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TENTH-CENTURY CHINA AND BEYOND 

FUNERARY ART 

Two Royal Tombs from the Early Liao: Architecture, 
Pictorial Program, Authorship, Subjectivity 

Wu Hung 

Chinese, who hav , € alwa i . rites, Oj ys buried the dead in tombs and held elaborate mortuary 

Corpse, describing in vie: 
8 IN vivid lan u . 

noble person and stuff it wi enage how Qidan people cut open the corpse of a 
bodily fluids a » and finally h 
silver mask 3 ¥ Row they adorn the face of the dry mummy with a gold or 

Widely cited j ed in mode . 
. ™ stud i accord with some '€s of Liao tombs, these historical accounts do 

wo archaeological IN aristocratic Qid Bical finds, such as the frequent use of metal masks an tombs. But t hese records also reveal the distinct mentality 
of their auth, Ors, who Wer : 

© mainly inter ested in 
S 

EEE :«Y:, ‘ea areca a a 

TWO ROYAL TOMBS FROM THE EARLY LIAO 

Modern archaeology allows us to reevaluate these historical references while 

still using them. Whereas numerous excavations indeed prove the existence of 

indigenous burial customs in the Liao territory, they also tell us that Qidan funerary 

culture was by no means pure and exclusive, but was surprisingly dynamic and open 

to heterogeneous traditions. It is based on this newly acquired notion of cultural 

complexity that some original studies of Liao tombs have been conducted in recent 

years.* The present study follows this direction to explore the manner and nature 

of cultural assimilation in Liao funerary art and architecture. Since I will focus on 

the two earliest datable tombs from the Liao, my discussion also aims to provide an 

in-depth reading of these two tombs. 

The Tombs 

Located at present-day Baoshan #¥LL[ in Chifeng 7p, Inner Mongolia, and 

designated as Baoshan Tombs | and 2, these two tombs were found inside a large 

graveyard about 30 kilometers northeast of the Supreme Capital of the Liao (Liao 

Shangjing # [=).> Enclosed by walls, the rectangular cemetery was about 187 

meters long and 157 meters wide, and contained a dozen or so tombs. The cemetery 

was first reported in 1958, after local archaeologists surveyed the remaining murals 

in a robbed tomb.* Baoshan Tombs | and 2 were excavated in 1993 and 1996. 

The report of the excavation, published in 1998, immediately attracted scholars’ 

attention for three reasons: the tombs’ early dates, possible imperial status, and 

extraordinary murals. 

First, an inscription in Baoshan Tomb 1, written in handsome Chinese 

calligraphy, dates this tomb to 923 (the second year of the Tianzan ‘X%¥ era), 

making it the earliest known Liao aristocratic tomb yet excavated—only seven 

years after the founding of the Liao and sixteen years after the fall of the Tang.’ 

Tomb 2 yielded an unpolished stone slab with a short inscription written in “small 

Qidan script” (Qidan xiaozi #2f}/|\%). To my knowledge, this inscription has 

not been deciphered. But because this type of script was invented around 926, and 

because this tomb is similar to Tomb | in many ways, the excavators have suggested 

that Tomb 2 was constructed “not long after Tomb 1,” probably before 930, making 

it the second earliest Liao aristocratic tomb we know.’ 

Second, the inscription in Tomb | also identifies the tomb occupant as Qinde 

#(8, the second son of the “Great Young Master” (Da Shaojun /)4).” The 

Old History of the Five Dynasties (Jiu Wudai shi BE TL{t5E) records that Abaoji 

ba] FRE, the founder of the Liao, had three sons, the youngest of whom had the 
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TENTH-CENTURY CHINA AND BEYOND 

title Young Master (Shaojun /)#)."° This record has led the excavators to propose 
that the graveyard belonged to the Liao royal clan Yelii Hl; /#, possibly even to the 
branch of Abaoji himself." An analysis of the skeletal remains in Tomb 2 identifies 
the occupant as an adult female. Because this tomb is located closer to the center 
of the cemetery, the excavators have hypothesized that it must have belonged to 
an important female member of the royal family, probably the wife of the “Great 
Young Master.” 

