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Latest Excavation.
Tang Dynasty Frescoes

Preface

Han Wei
Zhang JianLin

W ith a long history and unique style, Chinese
frescoes contribute considerably to the heritage
of painting. "Interrogating the Heaven" from
Poetry of the South by Qu Yuan touches upon
the mural paintings in the ancestral halls of
some Chu’s Kings or officials. Frescoes about
construction in a long sequel have been
discovered on the walls of the corridor in No.3
palace site of Xianyang, capital of the Qin
Dynasty. Obviously China witnessed a wide use
of frescoes in the ancient times. In the early
Tang Dynasty, the economic prosperity and
social stability brought about the flourishing
of arts, with a number of painters working on
frescoes in the temples around Chang’an.
Besides, there have also been some fresco
fragments discovered in the site of such Tang
palaces as Linyou'’s Jiuchenggong. Thanks to
both secular and religious demand, the fresco
experienced an unprecedented boom and
grew into a gorgeous and brilliant branch of
figure arts.

Although history has left the Tang Dynasty
palaces and temples in ruins, a considerable
number of mural paintings remain unber the

central plain of Shaanxi Province, thereby

preserving many frescoes utterly different from
those of Dunhuang Grottoes in both style and
subject matter. According to incomplete
statistics, there exist frescoes in forty-three
tombs of the Tang Dynasty, about two percent
of the excavated Tang tombs. The earliest Tang
Dynasty frescoes are those unearthed from
Heruoshi tomb (621 A.D.),while the latest are
those from Emperor Xizong's Jingling
Mausoleum which dates back to the first year
of Wende Reign (888 A.D.). The first sixty-five
years of the Tang Dynasty claim eleven tombs
with frescoes the next seventy years, twenty-
ong the period of one hundred and fifty-one
years from Emperor Suzong to Emperor Aidi
only ten. These figures point to the significance
of mural paintings in different periods of the
Tang Dynasty.
[

The latest collection of the Tang Dynasty
frescoes covers the mural paintings in one
tomb of the early period, four tombs of the
prime period, one tomb of the middle period,
and one tomb of the late period, thereby
demonstrating to a certain extent the style and
subject matter of each period. The tomb of
Princess Xinchengzhang, the twenty-first
daughter of Emperor Taizong(627-650 in
reign), was built as a satellite Taizong’s
Zhaoling Mausoleum in the third year of
Longshuo Reign(663 A.D.). Located in
Dongping Villiage, Yangxia Township, Liquan



County,the tomb presents a miniature of the
murals in the early period of the Tang Dynasty
because attached to the walls are paintings
about Blue Dragon, White Tiger, carts, sedans,
guard of honour, towers, horses, display of
halberds, waiting men, and maids of honour.
The four tombs in the prime period of the Tang
Dynasty all belong to nobles or relatives of the
royal clan. The tomb of General Li Hui, who
was buried in the first year of Yongchang
Reign(689 A.D.)in Liangcui Village, Majiawan
Township, Gaoling County, provides some
remanant mural paintings about leading a
horse and display of halberds, which are
deemed to have been drawn in the early prime
period. Wei Hao, brother of Emperor
Zhongzong's Queen Wei, was killed by Wu
Zetian and posthumously honoured with the
title Commander-in-chief of Yangzhou and
King of Wuling. On the paintings in his tomb
are Blue Dragon, White Tiger, hunting scenes,
towers, celestial bodies, servants, and recluses.
Born of a concubine, Li Chongjun, the Crown
Prince Jiemin and the third son of Emperor
Zhongzong suffered from Queen Wei and
Princess An Le’s frequent attempt to depose
him.Soon after Li Chongjun’s killing of Wu Sansi
and his son, Li’s ruin ensued. Then he was
buried near Emperor Zhongzong'’s Dingling
Mausoleum. The fresco in his tomb is mainly
about cliffs, trees, security guards with

