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CHINESE ARTIFACTS AS ATIME SCALE:
IN THE CASE OF XIONGNU®

Otani lkue

The author of this paper compares radiocarbon dating of Xiongnu sites with
dates of Chinese artifacts —bronze mirrors, coins and lacquer ware with
inscriptions about date of their production unearthed in these sites. Dates
of Chinese artifacts make it possible to narrow the time span of the carbon
dates to less than 20 years and to determine the bottom limit of the site.
The author notes the contradiction between the date Xiongnu Empire from
historical texts (from the 3" century BCE to the 1% century CE) and the fact
that majority of excavated Xiongnu tombs and fortresses were built between
the 1 century BCE and the 1% century CE, which is also confirmed by the dates
of Chinese artifacts unearthed there. Also the problems of the spread
of Chinese artifacts to the Eurasian steppes are considered in this paper.
Keywords: Xiongnu, bronze mirrors, laquer wares with dating inscriptions,
Han coins, tombs and fortresses of Xiongnu.

INTRODUCTION

It is fundamentally difficult to connect archaeological remains with
the ethnic groups written about in historical texts. In the case of Xiongnu,
the presumed connection is based on some evidence: many Han artifacts
have been unearthed from large elite tombs on the Mongolian plateau.
The excavation of the Xiongnu tombs started at the end of the 19*" cen-
tury. Although these investigations were suspended for many decades af-
ter WWII, the number of excavations has increased since the 1990s. As ex-
cavations have increased, more Chinese artifacts have been found. I would
like to present the dates indicated by the Chinese artifacts themselves,
from the perspective of Chinese archaeology.

CHINESE ARTIFACTS AS A TIME SCALE

Before exploring the main subject, it is important to understand ear-
lier discussions about the dating of Xiongnu sites. It is generally assumed
that the Xiongnu period extended from of the 3 century BCE to the 1 cen-
tury CE, based on the “Historical Record (Shi ji F57)” and “The Histo-
ry of Han (Han shu j#2)”. However, there is another view, namely that
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the entire material and cultural complex of Xiongnu monuments in Mongo-
lia and Transbaikalia was built no earlier than the 1% century BCE (Miniaev,
Elikhina 2009: 28). There is thus a significant gap between the date cited in
the historical texts and the date of the archaeological remains. U. Brosseder
(Brosseder, Yerool-Erdene 2011) has addressed this problem in detail, car-
rying out AMS-radiocarbon measurements to verify the date of the Xiong-
nu sites. The results of the *C measurements are presented in (Yang Si-un,
Eregzen 2019), who likewise conclude that the Xiongnu tombs were built be-
tween the 1* century BCE and the 1* century CE.

Although radiocarbon dating is widely used in modern excavation re-
search, Chinese artifacts are also important as key objects. In addition to
historical evidence of contacts between Xiongnu and Han, these artifacts
can be used as a means of cross-dating. I will therefore begin by present-
ing three types of Chinese objects.

Bronze mirrors

Chinese mirrors have a cast decoration on the back, which is used to
classify them. There is a very minute classification as the study of ancient
mirrors in China and Japan, but I have adapted the Higuchi (Higuchi 1979)
and Okamura (Okamura 1984; 1993) classification. The key characteristic
of this classification system is its focus on the transition between time peri-
ods and popular motifs, with Han mirrors divided into seven periods (Fig. 1).

I have gathered all of the mirrors unearthed from the Xiongnu archae-
ological site and identified their periods, using this classification system
(Otani 2014: list 1). The bar graph below (Fig. 3) shows the number of mirrors
per period. Most mirrors were made during the IV?" Han mirror period, af-
ter the number of mirrors began to increase during the III"® period. There are
6 mirrors in the II" period, but three of them were unearthed from the Ivol-
ga fortress. Two mirrors before the II" period were also unearthed from this
fortress. When A.V.Davydova researched this fortress, she dated mirrors with
minute background patterns (Fig.4: 6) to the 3" century BCE and argued that
the fortress was built between the 2" century BCE and the 1% century BCE
(Davydova 1995: 58). Her dating is correct; most mirrors from the early peri-
od (before the 1% century BCE) are concentrated in this fortress. However, this
is an exceptional building within the Xiongnu archaeological site. Most mir-
rors from the Xiongnu site were made during the III'Y, IV?", and V** periods.

