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Abstract. Under the impetus of the ritual–music system and prevailing social customs, dance and music in the
Tang dynasty flourished to an unprecedented degree. Against this background, female music-and-dance
figurines unearthed in the Henan region emerged as important carriers that combined ritual–customary
functions with artistic significance. These figurines not only recreate the dynamic scenes of dance and musical
performance but also embody, through their figurative design, the cultural construction of female identity and
temperament. Taking the question of “why dance and music” as its central concern, this paper examines the
types, forms, and design language of music-and-dance figurines from Henan, exploring how dynamic aesthetic
qualities of dance and music are expressed through posture, costume, and accompanying instruments, as well
as how the spirit of music and dance is conveyed through facial expression and narrative composition. In
doing so, the study reveals a form of female consciousness shaped by the coexistence of ritual discipline and
individual expression. These figurines thus serve as a vital medium for understanding the aesthetic
sensibilities, institutional logic, and cultural spirit of Tang dynasty society.
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1. Introduction
The Tang dynasty marked the apogee of China’s feudal society. With political stability and economic
prosperity, culture and the arts likewise reached a state of remarkable refinement. Against this backdrop, dance
and music underwent a decisive transformation from performances governed primarily by ritual norms to
forms centered on aesthetic expression, and a tripartite system integrating “song, music, and dance” gradually
took shape [1]. Building upon the Han dynasty tradition of guchui music and the Sui dynasty’s systems of the
Seven Ensembles and Nine Ensembles, the Tang court incorporated instrumental elements from regions
beyond the Central Plains. Through the continuous exchanges facilitated by the Silk Road, the musical system
was further expanded, endowing court music and dance with complex structures and stylistic diversity. Court
ensembles were large in scale and rich in performance forms, integrating Central Plains traditions with those
of multiple ethnic groups and ultimately giving rise to a grand and expansive musical-dance panorama.

As the Eastern Capital, Luoyang functioned not only as a symbol of imperial authority and a cultural hub,
but also as a crucial space where systems of professional music and dance intersected with funerary rituals.
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Tang aristocrats placed great emphasis on lavish burials, guided by the deeply ingrained belief of “serving the
dead as one serves the living.” As a result, the system of burial figurines developed to a high degree of
sophistication. The large number of female music-and-dance figurines unearthed in the Henan region—
particularly in Luoyang—reflects the extension of court music-and-dance forms into mortuary rites, while
simultaneously materializing cultural conceptions of female identity, bodily expression, and the spirit of music
and dance.

Focusing on female music-and-dance figurines excavated in Henan, this paper takes “why dance and
music” as its guiding question. It examines how figurative design constructs the art of music and dance
through the interplay of form, costume, and accompanying instruments; how facial expression and
scenographic arrangement convey the spirit of performance; and how these elements further reveal underlying
dimensions of female consciousness. From this perspective, female music-and-dance figurines are not merely
products of the interweaving of Tang funerary customs and musical-dance practices, but also mirror the
comprehensive understanding held by High Tang society regarding female roles, performance culture, and the
order of the afterlife.

2. Formal characteristics: figurative design of female music-and-dance
figurines from Henan
Within the Tang dynasty system of ceramic figurines, female music-and-dance figurines occupy a prominent
position. Characterized by stylistic diversity and vivid expression, they epitomize the realist orientation and
aesthetic aspirations of Tang sculptural art. As products situated at the intersection of institutional regulation
and artistic creation, these figurines not only recreate scenes of actual musical and dance performances but
also embody, through their formal language and design strategies, the ritual norms and aesthetic tastes of the
period. The rendering of musical performance and dance is particularly refined: hairstyles, costumes, and
coloration combine realism with expressive stylization, while the coordinated use of multiple instruments and
props not only enlivens the scene but also resonates with artistic expression shaped by Tang social aesthetics
and ritual frameworks.

2.1. Figurative composition and formal logic
The basic typology of Tang dynasty female music-and-dance figurines primarily includes figures engaged in
musical performance and dance (see Figure 1), with occasional examples of equestrian musician figurines.
Musical performance figures are divided into standing ensembles (libu ji) and seated ensembles (zuobu ji),
whose institutional origins can be traced back to the Sui dynasty and which became progressively established
within the Court Music Bureau (Taiyueshu) from the early to the High Tang period. Seated ensembles
typically perform while sitting on the ground and are associated with delicate silk-and-bamboo music, marked
by elegance and restraint. Standing ensembles, by contrast, are dominated by percussion, characterized by
orderly formations and a grand, imposing presence. Both types constituted essential components of court
audiences and banquets, playing a key role in articulating the ritual–music system.
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Figure 1. Music-and-dance figures among polychrome musician figurines unearthed from the Beiyaowan
Tang tomb1

Dance figures display considerable diversity, including soft dances (ruanwu), vigorous dances (jianwu),
and Huxuan dances. Among excavated examples, soft dances are the most common, emphasizing grace and
fluidity in form. Vigorous dances feature forceful movements and brisk rhythms and were often associated
with celebratory or military contexts. The Huxuan dance, originating in Sogdiana, is distinguished by rapid
spinning and stamping movements, conveying a strong sense of exoticism. Grand suites (daqu) integrate
singing, dance, and instrumental music into composite stage performances. Collectively, these figures not only
reproduce the diverse landscape of Tang dance forms but also provide richly layered visual modes for the
artistic representation of the female body.

In general, female music-and-dance figurines tend toward small to medium proportions, with heights
concentrated between 20 and 40 centimeters, consistent with Tang burial standards. Their bodily proportions
emphasize the head and lower body: the head typically accounts for approximately one-fifth to one-third of the
total height. The faces are full, the physiques well-proportioned, and the limbs slender. While adhering to the
basic features of real-life performers, artisans introduced artistic exaggeration and adjustment to enhance
visual impact and aesthetic appeal.

2.2. Hairstyles, costume, and chromatic system
Hairstyles of Tang female music-and-dance figurines are characterized by rounded fullness, with common
forms including double-loop buns, forked buns, spiral buns, and high buns. Some figures also wear hoods or
caps atop the coiffure, forming a composite structure of “bun with cap.” Costumes typically consist of turned-
collar, short-sleeved jackets paired with belted long skirts, complemented by flowing silk shawls, creating
clearly articulated layers. In terms of makeup, a pale base is often combined with floral forehead ornaments
(huadian) and blended rouge, supplemented by details such as slanted red marks and yellow forehead paint,
highlighting the ornate refinement of female performance figures. Footwear commonly includes upturned-toe
shoes and cloud-toe boots, whose gently raised tips and smooth lines combine practicality with decorative
elegance.

Although much of the original pigmentation has been lost to time, surviving traces indicate a preference for
warm hues, dominated by crimson, dawn red, and pale silk-white, supplemented by contrasting colors such as
floral blue and duckhead green (see Figure 2). These chromatic schemes not only enhance visual depth but
also reflect the Tang aesthetic pursuit of both richness and harmony.


