
square with curved corners. On the bottom of the pit, a 
rectangular bluestone slab was set as the base of the crypt, 
the length of which (from south to north) was 118cm, the 
width (from east to west) was 86cm and the thickness was 
8cm. on this stone slab, four regular rectangular stone 
slabs were erected and enclosed into a crypt; the slabs on 
the east and west were 110cm in length, 68cm in height 
and 7-9cm in thickness; the one on the south was 75cm 
in length, 68cm in height and 6cm in thickness. The stone 
slab on the north was fragmented. The stone slabs on 
the east and west both had shoulders for jointing, and all 
joints were reinforced with lime plaster. 

The stone crypt was lined with brick walls, each side of 
which consisted of 11 layers of bricks; the gaps between 
the earthen pit walls and the brick walls were filled with 
rammed earth. In the north of the stone crypt, the stone 
casket and the stone inscription tablet were interred. On 
the base slab between the stone casket and the west wall 
of the crypt, a color-painted strip was found, but the 
painted details were unidentifiable. The stone inscription 
tablet was leaning against the east wall of the crypt. 
The roof of the crypt was also a large bluestone slab, 
which had been broken before excavation. Its length was 
127cm from south to north, width was 104cm from east 
to west, and thickness was 14cm. The roof slab was also 
surrounded by bricks, and covered by a layer of square 
bricks; along the south-north axis of this layer of square 
bricks, another line of square bricks was paved (Figure 1). 
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The location and structure of the stone crypt

In October 2004, a stone crypt of the Liao Dynasty was 
discovered during the reconstruction of the old Chaoyang 
City. The north side of this crypt had 
been damaged at discovering; the 
excavation to it recovered the color-
painted stone casket, the stone Buddha 
sarira inscription and large amount 
of exquisite artifacts. The crypt was 
numbered 2004SG1 (SG1 hereafter). 

This crypt was located at the 
intersection of Xinhua Road and 
Murong Street, the orientation of 
which was 205°. It was built with 
stone blocks and bricks in an earthen 
vertical pit; the opening of the pit 
was about 3m below the modern 
ground and its own depth was 2.2m. 
The walls of the pit were curved and 
clear tool marks could be seen on 
them. Because the northern wall of 
the pit had been damaged, the original 
width was not clear; the remaining 
size was 3.1m long from east to west 
and 2.84m wide from south to north, 
and its original plan would have been Figure 1  The full-view of the stone crypt (N–S). 
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Figure 2  Porcelain kundika (SG1:1).

Figure 3  Porcelain burner (SG1:2). Figure 4  Glass bottle (SG1:3).

The fill between the pit opening and the rammed earth 
was loose soil containing large amounts of sherds of 
bricks and tiles. 

Unearthed artifacts

The artifacts unearthed from the stone crypt and casket 
are porcelains, glass wares, silver wares, gilt silver wares, 
wooden objects and fragments of lacquer wares. All 
of the artifacts, except for the stone tablet and a glass 
bottle which were found outside the stone casket, were 
unearthed from the stone casket. 

1. Porcelains, two pieces. 
Kundika (water spr inkler, Buddhis t re l igious 

implement), one piece (SG1:1). Small mouth, long neck 
with a disc-shaped protruding ring in the middle; garlic-

shaped spout, round shoulder with a ring of sunken 
bowstring pattern, curved slope belly and low ring foot. 
It is coated with lustrous milk-white glaze but the lower 
part and the ring foot are not glazed, with grayish paste 
exposed. Its mouth diameter is 1cm and full height is 
12.8cm (Figure 2). 

Double-handled incense burner with attached Buddha 
images, one piece (SG1:2). It has straight rim, round edge, 
curved belly and low ring foot. The symmetric animal 
mask-shaped handle bases and ring-shaped handles 
separate the zone between the rim and the belly into two 
halves, each of which has eight seated Buddha images 
attached, 16 in total. The inner side is fully milk-white 
glazed, but the glaze on the outer side is not full, with the 
grayish paste of the lower part and ring foot exposed. The 
diameter at rim of this incense burner is 8.5cm and the 
height is 5.6cm (Figure 3). 

