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An iconological study of plant patterns in silk fabrics unearthed from
the Mawangdui Han Tomb
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(1. School of Packaging Design & Art, Hunan University of Technology, Zhuzhou 412007, Hunan, China;
2. Hunan Provincial Key Laboratory of Science and Technology Archaecology and Cultural Relics
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Abstract: Up to now, most research on the patterns of silk fabrics unearthed from the Mawangdui Han Tomb has focused on
flat description, but a gap has been recognized in the systematic combing of plant patterns and exploring their deep meaning.
Using the three-level analytical framework theory of “formal description —implication analysis — cultural interpretation” from
Panofskys iconography and combining the methods of literature analysis and physical verification, the unique characteristics
of plant patterns in the silk fabrics unearthed from the Mawangdui Han Tomb were described in three aspects: modeling,
arrangement, and color. The auspicious meanings of different plant patterns, such as dispelling evil, regeneration, and
auspicious longevity, were analyzed, and the Chu cultural genes, immortal thoughts, and the cultural logic of the five
elements of yin and yang underlying these patterns were clarified. The study fills the gap in the systematic research on Han
Dynasty plant patterns and provides a new interpretive dimension for Han Dynasty art history studies.
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B1 FMKEFHBRRABRELLHEE
Fig. 1 Physical photo of the Longevity embroidered pillow on
juan-silk and the cornel pattern used in brocade

B2 BHMREGFERNEBRBRAIRANERELLHE
Fig. 2 Local photo of cornel pattern embroidered single
garment on juan-silk and embroidery cornel pattern

3 NMRBEORFBRIREEERREVLSEE
Fig. 3 Remnants of photo of printed and painted gauze and
morphing vine botanical pattern

4 BHFEASERRERBRRRISEE
Fig. 4 Remnants of photo of coffin-decorating fragment with
complete tree pattern embroidery on juan-silk and

tree pattern
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Table 1 Pattern analysis of rolled branch flower grass pattern in Xinqi embroidery
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Table 2 Pattern analysis of rolled branch flower grass pattern in Cloud-riding embroidery
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Table 3 Pattern analysis of creeping pattern in Longevity embroidery
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Table 4 Pattern analysis of flower and leaf pattern in Longevity embroidery
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Bs5 XNEERELEE
Fig. 5 A pair of birds and diamond-shaped pattern
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6 EMIgHE

Fig. 6 Flower and leaf pattern

B7 ARG
Fig. 7 Floral brocade pattern

8 MEFELLHE

Fig. 8 Persimmon pedicle pattern
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