Third, paintings found in both gtaves are among the finest tomb murals in 
Chinese art history, characterized by extremely high artistry as well as unusual subject matter. Since the publication of the excavation report, these paintings have 
been carefully studied by a number of scholars. Wu Yugui 5a & and Qi Hong /4 4L identified the two principal murals in Tomb 2 as depictions of famous Chinese 
stories.!3 Other scholars, such as Luo Shiping ZE {#32 and Sun Ji 4%:t#, compared the murals’ compositions with transmitted Tang paintings and studied the costumes of the painted figures.’* Whereas these studies have lai 
of the Baoshan tombs, especially Tomb 2, this essay 
Most importantly, 

of art, and hence 

d a basis for any discussion 

has a set of different goals. 

instead of taking the two murals in Tomb 2 as independent works 
focusing on problems of iconography and style, I will explore 

€ paintings” content and style within their funerary context. This 
d me to examine the murals within three interrelated analytical 
is to view them as a “pair” 

approach will lea 

frames. The first 

Ceiling, and an | Inner room containing a “ bricks w coffin bed” at the rear (Fig. 1). While 
basic structure, the inner room was built 
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. : . CE; bottom: Tomb Fig. 1. Plans of the Baoshan tombs. Chifeng, Inner Mongolia, China. Top: Tomb ' in Alukeergingi wenwu 2, after 926 and possibly before 930 CE. From Neimenggu wenwu kaogu Nome 1 998), figs. 2, 37. guanlizuo, “Nei Monggu Chifeng Baoshan Liao bihuamu fajue jianbao,” Wenwu , 
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of the royal family, it is larger than Tomb 2 ; . and h flanking wings: its in as a more elaborate door and 
istead of being ner stone room also stands in the middle of the tomb chamber, 8 attached to the chamber’s back wall as seen in Tomb 2. Regardless of such diff erences, both tombs resemble a “northern style” of late Tang tombs, 

    

Fig. 3. Plans of Song Shaozu’s 

tomb. Datong, Shanxi. 477 CE. 

From Shanxi sheng kaogu yanjiusuo 

and Datong shi kaogu yanjiusuo, 

“Datongshi Bei Wei Song Shaozu 

mu fajue jianbao,” Wenwu 7 (2001), 

figs. 5. 6. 

  

TWO ROYAL TOMBS FROM THE EARLY LIAO 

  

  

N 46, ov IQ * 0 H] ee. 44 Se 57 yy 
a 38 J pre         

  

      cL 
3 BpiOAOD oo 4 

5 Sl uf 0 
x ES) ni 

Ey DS st 
1S iat 

uN Eau MSY 
17 h69) th 

Sy 5 i 
A iM ikl (Nig       25) iT 13 Se Pan 

ey 1a at 
w t VAP ATA P 2. 

c! 142 yee 
aay ie Ray Oe eh 

. Zz | 97 13 
3. i a4 

> 

s, | 
e G 

      
(Fig. 3a) Plan of the tomb of Song Shaozu 

(After Shanxi Sheng Kaogu Yanjiusuo and 

Datong Shi Kaogu Yanjiusuo, 2001, p. 22) 

VII vey wv vo 
. y ‘ree wv 

     
(Fig. 3b) Sectional view of the tomb of Song Shaozu 

(After Shanxi Sheng Kaogu Yanjiusuo and 

Datong Shi Kaogu Yanjiusuo, 2001, p. 21) 
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in close Proximity at Zhijiaobao ##3z 6 village 
dating from the 480s; and Ning Mao’s 224% house-shaped 
d before 527.7 It can be hypothesized that the tenth-century 
can be traced back to the Xianbei 24 who established the 
this ancient tomb structure. That both the Northern Wei and 

south of Datong Aa, 

stone room in the 
sti ; ‘ 'mply specific purposes, Some of these purposes, I believe, 

‘ough j igati A ig yee o 
hits g Investigating the murals painted in different parts of the 

dong Academy of Fine 

Arts. 

  

the space along the central axis from the main gate to the gate of the stone room 

(Area A); the space around the stone room (Area B); and the space inside the stone 

room (Area C). Painted images decorating these spaces provide important clues to 

understanding their significance. 