2. Glass wares, three pieces. 
Bottles, two pieces. The better preserved one (SG1:3), 

has a contracted rim, a gourd-shaped profile and a 
concave bottom; the body is very thin and clung with 
calcium compounds. Its diameter at rim is 0.7cm and 
height is 3.6cm (Figure 4). 

Sarira reliquary, one piece (SG1:12). It has a straight 
mouth and long neck with a hexagonal outside and round 
inside. The body of the reliquary is square with two kinds 
of patterns: one is relief willow-leaf pattern with a vertical 
groove, the other is four horizontal grooves forming a 
vertical wave; on the second and fourth wave crests, 
diagonal lines are incised. Two grooves are carved on the 
bottom. Its diameter at rim is 0.85cm and height is 6.2cm 
(Figure 5). 

3. Silver objects, 69 pieces. 
Needles, four pieces. Conical in shape with the top 

slightly thinner. The sample SG1:4-1 is 6.85cm in length 
(Figure 6). 

Spoons, two pieces. Oval at one end and slightly 
concave, the other end is flat and in the shape of a snake 
head, the part between which is thin cylindrical. The 
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Figure 5  Glass sarira reliquary (SG1:12). Figure 6  Silver needles (SG1:4-1 to 4-4).

Figure 7  Silver spoons (SG1:5-1 and 5-2). Figure 8  Silver dish (SG1:6-1).

sample SG1:5-1 is 8.1cm in length (Figure 7). 
Dishes, two pieces. Their rims are slightly contracted, 

the walls are curve and the bottoms are large and flat. The 
diameter at rim of sample SG1:6-1 is 5.9cm and its height 
is 1.5cm (Figure 8). 

Palm bowls, two pieces. They have contracted rims, 
round rim edges, deep curved bellies, and slightly concave 
flat bottoms. The sample SG1:7-1 is 6.1cm in diameter at 
rim and 3.7cm in height (Figure 9). 

Bodhi tree leaves, 45 pieces. The sample SG1:10 is in 
triangular flame shape with five points on top, the middle 
one of which was pointing upward and the other four 
flanking it are pointing to it. In the middle of the leaf is a 
lumping bubble, the reverse of which has trace of welding 
and the obverse of the leaf has punched and incised 

patterns (Figure 10). 
Bodhi tree branches, four pieces. They are made in the 

same shape, each of which can be seen as consisting of 
the top, trunk and root. At the top, there is a spiral sprout 
stretching upward and three sprouts stretching sideways; 
the trunk is a hollow tube divided into three sections by 
sprouts stretching outward, and the bodhi tree leaves 
might have been welded to the top of these sprouts. At the 
root, traces of rotten wood are left. The sample SG1:9 is 
13.5cm in length (Figure 11). 

Gilt silver coffin, one piece (SG1:19). It is made of 
gilt thin silver plates and interred in the stone casket, 
at discovering, it had been damaged. It consists of the 
coffin and the platform, which are welded together. The 
front part of the coffin is wide and tall and the rear part 
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Figure 9  Silver palm bowl (SG1:7-1).

Figure 10  Silver bodhi tree leaves (SG1:10).

Figure 11  Silver bodhi tree branches (SG1:9).
Figure 12  The lid and platform of the gilt silver coffin 

(SG1:19).

is narrow and low. The lid of the coffin is divided into 
three longitudinal parts with hammered cloud pattern, the 
left and right ones of which are beveling downward and 
the front ends of all three parts are bending upward and 
decorated with chiseled cloud pattern, the bending parts 
are fastened to the coffin lid with gilt silver wires (Figures 
12 to 15). The front board of the coffin is decorated with 
an incised double-leaf door, each leaf of which has three 
rows of door nails, five nails in each row; the door lintel 
and doorjambs are decorated with chiseled cloud pattern. 
The rear board of the coffin is decorated with a repoussé 
Somber Warrior (Xuanwu) figure (Figures 16 and 17), and 
the two side boards are decorated with repoussé White 
Tiger and Green Dragon figures respectively (Figures 18 
and 19). The coffin platform is also wide at the front and 
narrow at the rear; it has steps in the front and railings on 
the four sides of the top; the four sides are decorated with 
repoussé niches decorated with punched and chiseled 
small circles and dots. The gilt silver coffin is 16cm in 
length and 8.8cm in full height. 

