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TOMB MURALS OF THE TANG DYNASTY IN THE
XPIAN DISTRICT

by
Su Bai

The murals published in this article came from 24 dated tombs of the Tang Dynasty in
the Xi’an district where tombs of the said dynasty are most densely comeentrated. These
murals are divided into five stages or periods according to their general layouts and con-
tents.

Stage I. Though there is only one tomb dated 630 A. D. in this stage, it is quite repre-
sentative of the period from the reign of Tang Gao Zong to the middle of the reign of Tang
Tai Zong. The mural from this tomb shows that the layouts of most murals of this stage
are that an entire mural consists of many panels. Generally, the first one or few panels
would depict the hunting of the tomb owner, and the second panel or panels would show
his life at home. This is the conventional mural eomposition of the Northern Dynasties and:
the Sui Dynasty. ‘

Stage II. The characteristics of the Tang Dynasty began to manifest themselves in the:
murals of this stage, all of which belong to the reign of Gao Zong. One of the features of’
the murals of this stage is that the different scenes of a whole picture tend to be put into a.
single panel, though still in a continuous sequence of events. The scenes both inside and
outside of the funeral room are preparations for the tomb owner’s procession. The wall
surface of the tomb chamber is decorated with mud reliefs in imitation of structure, which
was prevalent in the period.

Stage ITI. This is the period when the mural characteristics of the Tang Dynasty were:
fully developed. All tombs from 706 to 729 A. D. belong to this period. They may be fur-
ther divided into two groups. The content of the murals of Group 1 is somewhat similar
to that of the murals of Stage II. In the murals of Group 2, indoor scenes are given pro-
minence.

Stage IV. During this stage, the Tang Dynasty fully-developed mural characteristics.
underwent some important changes. All tombs from 745 to 787 fall into this stage. The
new features are portraits of the tomb owner and screens of figures of men and women.
The kind of wall surface in imitation of wooden architecture prevalent in Stage II was gra-
dually eliminated.

Stage V. The content of the murals of this stage is a simplified version of that of the-
previous stage. Screens with pictures other than figures of men and women were in vogue.
The former screens with drawings of men and women were gradually replaced by screens.
with drawings of birds and animals. This stage covers the early part of the ninth to the
early part of the tenth century.
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