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Murals Unearthed From Shaanxi Province

Zhang Yun

This volume collects all of the ancient murals unearthed in Shaanxi Province since the founding of the People’s Republic.
The dates of the murals covered 14 dynasties spanning about 2000 years since the Qin State of the Warring-States Period to
the Yuan Dynasty. The over 600 murals collected in this volume truly reflected the social lives, ritual concepts, ideologies,
ideals and painting arts of their respective periods. They are a huge volume written by the ancient people with color inks
and an invaluable history work much more precise, more objective and more vivid than textual historic works.

Decorating walls and expressing moods with murals is the embodiment of the integration of ancient people’s wisdom
and artisanship. The murals can be classified into two types: the first is the architectural murals in palaces, monasteries and
temples, which are created in the architectures above the ground and seldom preserved for long time and therefore very
rare and valuable. Only three pieces of this kind of murals are collected in this volume, all of which are unearthed from the
ruins of the porch walls of the front gate of Palace Site No. 3 of the Qin State in the Warring-States Period, and collected in
Xianyang Museum and Shaanxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology, respectively.! They are the earliest court murals found
to date representing the top level of the painting art of the Qin State in the Warring-States Period. The artists recreated the
toughness of the Qin people and their pursuit of triumphs by the swift and powerful poses of the steeds, chariots and drivers
painted with thick and dark outlines and light colors and accurate and true-to-life imaging. These murals displayed the
striking artistic achievements of this state originated in the Wei River Valley and known by its strength and braveness more
than twenty centuries ago. The second type is the tomb murals which are created in the underground environments and
preserved much more and better than the architectural murals: these tomb murals are the invaluable treasures of Chinese
traditional painting art with long history and uninterrupted developing sequence. Compared to the handed down paintings
in traditional collections and the murals in palaces and religious architectures, the tomb murals have special significance
and unique motifs. Since the unification of the Qin Empire, the present-day Shaanxi Province became the first candidate of
the capitals of the dynasties in the following more than one thousand years, and of course became the center of the cultures
and arts of the highest levels. The prototyped murals have been found in the tombs earlier than the Han Dynasty. In the Han
Dynasty, the tomb murals were interpreting the understandings to the death and the fanciful imagination to the afterworld
of the people at that time with vivid figures and brilliant colors. On the other hand, the tomb murals of the Sui and Tang
Dynasties are the true reappearance of the lavish lives of the prominent nobles and elites. As for the tomb murals of the
Song and Yuan Dynasties, which are painted with subtle touches and dexterous skills, they are mostly the depictions of the
sedative daily lives and the pursuits of happiness, high social statuses and longevity in the present world.

Except for the ones unearthed from the palace ruins of the Qin State in Xianyang, all of the murals collected in this
volume are that from tombs of the dynasties and periods since the Western Han Dynasty. Now let us have an outlined

introduction to these tomb murals from the following four aspects.

1. The Emergence, Development and Maturity of Tomb Murals

As the decorations of the afterworld residences, the earliest tomb murals found so far in Shaanxi would be the rhombus
pattern painted with white color on the four walls of the grave of Tomb No. 4 in Yangjiapu Cemetery of the Western Zhou
Dynasty in Fufeng County'” and the unidentifiable designs painted with dark ink on the walls of a tomb in the Qinjiagou
Cemetery of the Eastern Zhou Period in Baoji County."”’ However, the tomb wall decorations of this period were only simple
geometric patterns without any concrete meanings. A brick-chamber tomb of the late Western Han Dynasty excavated in
the campus of Xi’an Jiaotong University' at the end of 1980s had murals with motifs of curling clouds, celestial bodies,
auspicious animals and procession of cavalry and chariots painted with garish colors, mysterious shapes and com;;ositions