Lacquerware

Six lacquerware artifacts found at these sites have Chinese inscrip-
tions2 These inscriptions were carved for product control; they show us
when the artifacts were made or repaired. The inscriptions are as below.

2The reading of each inscriptions depends on as below references; 1: Yeruul-Erdene
& Otani (2015), 2: Eregzen & Otani (unfinished), 3: Yeruul-Erdene & Otani (2015)
corrected to Polos’mak et al. (2011), 4: Polos'mak et al. (2011), 5: Machida (1974)
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(1) Gol mod-I, tomb N¢ 20, Xuan-tray i€, 16 BCE [1* year of Yong-shi 7K4f]
(A7 8 R T ~T B, K b oA, 6] T — [, s R [ OO & E[ B E,
HRECSF2EAE

(2) Chandman’ khar uul, tomb N2 7, Ear-cup, 16 BCE [1* year of Yong-shi
K4A]

KAATCAE, B AR TS 138, R SR B — T NEL [ R L), % 1,
b TR A R O, LA A, o 2 R XGRS B //
Bottom (brush writing): 54

(3) Noyon uul, tomb N¢ 20, Ear-cup, 9 BCE [4™ year of Yuan-yanjr4E]

M, FRIHEA I H— Fht 8@ CIEPYARE, 2 T = mAE, JH L&, P e
S, R BB 5 B ST A R BN, 2 BRI // Bottom: Lines for dividing
four (x) and two tamga-mark

(4) Noyon uul, tomb N2 20, Ear-cup
R E P AREESFOEEE

(5) Noyon uul, tomb N¢ 6, Ear-cup, 2 BCE [5% year of Jain-ping#-F-]

S HAAENA, T FE&E], = T1T,% kiK% / Bottom (brush writing):
_E#K // bronze rim of ear part: a tamga-mark

(6) Noyon uul, tomb N¢ 5, Ear-cup, 2 CE [5™ year of Jain-ping:F-]

A AR, B ALY L, R B R R E B, A — AT E, R LELR L
B, b R A E e R R, L, I TE L8 T, & LA,
SR, RIR 55, ST BT

(7) Tsaram, tomb N2 7, tableware or container, before 5 BCE

4, T, S R R B T, G R BT, 2 H[AR), 6 LA .

Coins

Two different types of Chinese coins were unearthed from the archae-
ological site of Xiongnu. Wu zhu coins 7i#k$% were first cast in 118 BCE,
at the time of Emperor Wu i . Huo quan coins &% were first produced
in 14 CE by Wang Mang T3¢ during the Xin dynasty; they continued to be
cast until 40 CE in the Later Han period. Coins were unearthed from below
the site’. (The number of coins is written in the parenthesis.)

(1) Wu zhu coin: Tamiryn ulaan khoshuu, tomb N2 201 (10, combined
like a tube); Khovd aimag (1); Chandman’ khar uul, tomb N2 22 (1); Bay-
an bulag (many); Dyrestui, tomb N2 7 (2), tomb N2 10 (2), tomb N2 24 (2),
tomb N2 38 (2), tomb N2 102 (1); Duryeni (2)

(2) Huo quan coin: Solbi uul, tomb N2 1 (7)

(3) Not reported the type: Ikh nartin n66ts gazar (unreported).

corrected to Umehara (1943) (Otani (2020) consider the character Jing £ might be
corrected Shan %#), 7: Otani (2019) corrected to Pirazzoli-t’Serstevens (2007).

