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- PREFACE

Zhou Tianyou

Mural paintings went through a long history in ancient China as a special art form. Needless to talk of
cliff paintings completed by people in the time immemorial, the houschold story of “Lord Ye Fond of
Dragons™ itself is a salient indicator of the ubiquity of mural paintings in courts and residences during the
Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period. It was even more common 10 see mural paintings in
the imperial palaces by the Qin and Han dynasties. A good example in this regard is a wall fragment uncarthed
at the No.1 site of Xianyang Palace of the Qin dynasty and now stored at Shaanxi History Museum. On the
fragmentary wall are paintings of dragons flying through clouds, vehicles, horses, imperial palaces, ctc. In
addition, high-ranking officials also adopted mural paintings to decorate their tombs. The astrological diagram
of 28 constellations uncarthed from a Han tomb at Xi’an Jiaotong University and the wall paintings discovered
in the Han tomb of Bu Qiangiu at I.uoyang have both reached a very high level of artistic achievement. Thanks
to further development in the Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern dynasties, this art form was carried forward to
an cven higher plane. In particular, in the Tang dynasty when China enjoyed national unity, economic
prosperity, cultural progress, mental openness and increased contacts with foreign countries, mural paintings
became much richer and wider in content and subject matters and experienced an unprecedented flourish while
benefiting from national conventions and forcign techniques.

As a major form of fine arts in ancient China, mural paintings were widely used in imperial palaces,
residences of high-ranking officials, and Buddhist and Taoist temples during the Tang dynasty. Of the 206
painters recorded in Notes on Famous Paintings in Chinese History and A Catalogue of Famous Paintings in
the Tang Dynasty, 110 had engaged in the making of mural paintings. Known as the God of Painting, Wu
Daozi (circa 686 ~ circa 760) had completed over 300 picces of mural paintings throughout his life. The art of
mural painting owed its unparalleled flourish in the Tang dynasty to the then notable social, economic and
cultural progress. Well-known palaces and luxurious residences abounded in Chang’an, the capital city of the
Tang dynasty. All these buildings were decorated with mural paintings. A large number of Buddhist temples
near Chang’an also adopted mural paintings as a means of spreading and developing the Buddhist tenets. In
addition, extravagant burial was quite popular in the Tang dynasty and high-ranking officials and aristocrats
would like to have what they cherished in life, including all kinds of living scenes, painted on the wall of their
tombs. All these had created a wide space for the development of mural paintings as an art form. Regarding
paintings as an instrument for “civilizing and moralizing the people,” the Tang government attached great
importance to mural paintings and even set up a special government office to take charge of their making. This
had undoubtedly stimulated the rapid development of mural paintings in‘Chang’an, Luoyang and other places
in the country. In particular, a large number of distinguished artists gathered in Chang’an. The multicolored
social life, the grand and luxurious imperial court there and the numerous contacts with ethnic minorities and
foreign countries had furnished an abundant supply of source materials for their painting practice. Almost all
paintings done on all types of buildings during the Tang dynasty have been destroyed due to the ravage of time

and natural and man-made disasters. However, the mural paintings well preserved in the tombs are still there



as a convincing indicator of the outstanding achicvements scored by the Tang artists in this field.

Royal family, aristocrats and high-ranking officials had their tombs richly painted in the hope of taking
all living scenes and their aspirations for an ideal Jife to the Hades. After more than one thousand years, almost
all mural paintings in the buildings completed during the Tang dynasty have been ruined. Painting works done
at that time on paper or silk are rather rare nowadays. What we have today arc mural paintings discovered in
grottoes (Tunhuang Grottoes are a case in point) and ancient tombs. They are precious gems in the history of
art. However, it should be pointed out that mural paintings in grottoes usually concern religious matters.
Images of Buddha were made in grottoes to spread religious tenets and mural paintings therein worked mainly
as a foil or an illustrator. In contrast, mural paintings in the Tang tombs arc entirely based on real life with the
aim of presenting the deceased’s living conditions, social status and ideals. They are special objects buricd
with the deccased. As a visual complement to written historical data, these paintings are more important as
historical materials since they offer us vivid first-hand materials for understanding and studying the Tang
society, especially the politics, history and culture of the upper class during that period. In addition, here all
kinds of characters are vividly portrayed, landscapes rationally structured with a high level of expressiveness
and different animals and plants drawn in different ways. Hence, they constitute an outstanding chapter in the
history of Chingese fine arts.

Guanzhong in Shaanxi Province is a place quite near the capital city of Chang’an in the Tang dynasty.
Eighteen emperors and a large number of high-ranking officials were buried here throughout the nearly

v

three-century Tang dynasty. However, as paintings were drawn on marlaceous tomb walls, only a few of them
remain well preserved today. In the five decades since the founding of the People’s Republic, over 2,000 Tang
tombs have been discovered in Shaanxi. Mural paintings were found, however, only in about 60 of them. In
addition, mural paintings could only be taken off in some 20 of them. Therefore, these mural paintings are
valuable cultural relics. Rubbed from 14 tombs, a total of 96 picces of mural paintings with an arca of 1,000
square meters is now housed in Shaanxi History Muscum. They have become one of the most unique parts in
the museum’s collection. The following items arc typical examples of these treasured artworks: mural
paintings from the tombs of Prince Yide and Zhanghuai and Princess Yongtai located quite near the Qianling
Mausoleum of Emperor Gaozong, (1.i Zhi) and Empress Wu Zetian as well as those {from the tombs of Princess
Fangling and Jincheng built not far from the Zhaoling Mausoleum of Emperor Taizong (I.i Shimin, 598 - 649
A.D).