halberds, towers, maids, polo games, and

screens with beauties. Li Wei, the Crown Prince
Huizhuang and the second son of Emperor
Ruizong (710-712), was later awarded the title
of King Shen. The 12th year of Kaiyuan Reign
saw him buried near Qiaoling Mausoleum. His
tomb houses some large-sized paintings about
display of carts, display of halberds, civil
officials, and court servants. With the occupant
anonymous, the tomb discovered in No.10
Textile Mill of Shaanxi dates back to the early
period of the Mid-Tang Dynasty. Inside the
tomb are paintings about court servants, civil
officials, screens with flowers, Tortoise, Scarlet
Bird, and dancing. In the late period of the Tang
Dynasty, Li Xuan,known as Emperor Xizong
(873-888), was buried in Jingling Mausoleum
in Tie Fuo Township, Qianxian County in the
first year of Wende Reign(888 A.D.). Most
paintings in this tomb has peeled off. Fairly
well-preserved are those about Blue Dragon,
infantry guards, guard of honour, doorkeepers
with halderds, the human-bodied animals, and
celestial bodies.

In the Tang Dynasty tomb with frescoes,
mural paintings can be found in the
passageway, tunnel, air-shaft, aisle, and
chamber. Although there is slight diference in
the distribution of frescoes, the paintings share
some similarities in content. Take the tomb of
Princess Xinchengzhang for example. On the
west walls of the passageway are paintings

about White Tiger, entrance guard with swords,



palace gate, guard of honour, sedan, and flank
guard. The paintings in the first doorway are
about court servants, where as those in the
second and fourth doorway about waiting
maids. Meanwhile, display of halberds can be
seen in the first air-shaft, and waiting maids in
the second and the fourth air-shafts. The
paintings on the walls around the chamber are
all about waiting maids. The large number of
security guards, court servants, maids of
honour, display of halberds all points towards
the exclusive prestige on the part of princesses
in the Tang society. The tomb of Crown Prince
Jiemin can serve as a telling witness of the
existence of female offcicials appointed by
Queen Wei and princess An Le because on the
paintings therein are female officials with tablet
or silk ribbon. Thus distributed in the tombs
of Crown Princes and high officials, the mural
gives expression not only to the features of the
era in question but also to the political and
economical privilege on the part of the royal
relatives.
I

The Tang Dynasty frescoes vary in subject
matter. On the paintings are mainly some
designs for decoration or embellishment, the
Four Gods indicating directions, security
guards demonstrating the illustrious power of
the tomb occupant, structures and halberd
racks reflecting the occupant’s rank, various

occasions parading the occupant’s luxury, and

the friendly communication with people from
abroad and the peoples of other nationalities
at home. The diversified, secularized and
affective subject matter involves various
characters, hence providing a visual aid to our
probe into the Tang society.

Blue Dragon and White Tiger are to
betoken direction. The first murals about them
appeared in the tomb of Arshina Zhong,
General the Great, in the second year of
Shangyuan Reign(675 A.D.). Fragments of
murals about Blue Dragon have also been
discovered on the east wall of the passage in
Emperor Xizong's Jingling Mausoleum. Up to
the prime and middle periods of the Tang
Dynasty, there had appeared, besides Blue
Dragon and White Tiger respectively on the
east and west walls of the passage, Scarlet Bird,
as can be seen on the south wall of the
anonymous tomb unearthed in No.10 Textile
Mill of Shaanxi Province. Obviously, these
murals bear relationship to the brick and the
tile end with Four Gods excavated from some
tombs of the Han Dynasty.

The guard of honour in the tombs of the
Tang nobles comprises infantry and cavalry,
which are sometimes integrated in a large
painting about their magnificent parade and
sometimes described respectively on two series
of paintings. On the east and west walls of
Princess Xinchengzhang's tomb are three series

of paintings about guard of honour. There are



four guards with halberd in front of the gate,
two teams of guards with swords behind the
door with five in each and the team leader in
front, and two teams of guards with flag
following a cart or sedan with each headed by
a leader. The guard of honour totals 38 in the
Princess’s tomb. The paintingts about guard
of honour, however, seems to be dwindling in
number during the early and prime periods of
the Tang Dynasty. The murals under
consideration in Li Shou’s tomb built in the
fourth year of Zhengguan Reign(627 A.D.)are
distributed in all the air-shafts and tunnels;
whereas in Li Feng’s tomb (675 A.D.)and Li
Xian’s tomb (704 A.D.), they can only be seen
in the passage or the first tunnel although Li
Feng and Li Xian were of the same rank as Li
Shou. This change reflects how much
importance the rulers of the early period and
the prime period respectively attached to the
armoured forces. The fresco about guard of
honour in Li Chongrun’s tomb boasts the
largest team of guards. His tomb was built as
a satellite to Qianling Mausoleum, but it
enjoyed the prestige of a mausoleum. As a
Crown Prince, Li Chingjun was buried like an
emperor, so it is not hard to imagine the grand
scene of the guard of honour. Guard of honour
is painted on the east and west walls in the
passage, consisting of three parts: infantry,
cavalry, and charioter. On the paintings are

about 200 characters, some splendid carriages,

and large groups of guards in robes of different
color solemnly braving the wind with banners.
The fluttering flag and the painted carriages
in the sunshine pose a majestic and impressive
occasion of officials heading for the court.

