han people’s beliefs in life and death but also
transforms static spatial narratives into a symbiotic realm of “heaven, earth, humans, and deities,” thereby systematically
revealing how sacredness was generated, activated, and reinforced in Eastern Han funerary culture. This research introduces a
context-rich, practice-oriented perspective to the study of Eastern Han pictorial stones, while laying a foundation for future
inquiries into expanding regional scopes and material types.
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1. Introduction

The theory of physicality provides a dual-dimensional perspective for interpreting pictorial stones: the body is not only an object
of image representation, but also a subject involved in the construction and perception of cultural meanings. The structural
connections embodied in the body have also formed another space at the level of symbolic forms [1]. Through the depiction of
physicality postures, the symbolic translation of real-world behaviours can be achieved.

In China’s localised sacred spaces, sacredness does not exist in isolation either inside or outside the space; instead, it resides
in the Tian-ren connection and can be understood through a series of concepts, representations, experiences, ritual norms, and
social orders [2].

In the funerary culture of the Eastern Han Dynasty, the ways of handling the body fundamentally constitute a concrete
construction of physicality continuity, which is achieved through the ritualization of physicality postures, the interaction between
the body and space, and the coordination of physicality symbols. The embodiment of the physicality in pictorial narratives
centres on the interaction between physicality gestures, movements and symbolic systems.

The spatial layout of pictorial stones in Eastern Han dynasty tomb chambers contains sophisticated logic. In the northern
Shaanxi region, pictorial contents are concentrated in the tomb gate called “Tian-men”, while in the Sichuan region, “Tian-men”
are extensively presented in the form of “Que-men”—tower like gate structures—images on the sarcophagi inside the tombs.
Moreover, due to the particularity of the content related to “Tian-men”, the tomb gate or stone coffin where “Tian-men” is
located becomes a visual focal point, and is constructed as the “Tian-men” symbolizing the entrance to the heaven [3].

The horizontal symmetrical composition not only stems from the mechanical needs of the architectural structure but also
corresponds to the Eastern Han dynasty philosophical concept of “Yin-yang duality”; the distribution of images in upper and
lower layers reflects the Han dynasty cosmology—themes of the heaven often occupy the highest position in the images, and
through the vertical spatial sequence, they symbolize the tomb owner entering the immortal world governed by the Queen
Mother of the West[4]. When ritual participants step into the tomb chamber, their processional routes, visual focus points and
worship actions form a dynamic interaction with the pictorial symbols, transforming the static stone materials into a medium for
feeling sacredness [5].
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This paper focuses on funerary ritual-related pictorial stones and other tomb components within burial materials of the
Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE). It aims to construct an interpretive framework of “image narrative—physicality perception—
sacredness generation” by analysing physicality expressions, symbolic meanings, spatial orientations in pictorial stones, as well
as the simulation of worshippers’ bodies in ritual contexts, thereby introducing a new perspective to the study of the Eastern Han
Dynasty pictorial stones. Through the analysis of image narratives and spatial layouts, this paper examines the sacredness of
tombs from the dimensions of physicality perception and ritual practices.

2. Theoretical foundations of sacredness and physicality
2.1. Physicality and sacredness

Physicality refers to the body as the core carrier of cultural meanings, presenting a spatial mode of existence [6]. Within tombs,
the body participates in ritual construction, expression of beliefs, and spatial interaction through physical characteristics such as
postures, movements and transformations. Material carriers may also acquire sacredness by alluding to the body.

This paper, from the perspective of physicality, transcends the traditional “mind-matter” dualism and reduces abstract
concepts to concrete physicality practices, such as rituals and beliefs. Book of Rites - Jiao Te Sheng presents a similar view:
“Hun qi (the vital essence of the soul) returns to heaven; Xing po (the corporeal essence of the form) returns to earth [7]”.

In the construction of tomb chambers, craftsmen associated physicality postures with ritual norms, concepts and cosmic
views of life through stylised compositional patterns and the appropriation of mythological and historical symbols (Figure 1).

In the Eastern Han dynasty funerary rituals, the perception of the body among the Han people, transcended the material
realm, developing the concept of “the body as a sign”. The “flexed burial” (Figure 2) and “kneeling figurines” (Figure 3) [8] in
tombs are another form of expression of physicality.

Kneeling figurines of the Eastern Han Dynasty, through their stylised knee-bending and body-bowing movements, transform
“worship” in real-world rituals into the perpetual order within tombs. The body becomes a symbol that sustains beliefs regarding
life and death [9], and its original function and symbolism should be examined within the context of rituals [1].