Cultural Relics Publishing House and China Yine Arts Press published catalogs of mural paintings
rubbed from the tombs of Prince Yide and Zhanghuai and Princess Yongtai in the 1960s and 1970s. However,
it was impossible to recognize their historical and acsthetic value at a time when “the class struggle is taken as
the key link.” Furthermore, the catalogs have been out of print for many years. To satisfy the nceds of
historical and art rescarchers for such reference materials, Shaanxi History Museum and Cultural Relics
Publishing Housc have jointly compiled A Treasured Collection of Mural Paintings in Mausoleums of the Tang
Dynasty through rearrangement and re-annotation. This new collection consists of three volumes: Volume of
Prince Zhanghuai, Volume of PrinceYide and Volume of Princess Yongtai, Jincheng and I‘angling. Compiled in
a rush, the collection is not free from crrors and defects and all comments and suggestions are welcome from

the readers.

Xi’an

May 15, 2002
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An Introduction to Mural

Paintings in the Mausoleum of Prince Zhanghuai

Zhang Minggia

The mausolecum of Prince Zhanghuai (654 — 648 A.D.) is one of the major subordinate tombs of the
Qianiing Mausoleum of Emperor Gaozong and Queen Wu Zetian. It is also one of the best among all Tang
tombs discovered to date for its multifarious and well-preserved mural paintings. Fifty-four pieces of paintings
were done on its wall within a distance of 71 meters from passageway entrance to coffin chamber. The total
arca of these paintings approximates 400 squarc meters. Arranged in an order from the south to the north, “Go
Hunting”, “Foreign Iinvoys” and “Black Dragon” were drawn on the cast wall while “Polo Playing”, “Foreign
Envoys” and “White Tiger” were done on the west wall. Thereafter are 10 groups of mural paintings in the
corridors. Corridor No.1 to No.4 are mainly devoted to gatckeepers and honor guards. The remaining 30-plus
groups arc painted on the wall of paved paths and coffin chamber with a focus on all kinds of maidservants,
cunuchs and pigmies. On the ceiling of the coffin chamber are painted such heavenly bodies as the sun, the
moon and stars. Arranged like an imperial palace, these mural paintings are divided into three parts: paintings
in the passageway describe the life of the royal family outside the palace; corridors are used to represent the
gates leading to the palace and gatekeepers, honor guards and other ritual characters are depicted here to
demonstrate the deceased’s high social status. The paved paths and the coffin chamber focus on the life of the
royal family within the palace. Archacological studies show that the mural paintings in the mausoleum of
Prince Zhanghuai were done twice. They were painted for the first time in the second year of Shenlong during
the reign of Emperor Zhongzong (706 A.D.) when Li Xian’s tomb was rclocated. In the second year of
Jingyun during the reign of Emperor Ruizong (711 A.D.), 1.i Xian was granted posthumously the title of
Prince Zhanghuai. Mural paintings after the paved paths were repainted when Li Xian’s concubine Lady Fang
was buried with him. Traces of repainting were evident when modern scholars tried to take off these mural
paintings.

Covering a wide range of topics, these wall paintings present us with a whole picture of the life of the
royal family during the Tang dynasty and are hence of great social and historical significance. In addition,
these superb paintings epitomize the remarkable artistic attainments gained by the Tang artists nearly 1,300
years ago.

Over 2.4 meters high and 12 meters long, “Go Hunting” on the cast wall of the passageway is a
spectacular artwork. Over 50 groups of mounted figures are depicted here. Holding hawks in their palms,
leading hounds with their hands and fully outfitted with all kinds of hunting tools like bows and arrows, they
are galloping along a heavily wooded mountain path. Acting as the guide for the hunting team, the first five
riders are followed by tens of riders under the leadership of an imposing man wearing a dark blue gown. The
whole painting is done with a bird’s eye panoramic technique and produces a strong sense of motion. At the
same time, all members of the hunting team arce arranged in proper gaps and placed cither in the mountain path
or among woods sct against distant mountains. Hence an excellent landscape.

Located opposite the “Go Hunting” and also painted with the birds’ eye technique, “Polo Playing” on

the west wall of the passageway poraays seven riders competing fiercely with one another on horseback to
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drive the ball. In addition, some riders are watching the game while others galloping in the distance. Moving
characters contrast with five towering trees and rugged rocks standing silently. Impressive as a whole, the
painting is quite successful in depicting and positioning all characters and objects. All in all, it is a quite
inspiring artwork.

The figure paintings in the passageway and corridors broke with the convention of focusing on details
established since the Han and Northern Wei dynasties and developed a bold, unrestrained and vigorous style.
For example, “Foreign Envoys™ are drawn on both the cast and west walls of the passageway. Vividly depicted,
the Tang officials in charge of foreign affairs look natural and poised while the foreign guests appear
deferential, composed or anxious. Another example is the ten picces of “Honor Guards” where head guards
look stately and powerful with dignified and solemn bearings. This is just the right sort of style that the Tang
mural paintings tricd to reflect. In the meanwhile, the painters captured accurately the characters’
temperaments and psychological activities and the audience can feel the painters’ personal emotions projected
thereon. Three characters are portrayed in “Viewing Birds and Catching Cicadas” on the west wall: an elegant
and poised lady is looking up at flying birds; a girl is trying to catch a cicada with her sleceves; and a maid is
holding her cape with a thoughtful look. Here, with brief strokes, the artist delineated three female characters
of different ages and dispositions. By recreating their elegant poises and expressions when catching cicadas,
the artist presented us with three maidservants who lived a lonely and listless life in the imperial harem all the
year around. Marveling at the artist’ outstanding skills of minute characterization, we are also aware of his
sympathy for the maids. In contrast, when drawing cunuchs in the paved paths and the coffin chamber, the

artist showed his intense scorn for these obsequious palace servants through exaggeration.
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Maidservants™ on the west wall of the front paved path
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