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The Elements of the Aristocratic System in the Early
Northern Wei Dynasty as Seen in Unearthed Documents

——a Comparative Study of Yang Lian and Liu Yu’s Epitaphs

Liu Jun

(Research Institute of Ancient Documents, Jilin University, Changchun 130012, China)

Abstract ; The rich historical connotation can be deeply excavated by the comparative study of the Yang Lian
and Liu Yu’ s epitaphs of the Northern Wei dynasty. They came from the same nationality. Their ancestors
were the subordinates of the general Li Ling in the Han Dynasty and fled to the grassland after defeat and
captivity. Later they turned to the Tuoba and became a member of the ruling group as the Xiongnu-like Han
people. Facing the tide of aristocracy, they realized the evolution of noble identity relying on the meritorious
service since great—grandfather. The anxiety was reflected even by forging ancestor and origin to raise family
honor. They enjoyed full political resources by the noble rank and occupied the important position in the guard
army and the local area. Their epitaphs brim with aristocratic flavor and embody the characteristics of the
nobility system of the Northern Wei Dynasty. It is also important fact reflected by the epitaphs that the
evolution of aristocracy is a long and tortuous process, which had been launched since the founding of the
state. This is unrealistic to accomplish at one stroke according a simple political order.

Keywords: Yang Lian’ s epitaph; Liu Yu’s epitaph; Dai people nobleman; the cremation system; aristocratic

system family rank; official promotion mechanism
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