The rank of a tomb occupant can be most
easily perceived in the murals about display of
halderds. When going on a journey in ancient
times, an officical would have halderds come
at head. Officials in the Sui and Tang Dynasties
believed it an honour to display halberds in
front of their residence. According to Code of
the Tang Dynasty, only the officials above grade
three could enjoy display of halberd, which
however should be appropriate to the ranks.
The first air-shaft in the tomb of Princess
Xinchengzhang has in itself a display of
halberds including two racks, each with six
halberds, demonstrating that some women
had the right to display halberds and that the
princess was of the first grade in rank. Above
all grades of officials, Crown Princes could
display 18 halberds, as has been found in
Crown Prince Hui Zhuang's tomb. Exceptional
are the muals in Crown Prince Yi De’s tomb
which depict two sets of halberds, each
including 24 halberds. This is superior in the
Tang Dynasty, and can only been seen in front
of Royal Palaces.

The fresco about structure is not only a
miniature of the deceased person’s edifice but

a token of his rank as well. "All abodes,from



the emperor’s down to a commoner’s, fall into
different grades, "reads Code of the Tang
Dynasty." The palace of the emperor is to have
arched caisson ceilings. The officials above
grade three can have an nine-bay abode, those
above grade five a seven-bay abode with living
rooms at both ends, and those below grade
six a five-bay abode." The paintings on the
north wall of the passage in Crown Prince Jie
Min’s tomb, for instance, are a nine-bay
gatetower with single eaves. Similiar structure
has been found on the upper north wall of
each air-shaft in Crown Prince Hui Zhuang’s
tomb, symbolizing the occupant’s nobility.
Other instances include the imposing garret
painted in the passageway of Priness Yong Tai
and Prince Yi De’s tombs. Yong Tai’s includes a
set of three-section structure besides a single-
section one. Three-section tower originated
from the Western Han Dynasty(206 B.C.-25
A.D), Upon the death of Huo Guang, General
the Great, the tomb previously built was
expanded. "A Biography of Huo Guang", The
Annals of the Formmer Han Dynasty has it that
"a three-section tower was constructured with
a passage to the Heaven." The southern
gatetower recently excavated in Emperor Jing
Di's Mausoleum, a Han dynasty tomb, bears
substantial evidence of the three-section tower
system of the Western Han Mausoleum. This
kind of erection had since been a token of the

tomb owner’s nobility. In front of Han Yuan

Hall of Da Ming Palace stands a three-section
garret. Two sets of three-section towers have
been unearthed in Qia Ling Mausoleum where
Li Zhi and Wu Zetian are entombed together,
one for each. Hence, the three-section garret
serves as a symbol of regal dignity.

Of the frescoes in the Tang Dynasty tombs
in Shaanxi Province, murals about the noble’s
daily life monopolize a preponderating
proportion, some about the nobles’ farming,
some about their hunting, and others about
the court life.

Painted on the east and west walls in the
passage of Crown Prince Hui Zhuang’s tomb
is a grand scene of a trip: the horses and
carriages are advancing through pine trees,
escorted by a large group of cavalrymen.
Landscape paintings also occur on the east wall
of the passageway in Crown Prince Jie Min’s
tomb. It is coloured with blue and green, as is
very exceptional in the Tan Dynasty fresco. On
the west wall of this tomb is Polo Playing, which
depicts two teams of horse riders with rods.
These frescoes are a tableau of the nobles who
either hunting or playing polo.

In the chambers of some nobles’ tombs
are frescoes about waiting men and waiting
maids, revealing the nobles’ indulgence in
pleasure. All the men and maids, confined to
the court, palace, or manor, are in essence
servants at the mercy of their lords. This

assumption can be further justified by their



