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 This talk discusses the transformation in the spatial arrangement of early Chinese burials from 
a predominately vertical pit-style tomb in the Shang-Zhou dynasties to a horizontal chamber-
style tomb of the Qin and Han periods by exploring the rich archaeological materials excavated 
in south China in recent decades. It argues that such a change, on the one hand, reflects the 
cultural contact among the northern and southern states and between the central kingdoms 
and the peripheral regions. On the other hand, it is the result of the materialization of a 
changed imagination of the afterlife, in which the deceased need a place (“shishi,” “shitang” 
or “citang”) within the burial so that they could continue to sacrifice to their ancestors in 
the afterlife and also to receive sacrifices from their offspring. The structure of the tomb is 
consequently not only an architectural space but also a site of imagination in which people’s 
beliefs of the afterlife developed. The tomb construction developed during the Warring States 
period is modeled on the changing cosmologies in early China, and the burial is a physical 

manifestation of the conceptions of the universe and the afterlife.
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