Not coincidentally, the pictorial images in these three spaces constitute 

three homogeneous groups. Images in Area A consist of pairs of male and female 

attendants, who stand along the central axis of the tomb and flank the series of doors 

from outside to inside (Fig. 5). Images in the second group decorate the outer walls 

of Area B. To the west there is a group of seven servants, either waiting obediently 

or delivering food or drink to the deceased master (Fig. 6). On the opposite ia 

wall is a groom standing in front of three riderless horses. The saddle and harness " 

the first horse are especially elaborate, decorated with gold ornaments; clearly ate 

is the prized mount of the tomb occupant (Fig. 7). Images on the north wall depict 

livestock as well as food and drink displayed on a low table, again identifying Area 

Basa “living space” for the dead. This significance is confirmed by the figures Series Sai » however, but is i rated into a 
: : : oF spaces divided by doors Entering the maj is integ! depicted in this space, which all have distinct Qidan hairstyles, wear contemporary 

face a wooden door across hi Fo Ofthe tomb, a visitor walle 
listi ner (see Fig. 6) 

as i ‘ in a realistic man . 6). 
of the tomb ¢ = tunnel, which originally marked the beginning Qidan clothes, and are portrayed in a 

In sharp contrast, paintings in Area C employ a typical Chinese pictorial style 

to illustrate traditional Chinese figures and stories. The mural on the east wall ae 

a label: “A Picture of Descending Immortals” (Jiangzhen tu [#F1[il). It depicts ‘ 

legend first told in the Private Biography of Emperor Wu of the Han (Han Wudi 

neizhuan 33:387% Pf), that in 105 BCE, upon the emperor’s invitation, the Queen 
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Above: Fig. 6, Attendants, west 
wall of Baoshan Tomb 1. Cour- 
tesy of the School of Art and 
the Humanities, Guangdong 
Academy of Fine Arts. 

m i s b 1. Cour- chamber inside Baoshan Tom ing I rtals,” east wall of the stone char 5 bate Fi “A Picture of Descending Immo ; Spine Eos 

aoe At : f Art and the Humanities, Guangdong Academy rt tesy of the School o 

sf) and her celestial ord Bacau arrived * ee clouds at the emperor’s i joke damaged. The surviving a i ana 

seineeain = = foreground and facing inward. Their re oe - figures sitting on rocks . : eed than tune eee wate Ne as well as two 7 ne theme is gao yi #i3%—lofty recluses who excavators that the pa’ 
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freedom beyond the mundane on oe ee Cini 
i i between a 

4 oe oe two spaces, that is, that ~ sins oe eu cae a divergent meaning fo oxary nme @oneneiete ate ee 
room pertains to the np: a fictional, transcendental realm. oat neti 

eae ; ee ae means, including literary them symbolism is reinfor 

loyed for the 
; iterature and art are emp 

. ditional Chinese litera Style: references from tra Fig. 7, Groom and tiderless horse, east wall of Baoshan Tomb 1, Courtesy of the of Art and the Humanitie. Guangdong Ac 
Arts, 

p a an g pace, whereas contemporar Qid mages he p construct the outer space, 

tely, most 2, but unfortuna' This pictorial program is shared by Baoshan Tomb is pictoria ‘ School 
S, 

ne 
0 ace onger be seen Based on the su: viving ‘ in this tomb can no | ng 

: : 
1 e outer sp: 

‘ademy of Fj 
Mages in th 

d hi 

d the stone igi ral beyon' ; riginal mu : ye that the o avators believ traces, however, the exc 
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The Pair of Murals in Baoshan Tomb 2 

The pictorial program of the two tombs provides a necessary context for further 
investigating the murals inside the stone rooms: instead of being self-contained 
pictorial compositions, these murals help construct an imaginary space for the dead. 
I will mainly focus on the two paintings inside the stone room of Tomb 2, because 
both pictures are well preserved. 

The stone room in Tomb 2 is 2.97 meters wide, 3.2 meters deep, and 2.18 
meters high. Equipped with door-leaves, it contained a coffin bed against the back 
wall (see Fig. 1, bottom). Like Tomb 1, the door is flanked by two pairs of attendants, 
both inside and outside the room. But unlike Tomb 1, in which the pair of attendants 
flanking the door inside the stone room consists of one male and one female figure, 
both members of the pair painted inside the stone room in Tomb 2 are female (Fig. 
9). This difference is clearly related to the tomb occupant’s gender—it would be 
improper to have a male figure Standing inside a royal lady’s private chamber. This 
also explains the dominance of female images in this room. 

