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WALL PAINTINGS OF THE SIXTEEN KINGDOMS
TOMB AT JIUQUAN

(synopsis)

Chinese archaeologists discovered a brick tomb of the Sixteen Kingdoms Period near the village of
Dingjiazha, 8 kilometers northwest of Jiuquan City, Gansu Province in August, 1977. It was named the
Dingjiazha Tomb No. 5 at Jiuquan.

The tomb base lies 12 m. below earth surface. In front of the tomb is a sloping passage, 33 m. long
and 1.42 m. wide. The tomb gate is 1.07 m. high and 0.9 m. wide, with a depth of 0.98 m..

The tomb is divided into two chambers. The 3.36m. x 3.32m X 3.22m, connected by a passage
(1.08m. x 0.98m. x lm.) to the back chamber, which measures 2.52m. high, 2.76m. wide and, 3.32m.
long. The top of the tomb and the tomb wall are covered with a thin layer of mud with straw, made
smooth by fine mud, on which are painted murals. The grave had been robbed before, leaving only a
small quantity of potteries, bronzeware, one stone ink-slab, two ancient mirrors made of iron, lacquer
fragments, 63 ancient brass coins—- 83 artifacts in all. The murals have been painted on an extensive
scale, showing high level of artistic achievement.

The antechamber is full of wall paintings, with a lotus designed caisson in the center of the ceiling.
Below are broad brown lines going round four walls, dividing them into five sections. The main part of
the murals is in the second, third and fourth sections or layers. The top of the tomb shaped like an
overturned dipper (dou), shows the sun, moon, Dongwanggong (Royal Lord of the East) and
Xiwangmu (Royal Lady of the West), together with heavenly horses, white heavenly deer, black crows,
feathered woman and clouds. The face of the wall (in its upper and lower part) has murals on the daily
life of the occupant of the tomb. The upper part of the main wall is a picture showing the tomb occupant
having a dinner as he watches a dancing performance to the accompaniment of music as well as
acrobatic feats. The lower part contains a procession scene, showing the master, carriages, servants and
guards. The other three walls have murals on farming, sericulture, animal husbandry, kitchen activities
as well as murals showing architectural buildings.

In the back chamber only the main wall is decorated with murals, containing objects and utensils of
the occupant used during his lifetime plus some property.

Textual research reveals that the occupant was an aristocrat, either a duke or marquis. The burial
may be said to belong to the period roughly between 386 A.D. and 441 A.D., when Jiuquan was




probably under the rule either of Lii Guang of the Later Liang Kingdom (386-399 A.D.) or Jiqu
Mengxun of the Northern Liang Kingdom (401-433 A.D.).

The big murals of this tomb of the Sixteen Kingdoms Period are seldom seen in areas west of the
Yellow River in China. Linked to the early murals of the Dunhuang Grottoes, they are very important
to the study of the history of Chinese fine arts.

Translated by He Wei
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