Gilt Arhat figures, six pieces (SG1:13 to 18). They 
were made out of molds, and their reverse sides are flat. 
All Arhats are with bald heads, fat faces and large ears, 
and an urna (curl of white hairs) on the forehead. They 

0 3cm
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Figure 13  The development view of the gilt silver coffin (SG1:19).

Figure 14  The lid of the gilt silver coffin (SG1:19). Figure 15  The front view of the gilt silver coffin (SG1:19).

Figure 16  The Somber Warrior on the rear board of the gilt 
silver coffin (SG1:19).

Figure 17  The rear board and the railings of the gilt silver 
coffin (SG1:19).

0 3cm
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Figure 18  The Green Dragon on the right side board of the gilt silver coffin (SG1:19).

Figure 19  The White Tiger on the left side board of the gilt silver coffin (SG1:19).

Figure 20  Gilt silver Arhat figure (SG1:13). Figure 21  Gilt silver Arhat figure (SG1:14).

are wearing kasaya and holding 
various musical instruments, and each 
has three bending tenons below the 
feet, one of which is bending forward 
and two backward, for fitting them 
on other objects. Three of these Arhat 
figures are facing right and three are 
facing left (Figures 20 to 25). 

4. Lacquer ware fragments. They 
can be classified into two types, one is 
the hollowed designs and the other is 
relief designs. 

5 . Wo o d e n o b j e c t s . S a m p l e 
SG1:21-1 is a square wooden block 
with curved corners and a notch about 
1cm wide on one side, so the plan of 
the entire object is in an 凹 -shape. On 
the top is a square mortise 0.8cm long 
on each side and 0.7cm deep. The 
sample SG1:21-2 is in the shape of 
a slat about 0.5cm thick, on which a 
mortise and an iron nail are preserved; 
the mortise is a blind one 0.5cm 
long on each side. On the reverse 
side just opposite to the mortise, a 
pink design is painted but its detail is 
unidentifiable. 

6. Stone casket, one piece (SG1:23). 
It is carved out of a single stone block 
(Figure 26), and fully polished. The 
mouth of the casket has shoulders on 
four sides to receive the lid snugly. 
The s tone casket i s complete ly 
decorated with color designs; on the 
four sides of the inner bottom, a belt 
of design 5cm wide is painted linking 
to that on the walls, but the details 
have been smeared. The motifs of the 
color designs are mainly intertwined 
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Figure 22  Gilt silver Arhat figure (SG1:15). Figure 23  Gilt silver Arhat figure (SG1:16).

Figure 24  Gilt silver Arhat figure (SG1:17). Figure 25  Gilt silver Arhat figure (SG1:18).

Figure 26  Stone casket (SG1:23).

peony flowers and branches and Kalavinka (a divine 
bird with melodious voice in Buddhist folklore) figures; 
in total, four Kalavinka figures are painted on the inner 
and outer sides of the entire casket (Figures 27 and 28). 
The designs bear clear traces of textile and embroidery 
impressions, so it is inferred that the contours of these 
motifs had been embroidered on silk textiles and stuck to 
the outer walls of the casket to make them into a three-
dimensional shape, and then this hollow silk box was 
turned over into the casket and stuck completely to the 
inner walls of the casket. When the silk embroideries 
were stuck well, colors and details were filled in and the 
designs were finished. The casket is 65cm long, 39cm 
wide and 28.5cm high. It has a lid, the outer surface 
is also completely polished but the side covered in the 
casket has engraving traces kept. It is 69cm long, 42cm 
wide and 9cm thick. 

7. Sariras. 10 pieces (SG1:27) are found in the broken 
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Figure 27  The replica of the designs on the inner walls of the stone casket (SG1:23).

Figure 28  The replica of the designs on the outer walls of the stone casket (SG1:23).

Figure 29  The rubbing of the Buddha Sarira Inscription Tablet.

sarira reliquary (SG1:12); they are white translucent 
grains in the size of millets. 

