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On the Origin and Development of Magpie—tail Censer: From Gandhara to
the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers

Lin Meicun

Hao Chunyang

The custom of burning incense originated in the Near East, and the earliest case of censer is found
in the Lydian Hoard of the 6th century BC. This custom was succeeded later by the Persian and Parthi-
an aristocrats. Around the Ist century BC, Parthian hand censer was introduced into the Buddhist
monasteries in Gandhara, Central Asia; this kind of censer was in three—legged pan shape, and the han-
dle was attached to the rim. In the 5th century AD, Gandhara hand censer was introduced into north-
western China, which is shown in the murals of the Kizil Grottoes in Xinjiang and Binglingsi Grottoes in
Gansu. The Indian hand censer of the early 6th century AD can be seen in the sculptures of the Ajanta
Caves, the handle of which was attached to the bottom of the censer body, different from that of the
Gandhara hand censer. This kind of hand censer was also introduced into Pingcheng, the capital of the
Northern Wei Dynasty along the Silk Road, and seen in the sculptures of the Yungang Grottoes in
Shanxi. Soon after being introduced into China, the Gandhara hand censer began its Sinicization pro-
cess, an outstanding example of which is the baseless magpie—tail censer of the Pingcheng Period of the
Northern Wei Dynasty, the handle of which was riveted into the inner side of the censer bowl. In the
Luoyang Period of the Northern Wei Dynasty, the magpie—tail censer with lotus petal base and flat rim
began to be seen. The magpie—tail censer not only diffused into Korean Peninsula and Japan, but also

influenced the form of the magpie—tail censer of the Sui and Tang Dynasties.
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