The excavators first labeled the mural on the north wall Songjing tu ii 
[ei] (Chanting a Buddhist sutra), based on the last line of a poem inscribed on the 
painting: 

Snow-feathered bird from Mount Long with a red beak, 
You have received much coaching from our palace lady. 
Never speaking ordinary words in front of people, 
All the sounds you make are the chanting of Buddhist sutras. 

Sas 
SLE MSSCR 
AELAATHSLIB 
SRS 2 aae 

This poem has enabled scholars to seri 
c losely. The Consensus is inti that the aint) 

i . 

a. 
painting and the poem both tell a specific story. 

utinize the painting’s subject matter more 
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Fig. 9. Attendants, next to the door of the stone chamber inside Baoshan Tomb 2. Courtesy of the School of Art and the 
Humanities, Guangdong Academy of Fine Arts. 

white parrot from Longshan {ft |, whom they nicknamed White-Robed Girl (Xueyi 

Nii 37¢ or Xueyi Niang 23 7<4#f). One day the parrot flew over to Guifei, and 

told her in a human voice that she had dreamed the previous night of being caught 

and crushed by a vicious eagle. To prevent the calamity prophesied by the —_ 

the emperor asked Guifei to teach the parrot The Heart Sutra (Xin jing LH until 

she could recite it fluently. But when the royal couple later took the parrot to a 

palace resort, an eagle suddenly came and killed the parrot. Sadly, the emperor and 

Guifei had her buried in the imperial garden, and named the burial Yingwu Zhong 

E5103 (Tomb of the Parrot).22 

Wu Yugui’s iconographical identification has been challenged by Qi ae 

Who argues that, rather than portraying Yang Guifei, the central figure in the pening 

must be Empress Wu Zetian #tHI| (624-705) of the Tang. Like Wu Yugui, Qi 

Hong derives his evidence from a collection of historical anecdotes, this cr the 

Informal Writings by Elder Jiean (Jiean Laoren manbi FE 2) compiled by 

the Ming author Li Xu 482 (1506-1593):
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The Tang empress Wu [Zetian] had a pet parrot called White- 

Robed [Girl]. Smart and astute in nature, the bird could chant the 
entire volume of The Heart Sutra. The empress kept it in a gold 
cage and never let it out of her sight. One day Wu Zetian sie 
to the parrot: “If you can make a verse begging to be freed, I will 
release you from the cage.” The bird seemed excited, and afier 
a short while chanted a poem: “Wearing worn autumn feathers 
like beat-up clothes, I left Longshan’s forest long ago. If you 
open the cage to release White-Robed Girl, I’ll forever praise the 
name of the bodhisattva Guanshiyin #3{#+73.” The empress was 
delighted and opened the cage for the parrot. After several days, 
while perched on the [cage’s] ball-shaped jade knob, the bird died. 
Heartbroken, Wu Zetian ordered a sandalwood coffin made for the 
bird and buried it in the palace garden.?? 

Although both stories concern the relationship between a royal lady and a parrot named White-Robed Girl, and seem therefore equally plausible sources of the ae 
mural, Qi Hong argues that the principal lady in the painting cannot be Yang Guifei because the painted figure has a slender body, 
corpulent physique, Moreover, he finds common 
in the Wu Zetian Story and the poem inscribed 0 
the same rhymes, use identical phrases and keyc 
Structures. To him, these shared features 
Story and the painting, 

whereas Yang was famous for her 

features between the parrot’s verse 

n the painting: the two poems have 

haracters, and have similar sentence 

imply a direct relationship between the 

+s : ; : Tikeaeee a Qi's argument is Compelling. But in my view it still falls short of refut : 
i's identificati : ral, 

Wu Yugui’s identification for two Feasons—one pictorial, one textual. In the mu pal lady is shown Seated behin. in front of her On the table is an 0} 
ornate Taihu rock identify 

the princi 
da narrow table under a leafy willow tree; 

pen scroll (Fig. 10). An exotic palm tree and an 
the setting as a royal garden. Two female attendants — 

behind the lady, one holding a fan, the other, a cup. Two more attendants stand . 
ther attentively, Meanwhile, the lady is fully occupied in 
long stick to Point at the characters. Her listener is a white 
© scroll. Alert and directly facing the royal lady, it Scere 
Word the lady 

This episode is absent in the sto} in which the bird, not W 
Miscellane 

front of the lady, looking a 
reading the scroll, using a 
Parrot standing next to th 
to be temembering every 

is uttering. 