8. The Buddha Sarira Inscription Tablet. It is made of 
bluestone, 62.5cm long, 48.5cm wide and 10cm thick. 
The inscription has 352 characters written in kaishu 
(regular script) into 22 lines (Figure 29). 

The glosses of the inscription

The stone inscription can be divided into three parts: the 
date of the construction of the stone crypt, the genealogy 
of the sponsors of the construction of the stone crypt and 
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the reasons for the construction of the stone crypt. 
1. The stone crypt was built at the bing 丙 time (23:00 

to 1:00) of the eleventh day of the fourth moon of the 
second year of Tonghe Era (984 CE). 

2. The genealogy of the sponsors of the construction 
of the crypt: the inscription noted ten persons of three 
generations of the Yao Family. 

The first generation is Yao Hanying 姚汉英, whose 
wife (nee Liu) was entitled the Consort of the Xu许 State. 
According to the Taizu Ji (Annals of Emperor Taizu) 
of the Zhou Shu (Book of the Later Zhou) of Jiu Wudai 
Shi (the Old Five-Dynasties History), in the fifth moon 
of the first year of Guangshun Era (951 CE), “(Emperor 
Taizu) accredited Yao Hanying, who was the zuo jinwu 
wei jiangjun (general of the left imperial insignia guard), 
and Hua Guangyi 华光裔 , who was the former you 
shenwu jiangjun (general of the right inspired army) as 
envoys to Khitan”, the Volume One of Waiguo Liezhuan 
(the Accounts of Foreign Countries) of Jiu Wudai Shi 
that “in the fourth moon (of the first year of Guangshun 
Era), Tian Min 田敏 (the left aide of the Department of 
state affairs accredited as envoy of the Later Zhou to the 
Liao) returned to the Later Zhou…… in the same moon, 
Emperor Taizu again accredited Yao Hanying, who was 
the zuo jinwu wei jiangjun, and Hua Guangyi, who was 
the zuo shenwu jiangjun (general of the left inspired 
army) as envoys to Khitan” and the Volume Five of the 
Imperial Annals of Liaoshi (the History of Liao), “in the 
second moon (of the second year of Tianlu Era of the Liao 
Dynasty, 951 CE), the (Later) Zhou sent Yao Hanying and 
Hua Zhaoyin 华昭胤 to come as envoys; because their 
message and talks were arrogant, they were detained.” 
We know that Yao Hanying was originally an official of 
the Later Zhou of the Five-Dynasties in the Central Plains 
who was accredited by the Later Zhou court as envoy to 
the Liao Dynasty, and was detained in Liao by Emperor 
Shizong (Yelü Ruan, or Wuyu) and later assigned as the 
cishi (prefect) of Bazhou Prefecture. The mission as envoy 
of Yao Hanying to the Liao Empire and the reason why he 
was detained recorded in Jiu Wudai Shi and Liaoshi are 
similar, but the time of his mission was different in these 
two historic literatures. The Jiu Wudai Shi recorded Tian 
Min’s mission to Khitan (Liao) before Yao Hanying’s, 
so this record would be accurate, which meant that Yao 
Haning’s mission would take place in the fourth to the 
fifth moon of the first year of Guangshun Era; the other 
envoy, whose name was noted as Hua Guangyi 华光裔 
and Hua Zhaoyin 华昭胤 in the two books, would be the 
same person. 

The second generation has two persons. Yao Jianzhi 姚
柬之 , whose wife’s maiden name is Zhang, is the elder 
son of Yao Hanying; Yao Hengzhi 姚衡之 , whose wife’s 
maiden name is Du, is the younger son of Yao Hanying. 
As the inscription, in the second year of Tonghe Era, Yao 
Jianzhi was the zuo jinwu wei jiangjun (general of the 
left imperial insignia guard) and yushi dafu (censor-in-
chief), and was assigned as jianmen wei da jiangjun (grand 
general of the palace gate guard) in Emperor Shengzong’s 

reign of the Liao Dynasty. According to Volume Fourteen 
of the Imperial Annals of Liaoshi, in the twelfth moon 
of the twenty-second year of Emperor Shengzong’s 
reign, the Song Dynasty dispatched Cao Liyong to the 
Liao court to discuss the peace agreement affairs, the 
Liao court “accredited Yao Jianzhi, the jianmen wei da 
jiangjun, to deliver the official reply note to the Song 
court.” This record in the historic literature coincides with 
the content of the inscription. As for Yao Hengzhi, the 
historic literatures do not have contents related to him. 

