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A PRELIMINARY DISCUSSION ON THE LOWER JAW
SUPPORTS UNEARTHED IN CHINA

by

Huo Wei and Pang Zheng

A lower jaw support is a very special funerary tool designed to prevent the deceased’s
lower jaw from breaking away from the skull. In China, the prototypes of lower jaw support
were first discovered in Xinjiang. Under the influence of external cultures, the lower jaw
support in Xinjiang had undertaken a series of significant changes in shape and burial con-
comitants. The use of lower jaw support in Xinjiang extended into the Wei and Jin dynasties.
As cultural communication between the East and the West went further, metal lower jaw
supports started to be used in burials in the Northern Wei dynasty heartland areas, which is
apparently the result of the spread of Xinjiang lower jaw support tradition and Central Asian
metal craftsmanship. From the Northern Wei through the early Tang dynasty, the lower jaw
support began to be used in combination with the brow-band. This gave rise to a new func-
tion of lower jaw support as headwear fastener. Such adaptive use of lower jaw support had
continued into the Ming dynasty in the heartland areas, whilst in Xinjiang people proceeded
with the original function of reinforcing the lower jaws of the tomb occupants. Driven by cu-
riosity about exotic things, people living in heartland areas accepted the use of lower jaw
support in burial practice and innovatively developed it as part of gorgeous head ornament.
The rise of lower jaw support may come from the thought of keeping the corpse intact and in-
deed a western funerary tradition by origin, though no one can tell exactly which nations or

religions it had first belonged to.
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