jean, ty from Informal Writings by Elder oo 

: the ts The Heart Sutra, But in the tale from 

to itis Yang Guifei who teaches the parrot 

u Zetian, chan 
‘ous Records of Minghuang, 
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= ip 5 e rt stor er inside Baoshan 0 a _ @ f the stone chamber inside E Yang Guifei Teaching a Parrot to Chant The Heart Sutra,” north wall of the st é bi 

= Co fotte ie Au iti a ¢ Academy of Fine Arts. Tor Courtesy of the School of Art and the Humanities, Guangdong F 

oe fa reover, read The Heart Sutra, which fits the scene shown in ee aa checking textual sources, we find that Zhang ae ms wh th did paintings based 5 (ca. 730-800), two Tang masters of female ae : isted in the Northern on this second story. Their related works, ot he aon Xuanhe Era Song royal collection and were listed in the Ate ig lee Taizhen Chote hee A 
[i.e., Yang Guifei] Teaching a Parrot (Xie Taizhen aie nee alee (Feizi 
fel); Zhou Fang’s work was called A Royal Concubine Teaching 

Z x Guifei story in the jiao yingwu tu 2 BUSREA).%* Clearly referring to the Yang 
iptions of the Miscellaneous Records of Minghuang, these titles offer Na first 

Baoshan mural. Finally, the tale about Wu Zetian and the i ie  . 

appeared in a sixteenth-century text, more than six ae : da popular in the mural. The story about Yang Guifei and the parrot ely on Hila, mural was eighth or ninth century, one to two hundred years before 

ainted.?5 
=A ats -subject matter 

: The painting on the southern wall presents # a. ae her as because it bears a poem that contains the name Suniang fix 

the maker of a famous palindrome:
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[Her husband] still campaigning against the Liao late in the year, 
Madame Su is worn out with worry. 

“I am sending him a palindrome woven of repeated careful 
instructions 

to express my lifelong love and solicitude.” 

CE AE 
SCHELPE 
J 2H DCIS] 

Here Suniang, or Madame Su, is the fourth-century female poet Su Hui 
or Su Ruolan #388. Several Versions of Su Hui’s story exist. According to the one 
in the History of Jin (Jin shu ‘S17F), she was from Shiping #4. and good at writing, 
Her husband Dou Tao $854 was sent by Fu Jian 78% (r. 357-384), the founding emperor of the Former Qin HilZs, into exile on the frontier. To express her longing, Su invented a kind of palindrome (huiwen shi [8) 37) that could be read forward or backward and in many other ways. She wove the poem with five-colored thread into a piece of brocade and sent it to Dou Tao. 
composed by Wu Zetian in 692—two 
th 

bi 

*° Another version, said to have been 

years after she ascended the throne to become 
e first female emperor of China—contains more biographical details, including a 
tter fight between Su Hui and Dou Tao over the latter’s infatuation with a beautiful 

concubine. As a result she refused to accompany Dou Tao to his post, but later 

>, a7 
regretted her decision and Created the palindrome to win back her husband’s favor. I 

unlikely to be the source of the Baoshan mural, not only because its authorship by Wu Z 
also because jt describes Su Hui as an 

n my view this second Version is 

etian is rejected by textual scholars,” me 
intellectual woman flawed with “a quick 

> it Ji, poshang jidu (HWS, EGE). | 
of the Baoshan mural would associate the 

temperament and Jealousy” (xing jinyu is difficult to imagine that the patron 
deceased royal lady with such an unfla 

The mural depicts the Moment w husband (Fig. 11) 
wistful expression 

ttering image. 

hen Su Hui is dispatching an emissary to her Surrounded by five female companions or attendants, she - e 
on her face, Holding the brocade in her left hand, she is pointing ‘vith her right hand, as though in the middle of telling him the 