3Solbi uul: (Tsebeendorj, Erdélyi 1990), Tamiryn uraan khoshuu: (Torbat et al.
2003), Khovd: (Tishkin et al. 2009), Chandman’ Khar uul: (Amartuvshin et al. 2015),
Bayan bulag: (Kovalev et al. 2011), Dyrestui: (Minyaev 1998), Duryeni: (Davydova,
Minyaev 2003).
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DISCUSSION: THE DATE OF THE XIONGNU SITE
AND XIONGNU

The section above presents three types of Chinese artifacts, which can
be dated. As coins cover a large span of time, I have not chosen them for
comparison, although I have compared them with the *C dates (Fig.2).
Sixteen tombs provided both types of data: Chinese artifacts and C dates.
For investigators, both approaches have advantages and disadvantages.
We can obtain information more universally using *C measurement be-
cause it is relatively easy to obtain samples from any excavation. However,
these dates are based on probability theory, and cannot be used to nar-
row the timespan to less than 20 years. By contrast, some Chinese arti-
facts specify the year they were made, which not be when the archaeolo-
gical site was built. Instead, such artifacts establish the bottom limit for
such sites. We must recognize the different meanings of both types of date
and consider the Xiongnu sites date from multiple perspectives.

Looking at Fig. 2, we can consider how these two types of dates inter-
relate. Most of the Xiongnu tombs are dated between the 1** century BCE
and the 1** century CE. Then, how can we understand this situation against
the historical records?

As above, the Xiongnu period is generally dated between the end
of the 3 century BCE and the 1% century CE, based on the “Historical
Record” and “The History of Han”. According to these written sources,
the existence of Xiongnu was confirmed at the same time that Qin Shi-
huang 46827 unified the “world X ~”. During the early Former Han pe-
riod, Xiongnu was more powerful than Han; power balance was reversed
during the reign of Emperor Wu 7% (141—87 BCE) (Fig.3). This clearly
reveals the gap between the historical record and the archaeological ma-
terials of Xiongnu. To explain the problem more concretely, most Xion-
gnu tombs are dated between the 1** century BCE and the 1* century CE.
According to U.Brosseder, the beginning phases of material culture at-
tributed to the Xiongnu Empire are not adequately understood (Bros-
seder, Yerool-Erdene 2011: 53). The T-shape tombs, which are known as
“royal” or “elite” tombs of Xiongnu, were built around the BCE/CE tran-
sition. These T-shape tombs appeared and increased in size at a different
time from “the strongest period of Xiongnu” written in the historical re-
cord. The same gap appears in relation to Chinese artifacts. When I count
the number of mirrors, it is clear that the peak occurred during the IV pe-
riod (Fig.3). Lacquerware artifacts were dated at the end of the 1* cen-
tury BCE (Fig. 2). According to S.S.Miniaev and J.Elikhina, this situation
reveals a contradiction between the traditional view, based on written
sources, and the archaeological materials (Miniaev, Elikhina 2009: 28).

Ultimately, this problem must be resolved by continuing the new ex-
cavations. Once we have more archaeological materials dated between
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the end of the 3" and 2™ centuries BCE, we can discuss the chronological
problem of Xiongnu in more detail. We must simultaneously study the tran-
sition from slab grave culture in the 7" — 3™ centuries BCE to the materi-
al culture of Xiongnu, and discuss the stratification of the Xiongnu tombs.

THE SPREAD OF CHINESE ARTIFACTS
TO THE EURASIAN STEPPES

My aim in this paper is to examine Xiongnu dates from the perspec-
tive of Chinese artifacts. As I mentioned above, I already presented all data
in the case of Xiongnu. In addition, it may be useful to survey the spread
of Chinese artifacts across the Eurasian steppes and compare the findings
with those from Xiongnu.

As previously discussed, most mirrors from the Xiongnu sites were
produced during the III"" and V™" Han mirror periods. Only those found
in the Ivolga fortress are old, dating from before the III"* Han mirror pe-
riod. Older mirrors from until the II" Han mirrors period have also been
found on the Eurasian steppes. Although most were found in the Sayan-
Altai region and Enisei Valley, and the other two older mirrors were found
in Hami in the Xinjiang autonomous region and in the Chelyabinsk oblast
in Russia (Fig.4). The key point is that a concentrative distribution exists
in the Sayan-Altai region.

