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Murals Unearthed from Shanxi Province

Shang Tongliu, Ma Sheng

Located on the east edge of the Loess Plateau, Shanxi Province is embraced by Taihang and Liiliang Mountains on the
east and west, and furnished by mountains and rivers all over the territory. Since remote ancient times, Shanxi has been the
melting pot of agricultural cultures from the Central Plains and nomadic cultures from the northern steppe regions, and an
important distribution area of ancient murals in China; to date, more than 50 mural tombs from the Han to Ming Dynasties
have been found in Shanxi Province.

1. The Tomb Murals of the Han Dynasty

The murals in the brick-chamber tombs popularizing since the late Western Han Dynasty were still succeeding the motifs
of the lacquer painting on the coffins or the silk paintings on the coffin palls which were prevailing in the Warring-States
Period to the early Western Han Dynasty, which were celestial bodies, deities or decorative patterns for worshipping the
tomb occupants and guiding them into immortal world. These motifs vividly reflected the people’s views of life and death
and cosmology. In the Western Han Dynasty, the main burial types in Shanxi were earthen pit shaft tombs and earthen cave
tombs, brick-chamber tombs were rare and mainly distributed in the southern and southeastern regions.

In 1950s, a mural tomb was found at Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu County in southeastern Shanxi; it was a brick-chamber
tomb in rectangular plan with a small side chamber, by the features of the unearthed grave goods, it was dated as in Wang
Mang’s Xin Dynasty between the Western and Eastern Han Dynasties!"’. The murals were painted in way of “a layer of
clay mortar 0.5 to 1 cm thick tempered with wheat husks was applied to the walls first, then a layer of chalk plaster was
coated as the base on which the murals were painted”. The murals were sketched with light ink lines first, then the contours
and details of the figures and objects were traced with dark and thick ink lines, and then red, yellow, blue and other colors
were filled in to finish. The figures and objects were painted in simple and bold style, the lines were drawn fine and smooth
and the colors were applied rich and varied, and some features of the paintings in the Warring-States and the Western Han
Dynasty could be seen in these murals. On the vaulted ceiling of the main chamber, nine white cranes with long necks and
short tails were painted among flowing clouds and celestial bodies, “the background was filled with decorative patterns
without even an inch of blank left”. At the springing line of the cast wall, the sun was painted, and on that of the west wall,
the moon; the Four Supernatural Beings -- the Green Dragon (east), White Tiger (west) and Sombre Warrior (north) were
arranged by their directions, which implying that the ceiling was depicted as the heaven or immortal world. Below the
celestial scene, the top parts of the walls were decorated with mountains, rivers and other landscapes, and the scenes of
“Plowing with Oxen” on the west wall, “Sowing by Drill Seeder” on the north wall, and “courtyard”, “carriage and horse”,
farming and other secular rural lives (the lower parts were missing). The layout of the murals in rows was still coarse and
immature, and some of them were just simple bird’s eye view painted as outlines, but they were valuable pictorial material
for us to understand the agricultural society in the Han Dynasty.

In the early 1990s, a brick multi-chamber mural tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty was excavated in Wangcun Village at
Xiaxian County in southern Shanxi Province. Facing the west, it was composed of a corridor, a transverse front chamber
with two side chambers attached and two parallel rear chambers'. Because the plan and structure resembled the Type V
of the Eastern Han tombs of Shaogou Cemetery at Luoyang, the pottery tray, dishes and cups in the grave goods were also
similar in shapes and style to that in the Shaogou tombs and the style of the scripts on the fragments of the stele was also
similar to that of Cao Quan Tablet of the Eastern Han Dynasty, this tomb was dated as in the late Eastern Han Dynasty.
The walls of the front chamber and the rear chambers were all coated with a layer of lime plaster and another layer of fine
lime stucco as the base for the murals. The draft of the mural was scratched out with sharp sticks, and then color blocks

