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Frescoes of ancient China refer to the paintings on the walls of various constructions ( in-
cluding palaces, temples and tombs ) and make up a brilliant page in the history of Oriental
culture. This distinctive traditional art reflects the belief, worship, customs and fashions of
ancient China. The extant ancient frescoes may be distinguished into two major categories:
(1) frescoes found in ancient buildings aboveground, mainly kept in grotto temples before
the Tang Dynasty;(2) frescoes unearthed mainly from tombs of various dynasties by the
archaeological workers. At present, most of the frescoes are of the first category, e.g., the
frescoes kept in Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang County, Gansu Province, which amount to
45,000 spuare metres. But in view of the prospect, the second category ( frescoes unearthed
from tombs ) have much greater potentialities. Take just the Tang Dynasty for example,
there are eighteen imperial tombs in Shaanxi Province that have not been excavated. It is
quite likely to discover a considerable amount of frescoes in them. The subject matters of
the frescoes in the grotto temples are mainly stories from Buddhist scriptures, while frescoes
from the tombs have a wider range of themes, mostly concerned with the social status, posi-
tion and life of the deceased, and can directly reflect the social style and features of that
time. As to the methods of preservation and exhibition, the frescoes in grotto temples are all
kept and exhibited on the spot. At present, with a view to ensuring a long-term preservation,
most of the grottoes have to be closed for the time being, giving little opportunity for public
display; the frescoes from tombs, however, can be moved off and preserved, and under well-
arranged conditions for exhibition, they can produce better social effects.

The earliest tomb frescoes in China are the two pieces of consecutive rhombic patterns
painted on the walls of a Western Zhou tomb on Yangjiabao Village, Fufeng County, Shaan-
xi Province. Tomb frescoes are also found in the Warring States Period and the Qin, Han,
Wei, Jin, Sui, Tang, Song, Liao, Jin and Yuan Dynasties, but the Tang-tomb frescoes are
unparalleled whether in the amount unearthed or in artistic value. The majority of Tang
tombs containing frescoes have been found in Shaanxi Province, converging mainly in the
area around the city of Chang'an {now Xi'an) and its vicinities. Most of them are tombs of
relatives of the imperial family, influential bureaucrats and high officials. According to in-
complete statistics, the number of Tang tombs containing frescoes, discovered in Shaanxi, is
way over 60 (in more than 40 of these tombs, frescoes have been taken off and well kept).
The frescoes from Tang tombs collected by Shaanxi History Museum come from about 25
tombs, adding up to 1,000 square metres, and thus rank first among the cultural institutions,
museums and archaeological units in our country.

Frescoes From Tang tombs were found in Shaanxi successively from 1952 up to 1989.
They are painted on a layer of mud, straw and lime, only 1—1.5cm thick, on the walls. The
foundation of the painting is rather instable. Moreover, there is a great difference between
the environmental conditions inside the underground tombs and those on the surface of the
ground. As more than a thousand years have elapsed, the frescoes are highly liable to
weathering, once they are unearthed. There are considerable difficulties in their preservation
and exhibition, so that the original frescoes have never been shown to the public. Once an
American ancient glass specialist wished to observe with his own eyes the original fresco de-
picting a palace maid holding a high-pedestal glass unearthed from the Tomb of Princess
Yongtai. He had to make three special trips to Xi'an to have his wish realized. Like the Terra-
cotta Warriors and Horses of Qin First Emperor’s Mausoleum and the Rare Treasures
from the underground hall beneath the tower in Famen Temple, the Frescoes from Tang
tombs in Shaanxi are also the cultural gems that attract worldwide attention. In view of the
high prerequisites for their preservation and exhibition, the frescoes from Tang tombs
appear more delicate and precious.