© object. In response, the emissary slightly bends his uppet bal ands in front of his chest—a gesture of loyalty. A female companion 
alittle scroll, Perhaps a letter, Interestingly, like the painting on the 

importance of th 
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F Hui Send: P: di Her E: Husband,” h wa f the stone chamber inside Baoshan ig. 11. “Su Hui Sen ing the Palindrome to Her Exiled Husband,” sout Il of th a «e 

nb ».C : S A iti Academy of Fine Arts. omb 2. Courtesy of the School of Art and the Humanities, Guangdong ny 

north wall, which depicts Yang Guifei teaching the a“ parrot to ce ey — 

Sutra (see Fig. 10), this mural portraying Su Hui sending the ~ pee 

husband can also be traced to Zhang Xuan and Zhou Fang. ns! pape = 

of the Xuanhe Era lists six works entitled either Zhijin gene sire 

Zhijin xuanji tu BBE], both meaning “image poe sane : ee 

The first four were painted by these two Tang masters.” Luo ate pret 

the Baoshan mural with extant works attributed to rest Xuan an ae 

and has found many similarities in their overall compositions and by ee 

figures. He concludes that the Baoshan mural must have been base 

eh is : . : : 

ae conclusion seems convincing, but it does 4 “a abe 

relationship between the two murals. Judging from the ae ni 2 ena 

color scheme, and inscriptions of the two murals, — is eh RE ie 

were conceptualized and designed as a pair. However, qe ae o 

indicates that they have divergent origins, for the figures’ body an ae oe 

hairstyles all show striking differences. On the south wall, ae Dal ae 

companions have oval-shaped faces, round shoulders, and a kind 0
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often seen in Tang paintings. In contrast, Yang Guifei and her companions on the 
north wall have a quite different body type, slender and more angular. Many of them 
stand straight and still, without the kind of gestures that characterize the figures in 
the other composition. Most obviously, the women in the two pictures have different 
hairstyles and wear different dresses. Generally speaking, the clothes of Su Hui and 
her companions (see Fig, 11) follow the Tang style as seen in paintings such as 
Court Ladies Preparing the Newly Woven Silk (Daolian tu #22(3], a Song copy of 
Zhang Xuan’s original) and Court Ladies Wearing Flowers in Their Hair (Zanhua 
shindi tu BEA, attributed to Zhou Fang), whereas those of Yang Guifei and 
her companion (see Fig. 10) are closer to female images from the late Tang to Song. 
The former is characterized by tight sleeves, long skirts, and abundant streamers 
and scarves; while the most distinct feature of the latter is the long, straight jacket 
over the inner garments.3" 

sditerstenan _ an unmistakable effort to unify these two compositions 
ewes appess en an . tly integrated pictorial program. In both paintings, the 
sanding conor an left amidst tall trees. The painter employed a 
stilted ground. te “leo nasa , pene the figures along parallel diagonal lines on 

€ palette, with red and blue as the two main colors, i ‘oh: and occasional gold to highlight the ladies’ ornaments. The trees and plants in both murals insimj : . are again similar, depicted in blue and green in isolated clusters. Both 

The two m . 

is about a woman’ , also differ markedly in terms of subject matter: Su Hui’s story 

White-Robed Gin # Ik, and loyalty toward her husband, whereas the tale of the 

aus Into the literary genre of “records of the strange” (zhi gui EK 
: TE). A question em : erges: Why were these two unrelated Chinese stories paired 

¥ 8 tomb? And why is Su Hui, who has a much 

together to decorate a Qidan lad 

uifei, portrayed as a grand royal lady? These two 
well. For example, who is the painter? Can we find 
On in his work? These and other questions lead us 

hese two paintings more deeply, not only exploring 

lower social Statues then Yang G 
paintings pose other questions as 
traces of his identity and intenti 
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Human Connections 

The connection between the two murals in Baoshan Tomb 2 and the tomb’s 

occupant seems obvious: as mentioned earlier, this tomb belonged to a lady in the 

early Liao court, possibly the daughter-in-law of Emperor Abaoji. It is thus fitting 

that the central figures of the murals are both represented as aristocratic women of 

the highest rank. This connection explains why Su Hui is portrayed as a grand royal 

lady despite her relatively low origin. In other words, represented in this way, the 

central characters of the two murals became compatible with the occupant of Tomb 

2 in social status. The paintings thus provided her with two prominent historical 

counterparts. 