Figure 1. The western wall of the front chamber in Tomb M1 at Guanzhuang, Mizhi County, 1981 [10]

Burial in a supine position with bent limbs Lateral Flexion Burial

great extent ouried Extent curked Slightly curied great extent curled Extent curled

Figure 2. Classification of Flexed Burial Practices [11]
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Figure 3. Eastern Han Dynasty Pottery Prostrate Figurine, collection of the Chengdu Museum

Sacredness is not an absolute separation; rather, it constitutes the vital integration of “heaven—human—deity”, through the
isomorphism of physicality postures, spatial layouts and cosmic order, and is characterised by “fluidity, pan-ness and integration”
[12].

With the image and spatial narratives of the tomb chamber as material carriers, a dynamic integration between “from the
mundane world to the transcendental realm” is formed. Through the stylised transformation of images, they are converted into
symbols of the authority of the heaven [5], and sacredness is perceived through physicality experience.

Meanwhile, the sacredness, through the spatial construction of verticality (columns) and depth (courtyards) [12], integrates
individual life into the cosmic order of the universe, rendering the tomb a field of meaning where “heaven, earth, humans and
deities” coexist. In major clan sacrifices or other religious prayers and rituals, kneeling physicality rituals can also be frequently
observed. The inward-outward process forges the connection between sacredness and rituals, making the guidance of tomb
structures on physicality perception constitute the foundation of sacred experience.

2.2. Living’s physicality and sacredness

The physical practices of the living within the funerary field constitute a dimension in the construction of the sacredness of
tombs. The Eastern Han people believed: “The living have their own dwellings, and the deceased have their own coffins. The
realms of the living and the dead are separate, and there should be no interaction between them” [13].

This awareness of spatial segmentation prompts the living to intensify their sacred experience through physicality rituals. The
concentrated occurrence of pictorial content at the tomb gates in Eastern Han tombs [3], coupled with the tomb chamber’s
progressive structure of “anterior chamber—posterior chamber—side chamber” (Figure 4), constructs the trajectory of
physicality movement for the living when entering.

As the living proceed through the tomb passage, their physicality behaviours transition from a kneeling posture to crawling
with the body bent forward, and finally to standing upright. Their line of sight, obstructed by the tomb door panels, forms a
visual barrier [3]. The tomb passage, thus, generates spatial oppression and visual guidance, eliciting a sense of awe.

The physical experience intertextually resonates with the regulation in Guan zi - Ba Guan: “The construction of palaces and
chambers must also have limits, and the felling and closure of mountains and forests must also have fixed times” [14],
demonstrating that the sanctity of burial sites stems not only from symbolic imagery but also fundamentally relies on the
physical perception of spatial dimensions.
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Figure 4. Plan of the Qinglong Mountain Mountain Eastern Han Tomb [15]
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The sacrificial ritual constitutes the core of the interaction between the living and the sanctity of the burial site. The Eastern
Han Dynasty held the belief that “The tombs are the abode of spirits and the site of sacrificial rites” [16].

The kneeling and prostration rituals in the ancestral hall make the physicality postures of the living transition from standing
upright to prostration, thereby accomplishing the expression of reverence towards ancestral spirits [9]. At this point, the
normativity of physicality movements constitutes the affirmation of sacredness.

The specific positioning of the “Tian-men” pictorial images further intensifies the ritualistic responses of the body. Visual
symbols awaken the physicality memories of the living, and visual practice is transformed into embodiment experiences [5]. In
the pictorial images of the Wushi Shrine in Jiaxiang, Shandong, the collective posture of worshippers leaning forward with hands
holding tablets is solidified into collective memory through visual symbols, enabling the bodies of the living to form a
conditioned reflex-like sacred perception in repeated rituals [4].

2.3. Deceased’s sacredness and physicality

The mortuary practices of the Eastern Han Dynasty consistently revolved around the dual beliefs of “the divergence of life and
death” and “the immortality of the soul”. The tomb structure itself constitutes a sacralising construction of the deceased’s
remains.

The handling of the sacredness of the deceased’s remains by people of the Eastern Han Dynasty is generally reflected in the
following two aspects: on the one hand, the principle of “resembling life” is employed to maintain the physical form of the
remains, such as the form of coffins and outer coffins, and burial objects; on the other hand, the transformation of the soul is
achieved through the symbolization of physicality postures.

