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New Aristocratic Order as Evidenced by Burials Accompanying
Imperial Mausolea in Early Tang China: With Special Reference to
Emperor Taizong’s Mausoleum

HORII Hiroyuki

This paper explores the meaning of the burials accompanying imperial mausolea during
the reigns of Emperors Taizong (r. 626-649; the second emperor of Tang) and Gaozong
(r. 649-683) of early Tang China. In Tang China, those who served for the masters and
those who were descendants were buried by the tombs of the masters and ancestors.
Following this practice called peizang K& %E, Emperor Taizong ordered meritorious vassals
who played the important role in the founding of the dynasty, princes and princesses should
be buried in areas adjacent to his own mausoleum called Zhaoling HiF%#. His successor,
Emperor Gaozong adopted the same practice. Why did these two early emperors of Tang
China have to adopt this practice?

The author has previously considered the formation process of the ruling elite class at
the beginning of the Tang Dynasty based on the Zhengguan Zhizu Zhi HBIKHEE [Record
of Aristocrats of the Zhengguan Era (627-649)] compiled under the directive of Emperor
Taizong. In it, aristocrats of the ruling class were listed as shi 1:, and these aristorcrats
were ordered into nine classes based on the individual talent and wisdom. Under this
system, Emperor Taizong placed the meritorious vassals in the upper classes of aristocratic
social status. Furthermore, Emperor Taizong encouraged other aristocrats to establish kin
relationship with the meritorious vassals. This policy was meant to overcome conflicts
among local elites that characterized the Northern and Southern Dynasties Period (439-589)
and hoped to form the new ruling class suitable for the newly unified empire.

In reality, however, even during the reign of Emperor Gaozong who compiled the
Xingshilu W:K$% [Record of Aristocratic Families], a revision of the Zhengguan Zhizu Zhi,
bureaucrats were unwilling to accept the new Tang official system of nine classes of the
aristocratic order. Indeed, the aristocratic order based on the Han Chinese great clans from
Shandong since the Northern and Southern Dynasties Period persisted.

The purpose of Emperor Taizong’s adoption of the practice of burying the meritorious
vassals in areas adjacent to his own mausoleum was to visualize and symbolize the elite
social order based on contribution to the founding of the Tang Dynasty. The meritorious
vassals who were selected to be buried adjacent to his mausoleum were those who fit in
Taizong’s ideal image of scholar-officials with wisdom and talent and were listed in the
Zhengguan Zhizu Zhi as those of very high rank. Emperors Taizong and Gaozong intended
to honor scholar-officials with wisdom and talent. They ultimately hoped that the new elite
social order defined by the Tang Dynasty be fully adopted by the society.

It is also important to note that Emperor Gaozong's policies were also reflected in the
policy of his Empress Wu Zetian (624-705), who, after the death of her husband, established
the new Wuzhou Dynasty and proclaimed herself as the ruler of China (r. 690-705). During
her administration, she promoted Civil Service Examinee Bureaucrats to important posts.
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Her selection of fit persons for higher positions faithfully followed Emperors Taizong’s and
Gaozong's policy of selecting scholar-officials with wisdom and talent. While historians tend
to emphasize discontinuities of administration from Tang to Wuzhou, in a sense the policy of
selecting fit persons for higher positions continued from Tang to Wuzhou.

Keywords: Early Tang Chinese history, aristocratic social ranking system, imperial
mausolea, personnel management, Emperor Taizong, Emperor Gaozong, Wu Zetian.
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