The ancient cultural relics may be distinguished, according to the material, into five



major categories:(1) bronze wares, including bronze mirrors and coins; (2) ceramics, including
ancient glass, tricoloured glazed pottery of the Tang Dynasty, pottery figurines and building
materials; (3) gold, silver and jade articles, including gold- and silver-plated bronze wares; (4)
stone carvings, including stone tablets and inscriptions; (5) frescoes from Tang tombs. Com-
pared with the other kinds of rehics, the tomb frescoes can reflect the style and features of
ancient society more vividly and truly. Therefore frescoes from Tang tombs provide not only
valuable data for the history of fine arts, but also vivid and true materials for the social his-
tory of the Tang Dynasty.

The themes of frescoes from Tang tombs cover mainly the following eight aspects:

(1) The Four Supernatural Beings: used to indicate directions. The Blue Dragon and the
White Tiger are usually painted on the eastern and western walls of the tomb passage, while
the Scarlet Bird and the Sombre Tortoise and Snake on the southern and northern walls re-
spectively.

(2) Celestial Bodies: painted on the dome of the tomb chamber in which the coffin is
placed. These frescoes have been found in the Tombs of Prince Yide, Prince Zhanghuai and
Princess Yongtai, etc. The removal and restoration of such dome frescoes are most difficult.

(3) Religion: The theme here is quite different in content from the events in Buddhist
scriptures depicted on the frescoes in grotto temples. Take the fresco of Buddist and Taoist
temples unearthed {rom the Tomb of Li Shou for example, not only the constructions are
drawn in meticulous details, but the various figures (monks, Taoist priests, boy servants,
odd-jobmen, male and female believers, etc.) are also lifelike.

(4) Architecture: The most well-known is the fresco of the imperial palace and towers
from the Tomb of Prince Yide. The picture is as high as 2.8 metres. The painted corridors,
halls and platforms are grand and magnificent, and the upturned eaves on the roof and the
doors, windows and colonnades are sketched with the utmost precision. These are really the
most valuable visual materials of ancient architecture,

(5) The Guard of Honour: including the flags, weapons, the retinue, guards and display
of halberds. These serve toidentify the social status, position and rank of the deceased. The
fresco depicting the ceremonial display at the Prince’s grand court painted on the eastern
wall of the passage of Prince Yide's Tomb is 3.5 metres high and 7.2 metres wide, containing
three chariots, over thirty horses and nearly one hundred figures, presenting an imposing
view. The number of halberds on display is drawn up strictly according to the rank system.

(6) Hunting: The nobles of the Tang Dynasty loved hunting, virtually to display military
exploits and to show their constant vigilance. The fresco depicting a hunting procession
from the Tomb of Prince Zhanghuai is 1-2 metres high and 8.9 metres long. With pine trees
and blue mountains as the background and two camels carrying supplies and gear in the
rear, the forty and more hunters on their horses are galloping to the hunting ground. The
composition of the picture is well-balanced, the images very vivid, and the colours still tresh.
It is a gem of the frescoes from Tang tombs.

(7) Various Phases of Life: Frescoes that reflect life in the imperial palace include the
picture of eunuchs from the Tomb of Prince Yide and the picture of palace maids from the
Tomb of Princess Yongtai; those reflecting cultural life include the picture of playing polo
from the Tomb of Prince Zhanghuai, the picture of musicians playing flute and xiac (a ver-
tical bamboo flute) from the Tomb of Li Shuang, and the picture of huteng dancing and
music from the Tomb of Su Sixu; those depicting the family life of the nobles are, e.g., the
picture of a maidservent holding a tray of fruits and another a cup and a kettle from the
Tomb of Princess of Fangling, the picture of a maidservant carrying a jug from the Tomb of
Prince Zhanghuai, and the picture of menservants carrying a box from the Tomb of Su Sixu;
those depicting agricultural production are, e.g., the picture of furrow drilling and the picture



of oxen ploughing from the Tomb of Li Shou. This part of frescoes are richest and most col-
ourful in content and are thus quite precious.

(8) Friendly Intercourse between the Tang Empire and All Its Neighbouring Countries:
This is shown in the cultural features, such as music, dancing, utensils and costume. The pic-
tures of receiving foreign guests on the two walls of the passage of Prince Zhanghuai's
Tomb depict the occasion when the officials of the Department of Protocol receive the diplo-
matic envoys from the Eastern Roman Empire, Korea, Tazi, Gaochang, Tibet, ete. The
national characteristics of the foreign envoys appear vivid and lifelike. These are the well-
known original frescoes that reflect the diplomatic etiquette of the Tang Dynasty.