were applied to the spaces among the scratched lines to get rough figures; at last, fine but sinewy dark ink lines were drawn
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to figure out the contours and details of the figures and objects. On the hubs and flanges of the carriage wheels, traces of
compasses could be seen. The two walls of the corridor were separated into three registers with red lines, in each of which
formations of officials or warriors were painted, and all of the figures in these formations were facing outward as greeting.
The vaulted ceiling of the front chamber was decorated with closely arranged flowing clouds, and at the springing line
between the walls and the ceiling were the scene of “Immortals Guiding” in which were the undulating mountains and
immortals riding flying mythic beasts. The walls of the front chamber were separated into four registers with red lines each
of which was filled with procession formations facing to the entrance. In the middle of the east wall, which was facing the
entrance, were the portraits of the couple of the tomb occupants (General Pei, who was the governor of Anding Prefecture,
and his wife) seated together, on the left of whom were petty officials kneeling and paying respect. On the back wall of the
northern rear chamber, two hall-shaped architectural complexes enclosed by courtyards were painted. If we consider the
burial context of “the front chamber was used for worshipping and offering sacrifice, and the rear chambers were used to
interment”, then the portraits of the tomb occupants on the back wall (which was the central wall of the tomb) was the “tomb
occupants receiving the sacrifice”, and the architectural complexes on the back wall of the north rear chamber resembled

the residence of the tomb occupants in the afterworld.
2. The Tomb Murals of the Northern Dynasties

In the Three-Kingdoms Period to the Western Jin Dynasty (220-316 CE), because of the incessant warfare and turmoil
and the “Simple Burial” promoted by the rulers, mural tombs declined and disappeared for rather long time in Shanxi area.
In the Northern Dynasties, along with the communication and melting of the nomadic culture of the Xianbei people in
the Northern Frontier Zone and the agricultural culture of the Han people from the Central Plains, and the recovery of the
old custom of “setting worshipping symbols and offering sacrifices in the grave”, tomb murals revived and entered a new
developing stage.

In Shaling Village at Datong City in northern Shanxi Province, a mural tomb was excavated; by the ink-written
inscription on the fragment of lacquer ware, it was dated as in the first year of Taiyan Era (435 CE) of the Northern Wei
Dynasty™. This tomb was roughly in a square plan; the ceiling had been caved in but the murals on the walls of the corridor
and chamber were still preserved almost intact, which provided invaluable pictorial materials for the researches on the
procession organizations, costumes and equipments, funeral ceremonies and burial customs of the Northern Wei Dynésty.
The base of the murals was a layer of lime mortar applied to the brick walls over which a layer of lime plaster mixed with
color was coated; the drafts were drawn with red lines and the outlines and details were traced with ink lines. The drawing
strokes were free and varying, and colors of red, black and blue were applied to the places where they were suitable.
Compared to the drawing skills of the wooden board paintings of Sima Jinlong’s tomb, which were relaxed and rhythmic,
the uneven, sturdy and vigorous skill of the Shaling Northern Wei mural tomb showed a plain and natural style, while the
combined skills of stroking and wrinkling were applied intentionally in the mural paintings.

Like the wooden board paintings and sarcophagus murals of the same time in Shanxi', the murals in this tomb
also followed the old layout of the murals in the tombs of the Han Dynasty, which was arranging scenes of sacrificing
ceremonies and processions in registers bordered by lines. At the remaining springing line of the vaulted ceiling, the wall
was separated into many columns with red lines, in which mythic animals in various shapes and postures were painted. On
the top register of east wall, attendants and maids facing each other were painted, the formations of which were stretching
to the top registers of the south and north walls; in the middle register of the east wall were the portraits of the couple of
the tomb occupants holding fly whisk made of reindeer’s tail and round fan in hands and seated in central hall with hipped
roof, flanked by attendants, servants, saddled horses and readied ox carts. This might be the “tomb occupants receiving
offerings”. On the north wall were formations of chariots and cavalry for procession and on the south wall were scenes of
feasting and cooking separated by fences.

