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BOOK REVIEW

PATRICIA BUCKLEY EBREY, PING YAO, CONG ELLEN ZHANG (eds.), Chinese Funerary Bio-
graphies: An Anthology of Remembered Lives. Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2020. xvi, 304 pp., 1 black and white illustration, Index. US$ 30 (PB).
ISBN 978-0-295-74641-8

Tomb or funerary inscriptions (muzhiming 墓誌銘) are historical materials of great
value. They were composed as personal biographies of the deceased (muzhi墓誌),
ending as a rule with rhymed eulogies (ming 銘), and can contain interesting and
important supplementary information on historical events and personalities. The
inscriptions vary in length and in the details of their historical information. Earliest
examples are from the Eastern Han dynasty (25–220 CE). As part of the death cult
in traditional China, tomb inscriptions were carved in stone or stone-like material
and placed in tombs. An uncountable quantity of such inscriptions has been exca-
vated from tombs in the course of the last decades. In addition, we have rubbings
of inscriptions, and the numerous inscriptions authored by literati and scholar-
officials that can be found in their collected writings and literary works. When
using tomb inscriptions as a source for historical analysis, historians consequently
have to distinguish between the archaeological inscriptions and the literary versions
of the inscriptions transmitted on paper.
The present anthology offers an attractive selection of tomb inscription biogra-

phies extending over approximately 2,000 years, beginning with three short
Eastern Han biographies, and ending with an epitaph from the late nineteenth
century. The authors provide full translations and a concise analysis of thirty
examples. Each translation is preceded by a brief discussion of the historical back-
ground, and the circumstances of the life and death of the deceased individual.
Further readings, divided into topical categories, are provided at the end of each
translation.
It was traditional among Chinese social elites that a son of the deceased solicited a

tomb inscription for his father. As a rule, the inscription was composed by a man
who did not belong to the immediate family circle, preferably (if the family of the
deceased could afford it) written by a renowned literatus or scholar-official.
Readers of Chinese Funerary Biographies, especially those who are not that familiar
with this historical genre, will be surprised to discover the great variety and flexi-
bility in style and content of the inscriptions, as well as in the range of tomb
owners and authors of inscriptions presented in this book. Intriguing stories are
told about the lives of individuals from a wide range of social classes: wives com-
memorating their husbands (pp. 59–65), a daughter and a grandson (pp. 66–74),
a Daoist nun (pp. 75–82), wives and in-laws (pp. 138–157), a praised merchant
(pp. 182–189), a brother remembering his sister (pp. 212–221), a husband com-
memorating his wife (pp. 250–258), generals, or just “ordinary men.”
Especially after Wudai and Song times, tomb inscriptions gradually adopted more

and more the characteristics of private historiography. We encounter a great variety
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of very interesting texts that can complement or even revise or call into question nar-
ratives recorded in official historiography. Consequently, these biographies have
increasingly come to the attention of historical researchers. Despite a large quantity
of standardized and stereotyped funerary inscriptions written throughout Chinese
history, with little real historical information, we also possess many that provide
us with very interesting and valuable insights into the personal and official lives
of the deceased, and into social, economic, and cultural circumstances. They can
complement and amend our historical knowledge. Some are even written in such
an interesting way that their literary composition alone attracts readers. The follow-
ing are just some of the intriguing examples that are introduced in this volume.
The epitaph for Han Chun 韓橁 (d. 1036), an envoy serving the Khitan Liao 遼,

for example, covers almost ten pages, the epitaph for the famous Ming general Mao
Wenlong 毛文龍 (1579–1629) even fifteen pages, or the epitaph for the Director of
River Conservancy, Jin Wenxiang 靳文襄 (Jin Fu 靳輔, 1633–1692) twelve pages –
and they are full of details about the lives and careers of the deceased. JinWenxiang’s
biography even includes long passages of memorials (as quotes) relating to river
regulations and waterworks that Jin submitted to the Kangxi Emperor. Inscriptions
from theMongol Yuan period offer two reports, one on the official life of a clerk and
his daily work – from dealing with local unrest, to famine management, meeting the
excessive demands of Mongol princes, to life in Karakorum and an attempt to pro-
hibit the private making of wine (epitaph for Su Zhidao 蘇志道, 1261–1320;
pp. 158–171) – and one on the battles in which a Mongol Grand Guardian, Sayin
Čidaqu 賽因赤答忽 (1317–1367; pp. 172–181), was involved. The latter’s biogra-
phy also sheds light on the contemporary multi-ethnic society in northern China.
and on the interests of anti-Yuan rebels and pro-Yuan militants.
Going along with their growing public use, funerary biographies also reflect the

shift of audience away from the spirits of the deceased, and of the underworld,
toward the living (p. 15). The shift becomes particularly evident after Song times
(960–1279) and is also obvious in the biographies presented here. To sum up, this
anthology of remembered lives presents fascinating stories that will reveal to any
reader how vivid and interesting tomb biographies can be.
The book also provides a good and concise general introduction to the topic of

tomb inscriptions. At the end, a teaching guide with questions is included. Specialists
will love the intriguing examples.
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