Eastern Han people regarded tombs as places to house the deceased, which was also related to their fear that the souls of the
deceased might follow the living [9]. Meanwhile, they held that tombs should conform to the principle stated in “Funeral rituals
involve adorning the deceased in the manner of the living; they imitate the conditions of life to send off the dead” [17]. Stone
stoves and model pottery granaries were placed in the anterior chamber, while coffin platforms were set in the posterior chamber;
burial objects were arranged according to the logic of “food and dwelling”. This not only met the material needs of the
deceased’s “body”, but also implied the transition of their souls to the immortal realm, through spatial hierarchy.

Placement is better manifested as the protection of the body. The Jie Chu texts (texts of dispelling misfortune) of the Eastern
Han people more explicitly articulate the concept that tombs are places to house the deceased [9]. It can be observed that the
Eastern Han people isolated the spaces of life and death through written incantations.

Meanwhile, the seal of the coffin and the solidity of the tomb chamber serve to strengthen the protection of the body at the
physical level. Moreover, the continuation of the flexed burial style was transformed into ritual constraints on the deceased’s
remains during the Han Dynasty; through the stylization of the physicality postures in supine extended burials, the deceased’s
remains became a medium connecting life and death.

The connection between the deceased’s physicality and sacredness are embodied in the physicality practices of funerary
rituals. Lun Heng - Bo Zang Pian records: “Regard the dead as one would the living; pity the dead being buried alone, their souls
left lonely and unaccompanied” [18], which reflects the Eastern Han people’s dual perception of the deceased’s remains: it is
necessary both to maintain the secular order through the posture of “resembling life” and to achieve soul control through
physicality handling.

The “Tian-men” inscriptions and images of twin towers on the front panel of the stone coffin in the Han tomb at Guitou
Mountain, Jianyang, Sichuan [3] transform the tomb owner’s body into a sacred narrative through ritual processes, where the
body becomes the key to bridging the boundary between life and death.

3. Ritual practices and spatial construction
3.1. Physicality engagement in funerary ritual

“Mourning” and “sacrifice” are two distinct ritual processes, each encompassing different contents. As stated in Book of Rites,
“In mourning, observe one’s grief” and “In sacrifice, observe one’s reverence” [19], the phenomenon of setting up offerings
inside tombs during the Han Dynasty constituted an emerging funerary ritual—a one-time sacrificial ceremony. Its
implementation could only be accomplished in brick-chambered or cave-chambered tombs with a certain amount of space [20].

The deceased’s remains would commence their journey from the “Zhong Liu” (central eave), progressing sequentially
through “Hu Xia” (below the window), “Hu Nei” (inside the doorway), “Zuo” (the eastern steps), “Ke Wei” (the guest position)
and “Ting” (the courtyard), ultimately reaching the tomb chamber. This ritual process, proceeding from the inside out, enables
the longitudinal extension of space and the dredging of individual emotional experiences to emerge synchronously and advance
layer by layer (Figure 5) [2].
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In Han Dynasty, the tomb passage and antechamber, as arenas for interaction between the living and the tomb chamber space,
see their spatial design and spatial narrative jointly construct physicality practices. The living’s viewing behaviour and physical
participation are not passive receptions but active embodiments of the concept “Serve the living as one serves the dead” [21],
achieved through spatial movement and ritual engagement.
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Figure 5. The sacrificial scene depicted on the horizontal lintel of the western wall in the front chamber of the Han Dynasty
stone relief tomb in Yinan, Shandong Province [22]

The tomb gate constitutes a key node in the rituals of life and death. As a physical passage connecting the tomb gate to the
antechamber, the tomb passage derives its sacredness first and foremost through its architectural form. Mao Shi Zheng Yi,
records that “A tomb has a gate, hence the term 'tomb gate’ which refers to the gate of the tomb passage” [23].

Furthermore, the exorcism text unearthed at Dou jitai from the fourth year of the Yongyuan era (92 CE) contains the phrase:
“The living enters the residence; the dead enter the coffin” [24]. This statement emphasizes that life and death each have their
own designated realms.