The third generation has four persons. Xinge 新哥 
and Yangqi 杨七 are Jianzhi’s sons; Kuang’er 筐儿 and 
Yangliu 杨留 are Hengzhi’s sons. 

Moreover, the historic literature noted another 
descendant of Yao Hanying, whose name is Yao Jingxing
姚景行 . With a personal biography in Liaoshi, Yao 
Jingxing was the climax of the development of Yao 
Family. As noted in Volume Twenty-six of the Biographies 
of Liaoshi, Yao Jingxing’s old name was Yao Jingxi 姚
景禧; his ancestor, Yao Hanying, was from Xingzhong 
County. In the fifth year of Chongxi Era (1036), Yao 
Jingxing passed the civil service exam type II and was 
assigned canzhi zhengshi (lit. “Participant in determining 
governmental matters”, vice grand councilor) several 
years later; when Emperor Daozong was enthroned (in 
1055), he was reassigned as beifu zaixiang (lit. “Northern 
prime minister”, the prime minister in charge of the 
affairs of the Khitan clans closer to the imperial family). 
In 1063, Yao Jingxing asked for retirement; when he 
heard the news of Yelü Chongyuan’s rebellion on his 
way home, he went back to his post and organized troops 
to rescue the court and suppress the rebellion. When he 
fulfilled the merit, he was assigned as jiedushi (military 
commissioner) of the Wuding Army, the shumishi (military 
affairs commissioner) of the Southern Court (in charge of 
the affairs of the Han and other ethnic groups except for 
Khitan), zhongshuling (secretariat director), the prefect 
of Xingzhong Prefecture, and the jiedushi of Shuofang 
Army, etc. After his death, Emperor Daozong dispatched 
officials to condole and conferred the Liucheng 
Commandery Prince on him and offered the posthumous 
name as “Wenxian 文宪”; in the fifth year of Shoulong 
Era (1099), Emperor Daozong ordered to build memorial 
hall for him. As the content of his biography in Liaoshi, 
he became jinshi in 1036, then he would have been born 
in the Kaitai Era (1012-1021) in Emperor Shengzong’s 
reign; compared with the inscription, we infer that Yao 
Jingxing was Yao Hanying’s great-grandson. 

3. The reason for the construction of the stone crypt. 
In the Liao Dynasty, the Buddhism was flourishing, 
and the construction and the usage of this stone crypt 
were all closely related to Buddhism, so we must give 
some interpretations to the Buddhist terms in the stone 
inscription. The zhenqu 真躯 (real body) referred to the 
Buddha; lingzhu 灵珠 (miraculous pearls) had referred 
to legendary pearl baked by Nüwa, here it referred to 
the Buddha sarira. The sanbao 三宝 (“Triple Gem”, 
Sanskrit: Triratna) is the Buddhist term referring to 
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the Buddha, Dharma (Buddhist teachings) and Sangha 
(Buddhist community). Sangmen 桒 (or 桑 ) 门 (Sanskrit: 
sramana) here referred to the common people. Zhengjue
正 觉 (Sanskrit: samyak-sambodhi) referred to the 
perfect enlightenment to the Buddhist teachings; to 
reach the Buddhahood is also called “to reach the perfect 
enlightenment”. Bitian 璧田 originally referred to good 
farmland and pure gemstones; here it referred to the high 
integrity. Youlou 有漏 meant “to have passions and cares”. 
Wusheng 无生 (lit. “No [re]birth”) meant “everything 
is neither to be born nor to die (eternal or immortal)”. 
Liutong 六通 (lit. “Six supernatural powers”; Sanskrit: 
sad abhijñā) referred to the Shenzu tong 神足通 (Sanskrit: 
rddhi-sāksātkriyā, power to be anywhere or do anything at 
will), Tian’er tong天耳通 (Sanskrit: divyasrotra, ability to 
hear any sound anywhere), Tianyan tong天眼通 (Sanskrit: 
divyacaksus, instantaneous view of anything anywhere), 
Taxin tong 他心通 (Sanskrit: paracitta-jñāna, ability to 
know the thoughts of all other minds), Suming tong 宿
命通 (Sanskrit: pūrvanivāsānusmrti-jñāna, knowledge 
of all formed existences of self and others) and Loujin 
tong 漏尽通 (Sanskrit: āsravaksaya-jñāna, supernatural 
consciousness of the waning of vicious propensities). The 
former five could be possessed through self-cultivation, 
but the sixth could only be obtained by Buddha. 