Frescoes from Tang tombs cover a wide range of subject matters and make up a grand
picture scroll depicting the social style and features of the Tang Dynasty. In order to pre-
serve this batch of rare treasures better and bring about an early public exhibition of the orig-
inal works, we already made a plan to built a fresco display storehouse (with a floor space
of 1,000 square metres) and a fresco-restoring room (with a floor space of 300 odd square
metres) when preparations were started for the construction of Shaanxi History Museum in
1983. At the time when the construction of Shaanxi History Museum has been basically
completed and the Muscum is going to be open to the public, the Administrative Bureau of
Museums and Archaeological Data of Shaanxi Provincial People’s Government, after re-
peated and careful consideration, has given the approval that, under well-prepared conditions
for exhibition, our Museum may put on an Exhibition of the Original Frescoes from Tang
Tombs to be opened simultaneously with the Exhibition of Ancient History of Shaanxi, the
basic exhibition of our Museum, to offer to the Chinese and foreign visitors who have been
longing to see the true frescoes from Tang tombs. This is an important event in the history
of cultural exhibitions in China as well as in the whole world. The first public display of the
original frescoes will certainly bring about an extensive publicity and a deep-going research,
especially on such scphisticated subjects as the conditions for preservation and exhibition,
concerning the frescoes from Tang tombs.

This pictorial volume contains 62 photos of the Tang-tomb frescoes kept in our Museum
(mainly those shown in this exhibition, including some photographed in part). Appended are
a list of Tang tombs in Shaanxi from which frescoes have been unearthed, a chart showing
the distribution of such Tang tombs, and brief biographies of the occupants of the Tang
tombs concerned. We hope this volume may help the visitors to appreciate and study the
frescoes from Tang tombs.
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A Full View of Shaanxi History Museum
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Brief Biographies of the Occupants of the Tang Tombs Concerned
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Wei Jiong (677-692 A.D.) younger brother of Empress Wei, wife of Emperor Zhongzong.
When he was at the age of 7, Emperor Zhongzong was dethroned, and he was exiled with his
parents. He died at the age of 16 in Rongzhou Prefecture. When Emperor Zhongzong was
reinstated, the titles of Minister of Ceremony, Prefectural Governor of Bingzhou and Prince
of Huaiyang were conferred on him, and his coffin was moved back and buried in Chang'an.
In 710 A.D., Empress Wei staged a rebellion and was killed, and all the tombs of the Wei
family were excated and razed to the ground.
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Li Shuang (593-668 A.D.) also styled Qianyou. In the early years of Zhenguan (title of
Emperor Taizong's reign), he was appointed the Imperial Censor. Once a county magistrate
committed a minor crime, and Smperor Taizong was about to have him beheaded, but owing
to Li Shuang's earnest remonstrance the magistrate was finally exonerated. Later, he stayed
at home keeping vigil beside his mother's bier and carried earth himself to build the tomb.
This was commended by the imperial court and a banner of virtue was awarded him. He
finally gained the post of Advisory Official with a Silver Seal and Blue Ribbon, acting as
Minister of Memorial Ceremony in charge of criminal cases.
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Li Xianhui (685-701 A.D.) the seventh daughter of Emperor Zhongzong of the Tang Dynasty.
At first the title of Prefectural Princess Yongtai was conferred on her. At the age of 17, she
was poisoned by her grandmother, Empress Wu Zetian, because she passed whispered com-
ments on the Empress’ frequent summoning of Zhang Yizhi brothers (the Empress’ favourite
officials) into the palace. After Emperor Zhongzong ascended the throne, she was given the
title of Princess and buried in an attendant tomb near Qianling Mausoleum.
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Su Sixu (670-745 AL also styled Youghi, was from Wugong County. He gained the post of
Advisory Official with a Silver Seal and Blue Ribbon, acting as a secondary official of the
Bureau of Eunuchs, similar in rank o the Highest Meritorious Military Officer, with a fief of
A0 households, and was later promoted to a county earl, wath a fiel of 70 households.
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Mistress of Wangquan County, née Xue (687710 A D) was the second daughter of Princess
Taiping. Her father's name was Xue Shao. Empress Wo Zetan conferred a ttle on her, and
Emperor Buizong granted a Del of 300 households to her an addimon. She died voung at the
age of 24,