Taking the M1 tomb at Guanzhuang as an example (Figure 6), the tomb gate stands at a height of 1.2 meters, while the
antechamber, starting from 1.65 meters above ground level, features walls that arch inward to form a four-sided pyramidal roof,
the height of which remains unspecified [25]. As can be inferred from the sectional view in Figure 6, the height of the tomb
passage is also approximately 1.2 to 1.3 meters. It can thus be deduced that when entering the tomb chamber, the living had to
adopt a posture of “bending forward to move” or “proceeding slowly” to pass from outside the tomb through the tomb passage
into the antechamber. This physical movement of the body constrained by the spatial form was transformed into a ritualistic
action—gradually entering the underground dark space from the bright world above ground, which metaphorizes the Han
people’s funerary concept that “the paths of life and death are distinct” [26].
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Sectional view of the tomb chamber

Tomb Chamber Floor Plan

10. The lower block on the west wall of the antechamber
11. The horizontal beam on the north wall of the antec
12. The left vertical frame on the north wall of the a
13. The right vertical frame on the north wall of the antechamber
14. The horizontal beam on the east wall of the antechamber

15. The left vertical frame on the east wall of the antechamber
16. The right vertical frame on the east wall of the antechamber
17. A stone stove with three cauldrons was placed in the

1. Horizontal inscription on the tomb door

2. Left vertical frame of the tomb door

3. Right vertical frame of the tomb door

4. Left door panel of the tomb door

5. Right door panel of the tomb door

6. Horizontal inscription on the south wall of the front chamber

nber

7. Left vertical frame on the south wall of the front chamber
8. Right vertical frame on the south wall of the front chamber
9. Upper block on the west wall of the front chamber

northwest comer of the antechamber
18. Three human skeletons were all pulled out of their original
positions and placed horizontally in the antechamber

Figure 6. Plan and Sectional Views of the Eastern Han Dynasty Tomb M1 at Guanzhuang Village, Mizhi County, 1981[25]

The construction of a sacred space can only realize its significance by relying on the physical presence of the body. As a
symbolic structure marking the boundary between life and death, the sacredness of the tomb gate is activated through the
“passage ritual” of the living body. Without human perception, the tomb passage is merely a physical corridor, incapable of
functioning as a spiritual vessel that embodies concepts of life and death.

Taking the M1 tomb gate at Guanzhuang as an example (Figure 7) [25], the lintel decoration is divided into inner and outer
registers. The outer register features a cloud-scroll pattern, with two long-necked birds standing face to face on top of the inner-
register pavilion. The inner register depicts a scene of chariots and riders with a pavilion. The hall depicted in the centre features
hanging curtains [10], the door leaves are adorned with huge images of animal-shaped door knockers holding rings in their
mouths.

When the tomb door leaves swing inward, the living bend down to enter the chamber and proceed to the front of the southern
wall (Figure 8). The line of sight, directed from bottom to top, is first drawn to the images of peacocks, covered carriages, and
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scenes of feeding horses under tree shade on the left and right vertical frames. Gradually moving upward, it reaches the Ruyi
patterns on the horizontal lintel of the southern wall, interspersed with immortal birds, divine beasts, and a procession scene

consisting of ten horses, five carriages and eighteen people [25].
The entire entry process constitutes a spatial transition “from the secular to the sacred”. The tomb passage possesses the

power to connect, reconcile and integrate, linking the originally fragmented spaces endowed with sacredness.
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Figure 7. The tomb gate assemblage of the M1 tomb chamber at Guanzhuang, Mizhi County [10]

Figure 8. The pictorial stone relief on the southern wall of the antechamber [10]

Large stone-chambered tombs with pictorial carvings in the Han Dynasty generally had two halls: one was the middle
chamber or antechamber in the underground tomb, which was adjacent to the rear chamber and located in front of it; the other
was the ancestral hall at the tomb site [28]. As an open space within the tomb, the antechamber carries the sacred functions of the
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living’s sacrificial rituals, social interactions and expressions of faith, and its spatial significance is continuously reconstructed
through physicality participation.

The antechamber also provides a venue for the extension of burial rituals. Therefore, the antechamber is not a static concept;
it is a spiritual cosmos of sacred space. Through physicality actions such as placing sacrificial offerings and kneeling in prayer,
the living construct a sacred connection of “serving the dead as one serves the living”, endowing artifacts with the sacred
function of communicating between life and death.

Taking the Beizhai Han Tomb as an example, the antechamber first served as a ritual space with the function of offering
sacrifices. This significant cultural attribute determines it to be the largest and tallest section of the tomb, as described in Shiming
- Shi Gongshi: “A hall (tang) is like a grand hall, with a lofty and prominent appearance” [29]. Secondly, it also symbolised the
main hall of the mansion in the netherworld, serving as a place where the tomb owner received guests and held feasts [1].