Through the interpretation of the Buddhist terms in 
the stone inscription, we can understand the fundamental 
reasons for the construction of this stone crypt. In the 
Liao Empire, even the common people had believed in 
the Buddhism; Yao Hanying and his wife, who had had 
obtained the Buddha sarira in the Central Plains, also 
converted to the Buddhism. When he was promoted to 
the high positions, Yao Hanying believed that this was 
because of the blessing and protecting of the merciful 
Buddha and the sarira. Therefore, he sponsored the 
construction of pagodas, temples and this crypt, hoping 
that by the tolerance to the passions and cares and the 
piousness to the Buddhism, he and his family could 
establish some relationships with Buddha and praying for 
Buddha to bestow happiness, welfare and longevity upon 
himself and his family. 

Conclusion

1. Yao Hanying was the prefect of Bazhou Prefecture. 
According to the Treatises of Geography of Liaoshi, the 
territory of Bazhou Prefecture was the archaic Guzhu

孤竹 State; in the Han Dynasty, it was Liucheng 柳
城 County; in the Sixteen-Kingdoms Period, it was the 
capital of the “Three Yans” – the Former Yan, the Later 
Yan and the Northern Yan Kingdoms, and its name at that 
time was Longcheng. During the Sui and Tang Dynasties, 
it was Yingzhou Prefecture; at the beginning of the Liao 
Dynasty, Han Zhifang amended the walls of Liucheng and 
renamed it as Bazhou. All of the locations of the city seat 
mentioned above were in present-day Chaoyang, Liaoning 
Province. The inscription stated that the crypt was “to 
the southeast of (Yao Hanying’s) mansion in Bazhou, the 
Great Khitan Empire”, from which we know that Yao 
Hanying’s house would be to the northwest of the stone 
crypt, i.e. nearby the present-day Small Cross Street. Seen 
from the archaeological data in recent years, the center of 
the old Chaoyang City would have been to the north of the 
present-day Large Cross Street, which had been the inner 
city of Longcheng of the “Three Yans” from the Sixteen-
Kingdoms Period via the Northern Wei to the Sui and 
Tang Dynasties. However, in the early Liao Dynasty, 
Yao Hanying built his mansion nearby the Small Cross 
Street, which was close to the old site of the western 
gate of Longcheng City. This implied that the center 
of the city was transferred. Moreover, Yao Hanying 
built pagodas, temples and the stone crypt, all of which 
altered the urban planning of Bazhou Prefecture seat. 
This phenomenon is significantly meaningful for the 
researches on the layout of the old city of Chaoyang in 
the Liao Dynasty. 

2. The artifacts unearthed from the stone crypt are all 
elaborately manufactured; among them, the white-glazed 
porcelain incense burner with double-handle and attached 
Buddha images is very similar to the porcelain incense 
burner with attached Buddha images unearthed from the 
crypt of a Buddhist pagoda in Dingzhou City, Hebei, so it 
is valuable material for the researches on the development 
and diffusion of Buddhist culture in the Chaoyang region. 

Postscript

The original report was published in Wenwu文物 (Cultural 
Relics) 2010. 11: 42–54 with 33 illustrations, four of 
which were line drawings and one was rubbing, the rest 
were photographs. The original authors are Bai Baoyu 白
宝玉 and Wu Peng吴鹏; this abridged version is prepared 
by Bai Baoyu and translated into English by Ding Xiaolei
丁晓雷. 


