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Preface

Wang Xiaoyang

The Silk Road was an ancient network of trade routes, linking China with the West. In
history, the Silk Road was a main thoroughfare for the exchange of culture and goods
between the East and West and between the North and the South as well. ‘Over the Great
Desert, a lone straight column of smoke rises up; On the long river, the setting sun is
round. * The above two lines from a poem by the famous poet and painter Wang Wei (701—
761) vividly depict the natural environment and beautiful landscape of the Great Desert
along the Silk Road. The Silk Road under the pen of Wang Wei appears remote and
mysterious; indeed, it is a great road of art filled with enthusiasm, romanticism and
inspiration. Here, apart from the well-known frontier poetry and Buddhist grottoes, tomb
murals offer themselves as a long string of shining beads threading through the Silk Road.

The Silk Road, known in history as zaokong or ‘(a road) chiseled out of nothing’, was
officially opened during the reign of Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty (141 BC-87 BC) The
Emperor dispatched Zhang Qian (114 BC) to the Western Regions twice with a view to
forming allegiance with the Tokharians to fight against their common foe—the Xiongnu. The
mission undertaken by Zhang Qian to the Western Regions was obviously a diplo-military
one. From then onwards, the Silk Road became an ever-increasingly open and free road for

commercial, religious and artistic activities, and ethnic migrations and East-West cultural



communications along the Silk Road grew to be a normal phenomenon. The ‘ Tribute of Yu” of

‘- m:f Documents notes: ‘Reaching eastwards to the sea; extending westwards to the

nds; to the utmost limits of the north and south; his fame and influence filled up
(all within) the four seas’. From the perspective of native Chinese culture, ‘reaching
eastwards and extending westwards’ is a true portrayal of cross-cultural communications
along the Silk Road.

When talking about the East-West cultural exchange, people tend to focus on foreign
cultures reaching eastwards to China with little attention given to Chinese culture extending
westwards. Actually, backed by the politico-military forces of the powerful empire in the
East and its long-lasting highly developed civilization, Chinese culture played an absolutely
dominant role in the exchange of culture along the Silk Road: foreign cultures from the West
were quickly sinicised and absorbed into Chinese culture; and Chinese culture extended as
far as the four seas and made its influence felt in extremely remote areas. This is also the
case with murals found in the tombs along the Silk Road. On the one hand, there are not only
elements of foreign cultures from the West in the tomb murals but also elements of native
Chinese culture, which feature more prominently in the murals; on the other hand, the tomb
murals resulted from the artistic activities conducted entirely in line with Han Chinese belief
in the afterlife, hence the dominant role of Chinese culture in creating tomb wall paintings. In
this context, Han tomb murals describe the religious experience of the afterlife; they have
been the purest conveyor of native Chinese art since the Han Dynasty, for they provide a

well-defined reference system by which to compare and contrast with the Chinese traditional
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art created under the influence of Buddhism from the Western Regions. This is the great
contributions of Han tomb murals to traditional Chinese culture.

Tomb murals have very high artistic value from the perspective of thegh{shiﬂal -
development of Chinese art. There are two types of traditional Chinese paintings—those
handed down from ancient times, and those excavated from archaeological sites that come
mostly in the form of tomb murals. As archaeological artifacts, tomb murals are more reliable
fine art works from ancient China compared with paintings handed down to us. Moreover,
murals that have been found so far in excavated tombs cover a total area of more than ten
thousand square metres, which has been unmatched by any other form of paintings from
ancient China.

Nearly half of the tomb murals are found from the burial sites along the Silk Road that
span more than 2, 000 years from the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC—25 AD) till the Qing
Dynasty (1644—1911). Chinese tomb murals mainly come in such forms as coloured
paintings on walls, paintings on stones, bricks and silk, and on coffin boards as well, as
shown in the numerous archaeological finds along the Silk Road, and have reached a very
high artistic level. The earliest known portrait of Huangdi (the Yellow Emperor) and
landscape paintings were all drawn on tomb walls. Besides, tomb murals have an enormous
value as an comprehensive art. They contain historical information regarding religious fine
art, fine art archaeology, architecture, building material, etc., and provide material
evidence for history as documented in written texts.

Chinese tomb murals make a unique contribution to the historical development of the




.

world's fine art. Archaeological finds of tomb murals are concentrated in China, Egypt and

exico, “Tomb murals from ancient Egypt are older than those from ancient China. They
- m most of the time of the pharachs (3050 BC—30 BC), and declined when Egypt
came under Greek and Roman rule. Mexican tomb murals developed later than their Chinese
counterparts, but their development was interrupted by Western colonialists. In contrast,
tomb mural paintings began to appear in China during the Western Han Dynasty and
continued to be drawn into the Qing Dynasty. People of all walks of life from emperors and
kings to commoners were enthusiastically involved in tomb mural related funeral activities.
Chinese tomb murals enjoy wide distribution and historical continuity. As the purer form of
native Chinese art, they are of matchless value in the treasures of art in the world. And of

course, they are a peak of Chinese art on the Silk Road.

March 2017
Jiulonghu Campus, Southeast University
Nanjing, China
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