and complex arrangements and masterly techniques. In recent years, another brick-chamber mural tomb of the late Western
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Han Dynasty with vault ceiling was recovered in the campus of Xi’an University of Technology in the southern suburb of
Xi’an City™ had rather different motifs, which are cavalry processions, hunting, music and dancing performances, cockfight
and so on, painted animatedly and vividly with simple but strong strokes. These murals could be seen as the topflight
masterpieces of this period. In 2008, a Western Han mural tomb excavated on the construction site of Qujiang New District
in the southern suburb of Xi’an City had figures of numerous attendants and strong guardians, the modeling of which are
somewhat stiff but the images are all painted very large, showing a special feature in the tomb murals of the Western Han
Dynasty.”” The designing, compositions, drawing skills and coloring techniques of the murals of these three tombs show
high maturity, hinting that they were not the primitive artworks but the results of a long-time evolution from the simple
geometric patterns to the depictions of realities with beforehand conception before then Han Dynasty.

In the Eastern Han Dynasty, the amount of tomb murals increased in a large way; to date, mural tombs of this period are
found in western and northern parts of Shaanxi Province. However, the tomb murals found in these regions usually show
some immature features, such as tedious motifs, inept skills and inconsistent scales, which might be because they were not
located in the central regions of culture and art and therefore these murals could not represent the top level of the painting
art of that period. Nevertheless, the contents of these murals had rich folkloric flavors, the motifs of which are mainly the
daily lives, amusements and other scenes of the manorial economy of the powerful landlords. The contents of these murals
hinted that the tomb occupants would be the local magnates and the painters would be the folk craftsmen. The amount and
distribution areas of the tomb murals in the Eastern Han Dynasty both showed that this type of decoration of the afterworld
residences had been introduced to the remote areas and become more and more popular, albeit the painting techniques were
not fully developed.

Very few mural tombs of the Southern and Northern Dynasties Period have been found so far in Shaanxi Province. Of
these tombs, those of Yuwen Tong!”’ and An Jia™ are the tombs of two officials. The murals in their tombs took very small
proportions of the walls and all of them were painted sketchily on very thin and coarse base or without any base at all.
Compared to the murals of the Eastern Han Dynasty, the human figures and floral designs were painted more accurately,
elaborately and to more proper scales with rather experienced skills but the poses and airs of the human figures were still
somewhat stiff and dull.

The short-lived Sui Dynasty did not leave us plenty of underground cultural heritage; only two precisely dated mural
tombs of this period have been found in Shaanxi Province to date. The preserved murals in these tombs demonstrated
the following characteristics: (1) the occupants of these mural tombs were in very high statuses; 2) the murals occupied
much larger areas in the tombs; almost all of the walls were decorated with murals; (3 the arrangement of the motifs in
the different parts of the tomb was generally defined and became the basic mode of the layouts of the tomb murals of the
Tang Dynasty; @) the processing techniques and painting skills were substantially developed, the details of the murals were
carefully depicted and the efforts were mainly made to recreate the true-to-life images; (5 the layout styles were strictly
followed but the vigor was insufficient; ©) the base of the murals was applied in somehow given procedure and much
thicker than that of the earlier murals. In short, the Sui Dynasty was an important stage for the tomb mural art to rise into a
higher level and become more mature and for the themes and compositions of the tomb murals to become modularized.

The Tang Empire was the climax of the cultures and arts of the feudalism period of China, and the social economy was
also developed to the highest level. During this time, the tombs of imperial family members and officials were mostly
decorated with murals, and the governments had specialized agencies and personnel in charge of the funeral affairs of these
people with high rank or special statuses, including the tomb construction and mural designing and painting.

In the almost three centuries of the sovereignty of the Tang Dynasty, the tomb murals experienced the flourishing,
declining and depressing stages, which closely corresponded to that of the Tang Empire. In the Early Tang and the early
stage of the High Tang Periods, the funeral systems were executed strictly and the grandiose and elaborate murals could
only be used in the tombs of the imperial family members and high-ranked officials, which was succeeded from that of

the Sui Dynasty. In the High Tang Period, lavish and wasteful burial custom became more and more popular. The murals \