When burial objects enter the antechamber, their nature undergoes transformations: there is a shift from “mingqi” to
sacrificial utensils, as well as a transition from objects for the living to burial artifacts. Meanwhile, the antechamber endows
these objects with the sacred function of communicating between life and death. Their transformation in nature within the
antechamber, relying on the physicality practices of the living, achieves an elevation from the secular to the sacred. When the
tomb gate is closed, the nature of all objects is fully realised, becoming “mingqi” owned and used by the tomb occupant in this
enclosed eternal world [20].

People in the Eastern Han Dynasty believed that tombs should “bring lasting benefits to descendants”. As the tomb owner’s
possessions in the sacred world, burial objects not only satisfy their needs for an “eternal life” but also symbolize the
continuation of the family’s well-being through “the immortality of artifacts”.

Meanwhile, the scene of setting up offerings in the tomb transforms from the living’s sacrifice to the deceased into the tomb
owner’s eternal feast. Therefore, as the most important part of the entire tomb and its chambers, the antechamber serves as a
crucial arena for spiritual communication between the living and the dead.

3.2. The physicality and sacredness of the deceased

Tombs of the Eastern Han Dynasty mostly adopted a residential-like simulation with a “front hall and rear chamber” structure
[20]. The rear chamber, usually located at the innermost part of the tomb, highlights the deceased’s remains as the core of the
tomb through spatial progression. Its floor is higher than that of the front hall, with the coffin placed in the centre; the four walls
are carved with images of the Queen Mother of the West and feathered immortals (Figure 9). Through such spatial progression
and the superposition of symbols, the deceased’s remains becomes the ultimate destination of this “residential simulation”.

Taking the Guanzhuang M1 Han Tomb as an example, the floor of the rear chamber is 0.1 meters higher than that of the front
chamber, with a stone pillar 0.2 meters in width standing in the middle, dividing it into two parallel passageways [25] (Figure
10). This arrangement thus enhances the privacy of the space where the deceased’s remains resides.

Figure 9. The stone pillars on the left and right of a certain Eastern Han tomb chamber in Guanzhuang, Mizhi County, dated to
1981[10]
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Stone
Pillar

Figure 10. The bas-relief stone carving on the northern wall of the antechamber

The construction of the sacredness of the tomb chamber space is by no means merely emphasizing the space itself; rather, it is
the deities in the pictorial stones that endow this place and the stone coffin with a sacred aura. Therefore, the stone coffin, as the
carrier for placing the deceased’s remains, directly participates in the deceased’s experience of sacredness. Among all the
discovered pictorial stone coffins, most of the images depict the immortal realm and ascension to immortality [30]. The purpose
is to enable the deceased to reach the immortal world where one can achieve eternal life, which is the most fundamental reason
for the appearance of images of the Queen Mother of the West on stone coffins [31].

Thus, the deceased’s remains is not only a physical continuation of earthly life but also a sanctified and immortal vessel
within the auspicious belief system. The ascension to heaven discussed in the Han Dynasty’s immortality ideology was, to a
greater extent, a pursuit of eternal life without death [32].

Taking the stone coffin paintings in Sichuan as an example, not only do the “Que-men” images on some front panels imply a
connection with Mount Kunlun, where the Queen Mother of the West resides, but the pictorial contents on the side panels and
even the rear panels of the stone coffins also, in fact, mostly constitute specific depictions of that deathless world where the
Queen Mother of the West dwells.

Taking the pictorial carvings on the Hejiang No.4 stone coffin as an example, although only a pair of gate towers are
engraved on its front panel, on its left and right-side panels, one side depicts a carriage carrying the owner towards a building
complex, beside which sits the Queen Mother of the West on Mount Kunlun (Figure 11). The other side is carved with immortal
spirit beasts such as toads, black bears, nine-tailed foxes and three-legged crows (or the three blue birds of the Queen Mother of
the West) (Figure 12). The rear panel is carved with Fuxi and Nuwa holding the sun and moon discs in their hands (Figure 13)
[33].

Therefore, the emphasis on the “physicality” of the deceased in the Han Dynasty was, in essence, the ultimate embodiment of
the concept of “serving the dead as one serves the living”—the continuation of the body in the underground world was the core
of funeral practices, while sacredness provided support for the eternal existence of the body, through symbolic systems such as
the Queen Mother of the West and auspicious omens.