A mural tomb of the Northern Wei Dynasty excavated at Huairen County had front and rear chambers (the front chamber
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had two side chambers); on the tomb bricks, the impressed inscription “Danyang Wang (the Prince of Danyang)” was seen,
but this “Danyang Wang” did not have corresponding records in historic literature. On the walls of the passageway and the
chambers, no traces of murals were found, only on the ends of the corridor between the passageway and the front chamber
were painted a door god on each side. The door gods had four arms, each of which was holding an object: spear, Vajra (a
weapon used in Buddhism), drumstick, or streamer, or making a mudra (hand gestures with special meanings); their chests,
abdomens and feet were bared, only the bodies below the waists were dressed with striped skirts; the door god on the west
wall was standing by both feet on the two hands of a woman, and the one on the cast wall was standing by one foot on the
ground and the other on the downward bending waist of a goat. This type of door god was obviously influenced by the
Lokapala (Dharma Protector) in Buddhist art, and these two door god figures in this tomb are the only case of this type of
tomb patron saints seen in Shanxi Province to date.

The mural tombs of the Northern Qi Dynasty found so far in Shanxi Province were mainly distributed in Jinzhong
Prefecture and nearby Taiyuan City. Shedi Huiluo’s tomb, which was located at Jiajiazhuang Village, Shouyang County,
was a single-chamber tomb built in the first year of Heqing Era (562 CE) of the Northern Qi Dynasty"’. On the obverse of
the lintel of the tomb entrance, a Scarlet Bird was painted; on the reverse, honeysuckle patterns were painted as decoration.
On the two door leaves were Green Dragon and White Tiger. On each of the two side walls of the corridor, one dancer
and three attendants were painted and on the side walls of the tomb chamber were cross-shaped pattern. The murals were
sketched with light ink lines, the contours were drawn with thick dark ink lines and the details were traced out with thin
dark ink lines, and then various colors were applied as needed. Human figures and mythic animal figures were both depicted
vivid and smooth, and with three-dimensional effects.

Lou Rui’s tomb, which was located at Wangguo Village, Jinci Township, Taiyuan City, was built in the first year of
Wuping Era (570 CE) of the Northern Qi Dynasty. This tomb consisted of a long ramped passageway, a tunnel, a ventilating
shaft, a corridor, a square tomb chamber with curved walls and a door linking the corridor and the chamber®. The murals in
this tomb were painted into registers, the figures of people and animals in which were depicted true to life with sophisticated
skills. The murals on the two side walls of the ramped passageway were divided into three registers each, the top one of
which were cavalry and camel caravan formations, the middle one were groups of mounted cavalrymen, and the bottom one
were saddled horses and buglers blowing long horns. “The processions in these three registers were arranged in tidy orders,
which would be the depiction of the formations of guards and attendants of the Xianbei aristocrats when they were on the
way outgoing and homecoming.” L

In the same scene with the playing buglers in the bottom register (the tunnel to the south of the ventilating shaft had
co]laﬁsed before the excavation, so it is not clear that if the facade over the entrance had murals or not) were figures of
warriors painted on the walls of the tunnel, and again in the same scene with them were the guards bearing sword painted
on the bottom registers of the two side walls of the ventilating shaft. In the top registers of the side walls of the ventilating
shaft were immortals holding objects, on the north wall of the ventilating shaft over the corridor, a Mani Pearl was painted
and on the south wall of the ventilating shaft were flying mythic beasts. On the tomb door in the middle of the corridor,
dragon and tiger were painted; on the corridor side walls both inside and outside the door, figures of attendants were
painted. On the top of the ceiling of the tomb chamber, the sun, the moon and other celestial bodies were painted, and traces
of the twelve zodiac animals and winged immortals riding dragon could still be identified on the north and cast sides of
the ceiling. On the north wall was the feasting scene of the couple of the tomb occupants, who were seated abreast under a
canopy and surrounded by musicians and guards of honor holding music instruments, fans and so on. On the cast and west
walls were the formations of readied horses, ox carts and lines of attendants, and on the south wall flanking the entrance
were lines of guards.

All of the murals in Lou Rui’s tomb were painted on the lime stucco base applied to the brick walls or cut-out earthen
walls; the drafts were taken by thin sticks and the outlines and details were drawn with ink lines, the skill of which was
animate and smooth, showing both strength and flexibility. The foreheads, cheeks and chins of the human figures were
dotted with cinnabar, and the color was fading gradually to show the sense of fleshiness. The fading painting method of
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