In recent years, some Chinese lacquerware artifacts have been un-
earthed from sites in the Sayan-Altai region (Novikova et al. 2013; Sutyagi-
na 2016). We can confirm that the same situation exists for lacquerware, as
well as Chinese mirrors (Fig.5). The patterns drawn on these lacquerware
artifacts are old, predating Han style. Lacquered objects from Mawang-
dui F& T-H are considered a good material complex from the early Former
Han period. The date of Tomb N2 1 is 168 BCE. The style of lacquerware
from the Sayan-Altai region is older than that of Mawangdui. The design
resembles patterns from Shuihudi g1, the burial complex of a power-
ful local Qin-era clan.

It seems clear that this concentrative distribution reflects contact with
Qin or the early phase of Han. This concentrative distribution contrasts
with the situation in Mongolia and Transbaikalia. Even if there is an excep-
tion as Ivolga fortress, it is not the Mongolian plateau but the Sayan-Altai
region, which had a close connection with China (Qin/Han) at that time.
Although it is important to discuss the essential meaning of “exchange”
shown as the spread of Chinese artifacts, I cannot do that here* However,
this spread reflects contacts with China. Since the 1% century BCE, (i.e.,
since the III"* Han mirror period), the number of Chinese mirrors increased.
This may reflect the advance of the Han into the west. Qin and Han could

4U.Brosseder (Brosseder 2015) has examined this topic, presenting many inter-
pretations, including economical exchange, gifting, and migration.
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Fig. 5. Distribution of lacquered objects in Eurasia

not move west over the Yellow river for a long time, King Hunye J§4 T
of Xiongnu was defeated in 121 BCE and control of the Hexi corridor i
[B]JER passed from Xiongnu to Han. After this event, Han territory expand-
ed rapidly, reaching Yumenguan £FB4 in 108 or 107 BCE (Fig.4). Because
the Han constructed a stable system for administering the Hexi corridor,
Chinese goods began to spread west along the main Silk Road. As men-
tioned above, we can use Chinese artifacts not only as markers of histori-
cal contact, but also as a time scale, revealing when such contacts occurred.
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KUTAVWCKUE U3OEJNUA KAK IIIKAJIA BPEMEHU
IMPUMEHUTEJIbBHO K XYHHY

Otaunnu Mkys

ABTOp CTaTby CPaBHMBAET PAAMOYTIE€POSHbIE JATUPOBKY MTaMSTHUKOB XyHHY
C JAaTMPOBKAMM KUTAVCKUX U3MENUIl — HaliIeHHBIMM Ha 9TUX MaMSITHUKAX
OPOH30BBIX 3epKajiax, MOHeTax 1 JIaKOBOJ MOCY[0ii C HAAMMUCSIMU O JaTe eé
M3TOTOBJIeHMS. [JaTUPOBKU KUTANCKUX U3OEIUIA TTO3BOJISIIOT CYy3UTh LIMUPO-
KUJi Oyana3oH paJuoyIleponHbIX NaT IO IepuofoB MeHee yeM B 20 jer
Y OTIPEeNIeIATD HYSKHIOI BPEMEHHYIO IPaHUITy TTaMsITHUKA. ABTOp obpaiiaeT
BHMMaHMe Ha IPOTUBOpeYNe MeXAy BpeMeHeM CyIeCTBOBaHMS MMIIEpUU
XYHHY TI0 MicTopuueckum Tekctam (c 111 B.o H.3. 1o [ B.H.3.) U TeM (aKkToM,
YTO OOBIIMHCTBO PACKOTIAHHBIX MOTWJI ¥ TOPOAVII, XYHHY ObUTM COOPY>KEHbI
Mexny I B. 1o H.3. ¥ [ B.H.3., 4TO TaKKe NOATBePKIaeTcs JaTUPOBKaMy Hali-
JIIeHHbIX TaM KUTaliCKuX usngenuii. Kpome Toro, paccmaTpmBaroTCs BOIIPOCHI
pacrpocTpaHeHusT KUTACKUX U3Oe/INI B eBpas3uiiCKuX CTerIsiX.

KiroueBbIe c710Ba: XyHHY, GPOH30BbIE 3€pKaJjia, JAKOBbIE COCYIbI C NATUPYIO-
UMMM HaOIIMUCSIMM, XaHbCKY€ MOHETbI, MOTMJIbI ¥ TOPOIUILA XYHHY.
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