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The mural painting is directly drawn on the
wall. As an important decorative component
of architecture, it varies from the ordinary
painting not only for its unique artistic
charm but also for its exquisite ornamental

function. So it has been favored by people

constantly. With a long history, ancient
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Chinese mural painting started as cliff

painting and went through consecutive
evolutions in which many prestigious
masters emerged as well as their brilliant
works ranging from the all-inclusive ones in
tomb chamber, colorful ones in grottoes and
the solemn mural ones in temples, which
all reflect the classic beauty with Chinese
characteristics.

This book applies vivid narration and
direct and exquisite pictures in order to
give the audience a general introduction
on Chinese mural painting’s origin,
development, artistic style, theme and well-
known masterpieces. Hope it can make them
gain a further understanding on this ancient

art and learn to appreciate their charm.
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The mural painting is one of the oldest forms of painting. It can
be seen in almost all the world famous ancient civilizations,
including Egypt, Babylon, India, Persia, and etc. However, due to
the interruption of the development of ancient civilizations, mural
paintings in many regions lost their continuity in history, while only

those in China lasted for the longest time.
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> Origin of Mural Painting

The Chinese mural painting can be traced
back to the Neolithic cliff painting.
Before the invention of Chinese character,
ancient people carved images on places
such as the steep cliffs and narrow
mountain paths to record their daily
lives, express their inner desires and to
cater to the demand for social witchcraft

activities, which is the cliff painting.
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Cliff Painting in Helan Mountain in Ningxia
Hui Autonomous Region

There are over 300 cliff paintings in Helan
Mountain with various themes including the sun,
the moon and the universe, animal foot or hoof
and etc. Among them various human faces are the
most painted. The human face in this cliff painting
is simple with eyebrows, a nose and a mouth but
without eyes.
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CIliff paintings, known as “history
books carved on stone”, are the
oldest form of the mural painting that
has ever been found. With rich and
colorful patterns and themes, they
record activities and folk culture in
the primitive society, including ethnic
migration, economic development,
ancestor worship, ritual ceremonies,
philosophical thinking, and religions.
China is one of the countries which
own the earliest and most diversified
cliff paintings. Now, they can be found
in dozens of areas, mainly including
northeast, northwest, southwest and
other remote places. Some of them are
masterpieces, such as cliff paintings in

the Yinshan Mountains of the midwest

of Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region.

The whole mountains have been turned
into a spectacular gallery stretching for
nearly 300 kilometers from east to west.
They depict scenes of hunting, grazing,
dancing, wars and intercourse, which
can be considered as the painting history
of the northern nomadic minority. The
cliff painting, as an important form of
painting in the early human society, not

only possesses rich social connotation
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Cliff Painting in the Yinshan Mountains

This cliff painting depicts the scene of shooting
spears in ancient tribes’ armed conflicts.

also reflects the aesthetic taste and
artistic achievement of ancient human
beings. Linear structure, as the most
distinctive modeling method in cliff
paintings, has been applied to mural
paintings and remains an important part
of the mural art.

Though early cliff paintings were
neither drawn directly on walls of
buildings nor murals in real sense, they
indicated that ancestors had already
been able to show their inner desires and
life. It was this sense of artistic creation
that prompted the emergence of mural

paintings.
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Mural Paintings and
Architecture

The most distinctive feature
of the mural painting from
other painting forms is its close
relationship with architecture. As
decorations of architecture, the
mural is harmonious and unified
with the architecture only when its
contents and forms conform to the
architectural function, color, style,
environment and other factors.
For example, Mo Kao Grottoes at
Dunhuang, Gansu Province enjoys
world fame because the themes
and contents are highly consistent
with the religious functions. In
addition, although murals depend
on buildings, special methods
can be used to change building’s
environments. Adding more
depths can enlarge space, while
dividing walls into several parts can
narrow space. In short, murals and
architecture are two independent
artistic objects which complement
and promote each other.

> BEREEEE
Mural Painting in Mo Kao Grottoes at
Dunhuang, Gansu Province

c MEREHEREE
Mural Painting of Courtyard in Mo Kao
Grottoes at Dunhuang, Gansu Province
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> Development of Mural
Painting

As one of the most prestigious countries
for mural paintings, China is honored the
name of The Nation of Mural Paintings.
Since the Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-
256 B.C.), the tradition of decorating
palaces and tomb chambers with murals
has been followed. Since religious belief
thrived, murals with rich and colorful
contents were widely applied in temples
and grottoes. Throughout the history,
the Chinese mural started in the pre-Qin
period (approx. 2070 B.C.-221 B.C.),
prospered in the Tang Dynasty (618-907),
declined in the Song Dynasty (960-1279)
and was restored and developed since the
foundation of new China.

The Chinese mural was born in the
pre-Qin Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-
221 B.C.) and developed throughout the
Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-1600
B.C.), Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
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Painting of Ancient Chinese City

Since the mural is a painting form on architecture, its prosperity
largely depends on the development of cities and architecture.
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B.C.), and Western Zhou Dynasty (1046
B.C.-771 B.C.), Spring and Autumn
and Warring States Period (770 B.C.-
221 B.C.) and etc. Although it was hard
to identify its specific birth date, it was
clear that the independent works had
appeared in this period. In the tomb
of the Western Zhou Dynasty (1046
B.C.-771 B.C.) in Yangjiabu of Fufeng
County in Shaanxi Province, murals with

rhombus lattice and ribbon-like flowers
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Confucius

Confucius was a writer, thinker, educator, statesman, social activist and ancient literature sorter
and was honored the founder of Confucianism by descendant, ranking the first among World's
Top Ten Cultural Celebrities listed by the UNESCO. However, his achievements were not
gained overnight and his life was full of trials and tribulations: he lost his father at the age of
3 and his mother at 17; he engaged in a variety of occupations and wasn't a local official until
he was over 50; he started his 14 years’ journey to other kingdoms at the age of 54 and then
suffered siege, starvation, serious illness and other hardships; he finally went back to Kingdom
Lu (1042 B.C.-256 B.C.) at the age of 68 and began to sort ancient literature. Despite hardships,
he eventually became the great spiritual ancestor of Chinese nation and his quotations and
thoughts were recorded in Analects of Confucius, influencing the future generations.

« BE (FLFAEFIE)
Comics of Confucius Traveling Through All the Kingdoms
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and grass patterns were found, which
represented tomb murals in the Zhou
Dynasty (1046 B.C.-221 B.C.). In the
Spring and Autumn Period (770 B.C.-
476 B.C.), the mural was an important
art form and it was recorded that various
murals were painted on inner walls
and doors of many buildings. In this
period the themes focused on functions
of publicity and education more than
decorations. For example, the Family
Analects of Confucius recorded “When
Confucius visited the king’s ceremonial
hall, he saw paintings of both prominent
tribe leader Yao and tyrant Jie in the Xia
Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.)
and Zhou in the Shang Dynasty (1600
B.C.-1046 B.C.).” This indicated that in
the Spring and Autumn Period (770 B.C.-
476 B.C.) murals had already appeared
on doors or walls to tell people good and
evil and inspire people by history. In the
Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221B.
C.), when cities and architecture were
prosperous, murals further developed not
only in larger scales but also in various
subjects and contents, including sage
stories, heaven, earth, mountains, deities
and monsters and other series of figures
and landscapes using realist or romantic

methods.
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