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Preface

This book, embodied the author’s many years’effort, is a fine collection of “the ancient architectural murals
in Shaanxi province”. Its publication deserves to be called a gift in a new era for the cause of preservation and
study of historical and cultural heritage in Shaanxi province. It is significant and praiseworthy.

When people mention the history and culture of Shaanxi, they are always talking about the Zhou, Qin, Han,
and Tang Dynasties. Indeed, for its plenty historical and cultural heritage, Shaanxi province occupies a very
important position in the history of Chinese civilization and Shaanxi is world-renowned. The Neolithic Period
when the culture of color-painted pottery was flourished, the Western Zhou Dynasty and Qin Dynasty when the
reunification was achieved in ancient China, the Han Dynasty when agricultural production was restored and
developed, and especially the Tang Dynasty, with a liberal political environment and economic and cultural
boom, held the leading position in the world at that time, they are the glorious periods that Chinese people are
proud of. The historical periods of the Zhou, Qin, Han and Tang Dynasties are scholars’ major concern as well
as the focus of their archaeological researches and studies in Shaanxi. Perhaps for this reason, we don’t pay
deserved attention to the other historical and cultural heritage except the Zhou, Qin, Han, and Tang Dynasties.
The studies and publishing of this book cover the historical blank from the Song Dynasty and Yuan Dynasty to
the end of the Qing Dynasty and the 1910s.

Admittedly, over years, we are lack of awareness and study of the ancient architectural murals after the Five
Dynasties. With only some scattered information and texts concerned, we haven’t carried out an in-depth and
systematic investigation and research about them. Liu Hexin and Luo Chang’an, both of them observant and
conscientious, are two practitioners of archaeological studies of cultural relics. They made a lot of field trips and
information-collection, traveling the existing monasteries, Daoism temples, temples, pagodas, and other ancient
temples sat in nearly 100 counties, cities and districts, photographing about 1000 murals, and selecting more
than 300 pieces of representative and precious murals to compile this book. This is very difficult. From the
perspective of protecting Chinese cultural heritage, the authors have done the pioneering work of the rescuing
and addendum, which is of great value; and from the perspective of publishing it, the book is a meaningful start
for both the overall arrangement of the information and macro-research about the existing murals of ancient
buildings in this region, which is admirable.

Based on the content of murals, the authors historically and scientifically divide the murals of Shaanxi’s
ancient architecture since the Song and Yuan Dynasties into 7 categories, namely, religious themes, historical
figures and stories, myths and legends, other folk themes, landscapes, architecture and decorative patterns,
among which the precedent ones take up the majority. From the content of the murals, we can find that the
architectural painting art since the Song and Yuan Dynasties, which was on the basis of the tradition in the Tang
Dynasty, was changing gradually. The overall trend is gradually from strong religious-oriented to secularization.
The murals, whether on Buddhist themes only or a combination of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism, reflect
people’s pursuit for harmony and symbiosis. These ideas are also our deserved concerns in the studies of the
murals.

When I am reading the recorded murals in this book respectfully, I am feeling very excited. This is indeed
an all-inclusive scroll of the history, a real portrayal of our ancestors’ social life at that time, both covering a
broad range and detailed information. The book includes people’s customs and conventions at that time, their
ideology, religious awareness, production and living conditions, etc. The book records some major historical
events and preserves historical traditions and ideologies, which carries lots of historical significances and is
very helpful for education. For example, the murals in Cangjie Temple are about the war between Emperor Yan
and Huang, about Emperor Huang’s moral achievements as well as all kinds of inventions in that period. Guo
Ziyi Memorial Hall is decorated with the paintings about the heroes in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms as
well as the customs, landscapes, and common people’s working and daily activities at that time. There are also



paintings of Wulao Tu and 24 Filial Sons, which are of moral education and indoctrination. In Dayu Temple,
there are murals about Dayu’s receiving assignments, Guan Gong’s ordering his men and the natural sceneries
and fairy stories such as watching the tide and Buddhist crossing the sea. There are also depictions about
people’s drinking, entertainment and traveling. These pictures, reflecting people's moral, ideological and social
life at that time, are the truth portrayal of history.

In these murals, except the ones about major historical events, some of them have a fairly high artistic
value, especially those from the Yuan Dynasty, which were depicted by famous artists, with gorgeous color,
proficient painting skill, and precise composition. These murals clearly show the artists’ great talent and they’re
worth cherishing. Special attention and careful preservation should be given to those murals with a historical
background. From the drawing techniques, the murals since the Tang and Yuan Dynasties have something to do
with the political, economical and cultural center’s shifting towards east. Even when these murals are comparable
with those in Yong Le Palace in Shanxi province, which separated by a river from Shaanxi province, they are
almost the same. Here I would like to point out that when we carry on our studies and make comparisons both
from the horizontal and vertical angle, we should take notice of both the relationship between inheriting and
utilizing, and different characteristics of each as well as the causes for their different characteristics.

The murals collected into this book and the image materials which have not yet been included are valuable
cultural heritage and carrier of the culture. We should preserve them carefully, conscientiously study them, and
carry them forward. At present, our most important work is to discover and preserve the murals. According to
the reflection of author, most murals have been destroyed or are being destroyed, and some construction murals
are exposed in the open air, corrupted by wind and rain, and in the state of gradual disappearance. We should
take great efforts to protect these murals, so as to keep them complete. I hope that heritage conservation sectors
at all levels, and related administrative leaders can pay attention to this reality, take practical approaches to
preserve these murals. This will leave a valuable asset for our future generations.

The protection and study of the ancient cultural heritage is an important sign for a civilized society. With
the deepening of the country's reforming and opening up and the rapid development of economic construction,
the investment in heritage preservation is also increasing rapidly. If in the past, we have ignored the remote
areas for a long time and certain scattered cultural relics, then now sufficient attention should be given to them.
Here I also urge relevant departments to intensify their efforts to increase input into the cultural heritage protection,
speed up the pace of technology to preserve ancient architectural murals, so that the conservation of our ancient
architectural murals and other heritage in all, can have a significant progress and make greater achievements.
Mentioned by the author in this book, the villagers in many parts are living in extremely poor conditions, day
after day, year after year, and overcome various difficulties to protect those ancient architectural murals on the
brink of destruction. Their love for the motherland’s historical and cultural heritage should be respected by the
society and also be carried forward.

The publishing of Ancient Architectural Murals Art is a gratifying event for the research on cultural relics
and archeology in Shaanxi. Through the publishing of this book, on one hand, as workers on cultural heritage,
we should enhance our awareness of heritage conservation, and effectively implement at every heritage point
throughout the province. On the other hand, we should organize the specialists to carry out the investigation and
research on the ancient architectural murals in order to really understand the colorful cultural connotation and
great historical value embodied in these murals and to make up for our lack of knowledge about them, by which
scientific research can be further developed and promoted to a higher level.

The authors of this book have enough insight to discover these cultural “pearls”, and they discovered the
“pearls” and got it, which is worth celebration. These achievements deserve our cherishing. I hope that not only
in the study of ancient cultures, but also in the creation of new cultures, there will be “pearls” or cultural
products like “pearls”, picked up and shown so as to expand the field of our cultural life, to increase the level of
our cultural life and to keep stepping towards to a better world.

Such is the preface.

Shi Xingbang
Spring, 2008
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The location of the temple construction murals
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