To determine why these two specific stories were chosen for this tomb is more 

complex. A number of assumptions can be made. For example, we can assume 

that the two stories were chosen because they conveyed some general symbolism 

favored by the patron—a standard practice in illustrating historical tales in earlier 

Chinese tombs.?? It is possible that the image of Yang Guifei reading a Buddhist 

sutra inspired the idea of religious devotion and was therefore selected to allude to 

the deceased lady; the story was suitable for a tomb also because of the apotropaic 

(bixie B¥4) function of The Heart Sutra to protect the dead.** Similarly, the story 

of Su Hui, which emphasizes a woman’s devotion to her husband, may have been 

used for this reason to glorify the Qidan woman interred next to the image. Such 

connections gain additional evidence from a comparison with Baoshan Tomb |: the 

two murals painted in the same positions inside its stone room are both centered on 

men and provided the tomb occupant with idealized historical counterparts. 

As mentioned above, one of the two murals in Tomb | portrays Emperor Wu 

of the Han, who is greeting the Queen Mother of the West and other celestial beings. 

This picture is connected with the tomb occupant in three ways: the male gender 

and royal status of the protagonist, and the theme of immortality. The other mural, 

probably depicting a group of hermits, is likewise centered on male figures and 

expresses the desire to seek freedom beyond the mundane human world. We find 

here a clear pattern shared by the two groups of murals in the two tombs: in both 

cases, paintings in the stone room are closely related to the gender and status of the 

deceased, and allude to the virtue and spiritual aspirations of the tomb occupant. 

In fact, the two groups of paintings may have been created by the same workshop: 

a comparison of the image of the Queen Mother of the West and that of Su Hui 

reveals similarities in figurative type, costume, hairstyle, and gesture, although the 

depiction of the Queen Mother reveals a more skilled hand. 
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Thus far, this section has mainly explored the murals’ human connections 
based on the paintings’ literary content. But a narrative painting is never a 
mechanical translation of a story, and a pictorial narrative always enriches or 
reinvents a given literary theme. It is therefore necessary to examine the paintings’ 
pictorial representations more carefully, and to uncover evidence of historical taste 
and desire from the images themselves. 

Comparing the two murals—not the two stories—in Tomb 2, we find that 
they both seem to emphasize women’s intimate relationship with texts: Yang Guifei 
is absorbed in reading a scroll (see Fig. 10), and Su Hui is holding the palindrome 
she has just created (see Fig. 11). But since neither painting copies the words of 
the texts, what attracted the patron or painter of the murals was not the content 
of the texts, but texts as objects or “props.” Historians of Chinese painting are 
familiar with the many “reading women” images in later figure painting, especially 
during the Ming-Qing period, which portray refined female figures contemplating 
unidentifiable books. The Baoshan murals allow us to trace this tradition to the early 
tenth century, and to identify an early Liao notion of refined femininity related to 
contemporaneous taste. 

Moreover, both paintings represent a fantasy world populated by fashionable 
women and exotic plants. Rarely do we find female images in tomb art so exquisitely 
and seductively portrayed. The ladies in the murals are themselves works of art: 
they have painted blue eyebrows and tiny red lips, and their coiffures are complex 
sculptural forms embellished with flowers and gold jewelry. No two ladies wear the 
same clothes; each displays a different combination of colors and patterns. In both paintings, these court ladies are accom 
between the figures. Significantly, thes 
grow in the south. The Qidan patron o 
in real life. But this was exactly why 

panied by rare plants, shown prominently 

€ plants—palm, banana, and bamboo—all 

f the murals had probably never seen them 

; they were painted in the tomb in such an exaggerated iconic and exotic way. Base 
that in addition to their moralistic impli 
particul 

don all these observations, we can conclude 

cations, these two murals helped construct a ar . 
. . 

. 

i 

| kind of feminine Space. Subject to a contemporary court taste, this space Mcorporated fashion, luxy 
This £ Ty, literacy, and romantic fantasy as its main components. IS , ‘niastic space, along with the traditional virtues of filial piety and chastity, shaped the eternal home of the woman buried in the tomb. But what about the painter—did the mur M ; . y answer is unambiguous: the content and 5 as Meaningfu 

als also convey his ideas and desires? 

tyle of the murals must have been just 

but in an entirely different way. This !s 

orking in a royal workshop) was almost 

I to the painter as to the patron, because the Painter (or a Sroup of painters w 
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certainly Chinese. We know this from multiple factors, including the subject and 

style of his work, the typical Chinese images that continue a Tang tradition of figure 

painting, and especially the Chinese poems inscribed on both walls. Moreover, Hu 

Qiao’s HAS Records by a Captive (Xianlu ji {ff¢5c) documents many Chinese 

craftsmen working in the Liao capital in the early tenth century, around the time the 

