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Abstract

The Evolution of Portraits of the Deceased
in Chinese Tomb Murals

Han Junghee*

The portrait of the deceased is doubtless the most compelling image to be seen in a tomb
mural in China Portraits of the deceased are widely found inside tombs from the Han and Six
Dynasties period . The practice of portraying the tomb owner appears to have largely fallen out of
currency once into the Tang and Five Dynasties period, but became popular again in the Song
Dynasty . Studies on mural portraits depicting tomb occupants have thus far focused more or less
exclusively on examples from the Han and Six Dynasties tombs  This study examines portraits of
the deceased over a wide historical span including subsequent periods of Chinese history such as
the Song and Ming Dynasties to understand how paintings of this type evolved as well as how
their significance changed over time

Portraits of the deceased from the Han and Six Dynasties period may be classified into two
broad categories : those portraying the deceased alone and those portraying the deceased with his
spouse, Portraits of the latter category may be again divided into three sub-categories, depending
on the position and posture of their subjects: paintings in which the wife is shown kneeling in
front of the deceased husband, in a gesture of adoration and praise, those in which they are
represented seated face to face ; and finally those in which they are seated side-by-side During

this period, the portrait of the deceased occupied a prominent place in the burial chamber ; this

* professor  Dep . of Art studies  Hongik University
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place was claimed previously during the Western Han Dynasty by the portrait of Xi Wang Mu
{Queen Mother of the West), the Taoist goddess , Elevated to a deified status similar to that of Xi
Wang Mu, the deceased was often represented significantly larger in size, as well as in a more
dignified manner, than other human subjects depicted in the surrounding walls. The deceased
were however stripped of the individual characteristics one may expect in a painting of a real
person, and were mostly abstract embodiments of god-like benevolence  their role being
bestowing blessings on posterity .

In tomb murals of the Six Dynasties a period in which the influence from the Han Dynasty
was still very palpable | portraits from the Wei Jin and the Sixteen Kingdoms frequently depicted
the deceased seated facing their spouses or next to them surrounded by servants often in a
smaller size. One noteworthy difference which set these paintings apart from their predecessors
was that they were more humanized images . The deceased were popularly depicted in the middle
of receiving guests or watching a dance or musical performance, Marking the end of this general
period, the subsequent South and North Dynasties saw a new genre emerge in which the
deceased were accompanied by a procession. The deceased although retaining their previous
majesty and dignity, were often represented in a size similar to attendants and servants
surrounding them ; this is an indication of a gradual de-deification of dead ancestors restoring
them to their human status,

Portraits of the deceased regained popularly in the Song Dynasty In Song-dynasty murals
the deceased were most often shown in the middle of an everyday scene A new genre emerged
in the Song Dynasty had the deceased and his wife attending a banquet known as “kaifangyan .’
The couple is, in this case, seated on a chair, generally in a position facing each other. These
paintings created the impression of a living room inside the tomb, in which the deceased would
go on with his daily activities, just as he did while alive,

During the Liao, Jin and Yuan periods, when China was ruled by foreign dynasties elements
of their native nomadic cultures entered tomb murals, blending with traditional Chinese elements.
Scenes of livestock herding were increasingly depicted as well as scenes in which horses are
shown waiting for the deceased master ahead of an outing  The general trend was toward a
greater degree of realism_shedding gradually the rigid and abstract style that had previously
prevailed in the portrayal of the tomb owner_ Portraits of the deceased their significance and
relationship with other surrounding tomb murals constitute a subject that deserves continued

scholarly attention
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