Figure 11. The side panel painting of the No. 4 stone coffin in Hejiang, Sichuan Province [33]
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Figure 13. The rear panel painting of the No. 4 stone coffin in Hejiang, Sichuan Province [33]

The tomb gates of the Eastern Han Dynasty in northern Shaanxi transformed the tomb gate visually into a “Tian-men”
through symbols such as the sun, moon, clouds, and ganoderma, symbolizing that the tomb owner’s body enters the immortal
realm through this gate. Similarly, the double “Que-men” images on the front panels of Sichuan stone coffins are self-inscribed
as “Tian-men”. Like the tomb gates, “Que-men” equate the gate-towers to the passage for ascension to immortality, reflecting
people’s concepts of life and death as well as their belief in ascension to immortality at that time.

The use of such a pictorial symbol as “Que” in the tomb “is regarded as a symbolic theological means that, acting as a 'ladder
to heaven’, guides people to ascend to heaven” [34]. The symbolic representation indicates that the tomb owner has successfully
passed through the “Tian-men” and entered the immortal realm presided over by the Queen Mother of the West [3].

“Que-men” and the “Tian-men” refer specifically to the gates of the yin residence (the abode of the deceased) represented by
the coffin, outer coffin, or tomb chamber. At the tomb gate of Cave 4 in Qigedong, Baomin Village, Changning, Sichuan, a “Que-
men” is carved, with the inscription “Zhao Shi Tian-men” beside it [32].

The character “J&” (Shi) is a substitute for “[X” (Shi, meaning “family”), a usage commonly seen in mirror inscriptions.
Thus, this “Tian-men” is privately owned by the Zhao, providing irrefutable evidence for the nature of such que gates: they are
the gates of private yin residences (abodes of the deceased), not thoroughfares leading to heaven. Though there are only four
simple characters on the gate of Cave 4 in Qigedong, their meaning is expressed extremely clearly, leaving no room for
misunderstanding [35].

The supine extended burial posture, central to Han funerary practices, utilizes pictorial representations on stone coffins to
simulate universal order and “Que-men” motifs, facilitating the soul’s celestial ascent. These elements serve as sacred
intermediaries connecting the “mortal realm” with the “divine sphere”, embodying the concept of “eternal posture” and imbuing
the deceased with a sense of “sacredness”.

Take the painting of Fuxi and Nuwa on the No. 1 stone coffin unearthed from the cliff tomb in Xinmin Village as an example.
Under the two deities, there are two snakes copulating, with their heads pointing respectively to the lower bodies of Fuxi and
Nuwa. The implication of copulation is unmistakable. All these express the deceased’s desire to have their life continued and
regenerated (Figure 14) [30].
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Figure 14. the rear panel of the pictorial stone coffin [36]

It implies life regeneration through an intuitive physicality narrative, transforming reproductive acts into a symbol of cosmic
order. The deceased’s remains echoes the reproductive symbols on the coffin and outer coffin, interpreting death as a link in the
cycle of life and endowing funeral rituals with a sacred meaning of regeneration.

Xunzi described the Warring States period’s funerary concepts as “the grand emulation of life in seeing off the dead”’[17].
This concept continued to be inherited into the Eastern Han Dynasty [9].

The pictorial carvings on coffins and outer coffins are not merely decorations; rather, through the interaction between the
deceased’s remains and the images, they enable the deceased to continue their social roles from life in the “post-mortem world”,
endowing death with the sacred meaning of “continuation of life”.

4. Conclusion

This study, from the perspective of physicality, reveals that the core of the construction of sacredness in Eastern Han dynasty
stone relief tombs lies in the interactive mechanism between the physical practices of the living, the symbolization of the
deceased’s remains and spatiality. The living, through physical behaviours such as processions and worship, establish ritualised
connections with the narrative of the reliefs and the spatial layout, thereby activating sacred perceptions; the bodies of the
deceased, by means of ritualised postures and symbols in the stone coffin reliefs, achieve the transformation from the secular to
the sacred, while space, as a medium that carries the meaning of the body, permeates this entire process.

The physicality of both exhibits a progressive logic: the living transforms the secular space into a sacred field through
physicality perception, while the deceased complete the narrative of ascension to immortality within the space by virtue of
physicality symbols, and physicality serves as the core link in the generation and reinforcement of sacredness.

This study provides a focused analysis from the perspective of physicality for the interpretation of the sacredness of Eastern
Han stone reliefs. In the future, the scope of regions and materials can be expanded to further explore the underlying logic of
physicality symbols in the construction of sacredness in ancient funerary practices.
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