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Script Style and Its Political Applications:
Seal Script Inscriptions as Auspicious Artifacts during
the Reign of Emperor An of the Eastern Han Dynasty”

Chiu, Wei-ting "~

Abstract

Traditionally, the study of “script styles” has been situated within the fields of
philology, calligraphy history, and calligraphy aesthetics, and it has rarely been examined
from the perspectives of political culture and intellectual history. This study attempts
to reconstruct, through historical sources, the formation of the New Text and Old Text
classical traditions. Beginning with the Qin dynasty’s book burning and prohibition
policies, which led to the destruction of Old Text manuscripts, oral transmission and
the New Text tradition subsequently rose to prominence. By the late Western Han, Liu
Xin’s advocacy of the Old Text classics, together with Wang Mang’s casting of the “Xin
Jialiang” inscription in small seal script, demonstrates how “archaic script” became
a symbol embedded in both political construction and mystical discourse. This study
further surveys the stylistic development of stone inscriptions from the late Western Han
to the middle Eastern Han period, arguing that the concentrated appearance of seal script
engravings during the Yongchu to Yanguang reigns was closely related to the revival
of Old Text learning, the antiquarian preferences of ruling elites, and the compilation
of the Shuowen jiezi text. These factors indicate that the choice of calligraphy script in
stone inscriptions carried distinct political and cultural meanings. Finally, by examining
engraved texts, roof tiles, and other related visual materials alongside apocryphal and
prophetic writings, this study shows that seal script during this period was frequently
associated with ritual practices and auspicious omens. In response to frequent natural
disasters, archaic script became intertwined with mystical thought and was materialized
as an “auspicious object,” serving the ideological and political needs of governance in the
Eastern Han dynasty.

Keywords: seal script, material culture, auspicious omens, intellectual history of the Han
period, calligraphy history of the Han period

*  Received: 11 August 2025; Accepted: 5 May 2026
** Ph.D. candidate and Adjunct Lecturer, Department of Chinese Literature, National Tsing Hua University
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