FW A —FTAE  EEETFME AT MHET U HEHEE - T8 HENR
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Li Feng {623-674 A1) the fifteenth son of Emperor Gaozu (L1 Yuan) of the Tang Dynasty.
At first, the title of Prince You was conferred on him, and, at the age of 14, the utle of Prince
Guo, He was successively appomnted the Prefectural Governors of Guozhou, Yuzhou and
Cingzhou. After his death, he was given the official titles of Minister of Culture, and Military
Crovernor of Yangzhou Prefecture, with the posthumous tile “Zhuang”. He was bunied 0 an
attendant temh near Xianhng Mausoleum.
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Yang Xuanlie (802-863 AL} an eunuch of the Later Tang Dynasty, During the reign of
Emperor Xuanzong (847-859% he was appointed as Military Supervisor to the Military Arcas
of Western Zhepang, Xiangvang and Zipng successively, and finally gained the post of
Advisory Official with a Silver Seal and Blue Ribbon. He resigned at the age of 59 and was
granted, at the age of 62, the titles of Superintendent of Bureau of Eunuchs in charge of-
palace maids’ quarters, the Highest Meritonious Military Officer and Marquis of Hongnong
County, with a fief of 1L households,

BESE A6 BOAF L o BHA N A RH B - PR ER - UEHEME
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Princess of Fangling (A19-673 AT} the sixth daughter of Emperor Gaozu, At first the title
of Princess of Yongjia was conferred on her and in 643 AL} her fief was changed 1o Fang-
ling Prefecture She was first married to a man named Dou Fengiie and then married a
second time to a man named Helan Sengpa. Afwer her death, she was bursd moan artendant
t{}m'] Tar xi.'-l.:n]L:n;{ h“HllH‘]]l'l][T].
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Li Shou (577-630 A.D.) also styled Shentong, brother of an uncle of Emperor Gaozu (Li
Yuan). Towards the end of the Sui Dynasty, Li Yuan led an army into Chang'an, and Li
Shou raised an armed force in Huxian County in response. When the Tang Dynasty was
founded, Li Shou was made Prince of Huat'an. After his death, he was granted the title of
Minister of Public Works, with the posthumous title “Jing” (hence Prince Jing). He was
placed in Emperor Gaozu's Temple to share the sacrifices.
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Li Xian (655-684 A.D.) the sixth son of Emperor Gaozong. He was made the Crown Prince at
the age of 22, Once he summoned a group of scholars to annotate The Book of the Later
Han Dynasty, in which he played the leading role. He was deposed and became one among
the populace at the age of 27, and was driven to suicide at the age of 31. In 706 A.D., he was
buried as Prince Yong in an attendant tomb near Qianling Mausoleum and, in 711 A.D., he
was posthumously recognized as the Crown Prince with the title “Zhanghuai” (hence Prince

Zhanghuai).

FEM (683701 B~ HARESTEIBEEE « 168HAT - 105MERES
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Li Chongrun (683-701 A.D.) the eldest son of Emperor Zhongzong. He was proclaimed the
imperial heir to the Crown Prince by his grandfather Emperor Gaozong as soon as he was
born, and the title of Prince Shao was conferred on him when he was 16, At the age of 19,
his grandmother Empress Wu Zetian had him flogged to death, because he passed whispered
comments on the Empress’ frequent summoning of Zhang Yizhi brothers into the palace.
When Emperor Zhongzong was reinstated, he was posthumously recognized as the
Crown Prince with the title “Yide”. In 706 A.D., he was buried in an attendant tomb near
Qianling Mausoleum.
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