Baoshan murals were created. Hu was the county magistrate of Heyang f[5/s; before 

he was captured by the Qidan army in 946 and taken to the Supreme Capital. After 

spending seven years in the north, he was able to return to China in 953 (the third 

year of the Guangshun [2/IIB era of the Latter Zhou {@/#/). In Records by a Captive, 

he states that “[In the Supreme Capital] there are various kinds of workmen making 

silk products and other artifacts, as well as eunuchs, acrobats, singers, wrestlers, 

scholars, Buddhist monks and nuns, Daoists, and others. These are all Chinese, 

many of them coming from prefectures such as Bing #:, Fen 77}, You MM, and Ji 

4.5 This record should be reliable because it is an eyewitness account from 

someone who spent a prolonged period in the area. Most important for this essay, 

the place and period that Hu Qiao documented fit the Baoshan tombs perfectly. We 

can actually imagine that the painter(s) of the tombs were some Chinese craftsmen 

whom Hu might have met in the area. . 

Once the painter’s identity is confirmed—an identity that is not only ethnic 

but also cultural and artistic—we begin to see the paintings in a different light. We 

realize that in making these beautiful murals for an aristocratic Qidan woman, the 

painter was also recreating an imaginary “home” in an alien place. Working for the 

Liao court far beyond the Great Wall, he must have invested a particular sentiment 

in his work. The historical tales he was illustrating, the beautiful Chinese ladies he 

was portraying, and the southern landscape he was fantasizing about must have all 

stirred his memory of as well as his imagination about Chinese culture. Accordingly, 

we must take such sentiment, memory, and imagination as important stimuli to 

the paintings’ creation. To this end, I have been puzzling over one question: Why 

were the paintings inside this tiny burial chamber—merely 3 meters on each side— 

SO exquisitely executed? It would have been impossible for these images to have 

been properly viewed in a low-ceilinged, windowless room. Indeed, I believe that 

these paintings might not have been intended to be viewed by their patrons. This 

possibility is partly based on the poem inscribed on the Su Hui mural. 

: 
. 6 d 

As mentioned earlier, the first two lines of the poem read: “(Her husban ] 

Madame Su is wom out with 
still campaigning against the Liao late in the year, / I 

sent to the northwest frontier worry.” Recall that in the original story, Dou Tao was 
i the Liao in at Dunhuang, and that no existing version of the story connects him to 
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the north and northeast. Clearly, this story was borrowed and modified to refer to 
a contemporary event. But what event? We cannot immediately take the character 
“Liao” 3% in the poem as the Great Liao (Da Liao A##). because the Qidan royal 
house adopted this dynastic title only in 938 or 947, later than the 926-929 date that 
archaeologists have assigned to Baoshan Tomb 2. There are four possibilities in 
thinking about the meaning of “zheng Liao” {Ei (campaigning against Liao). First, 
the character “Liao” here may refer to the Liao River region, in which case the phrase 
pertains to a Qidan military expedition to the area. Second, the phrase may indeed refer 
to a Chinese military campaign against the Liao dynasty; but to make this assumption 
Wwe need to re-date Baoshan Tomb 2 to 938 or later. Third, because the Qidan originated 
from the Liao River valley and consistently identified themselves with the place, the 

character “Liao” may be used in the poem in a nonspecific way to refer to the Qidan 
In general. In other words, “zheng Liao” does not refer to a particular military action 
but pertains to the routine clashes between China and its sworn enemy in the north. 
Finally, as Wu Yugui “ iao” j j 

y; ugui has noticed, zheng Liao” is a conventional expression in Tang 
poetry, frequently employed in describing a woman’s longing for her absent husband 
or lover, a soldier who has been gone at the frontier for a long time. It is therefore 
logical to connect this expression with the Su Hui Story.>” 

Among these four possibilities, the first is unlikely because Liao history does not record a specific campaign to the Liao River region in the early tenth century. The only eastward military action was against the Bohai Kingdom 3#;4 i located east of the river. Available evidence seems also to refute the second assumption: because of the many similarities between Baoshan Tombs | and 2, it is difficult to argue that their c i onstruction was separated by at least fifteen years (923 to 938). In my view, the third ibiliti and fourth possibilities can together offer a satisfactory explanation for the were cdtweee . this case, the conventional poetic expression “zheng Liao” ons e painter/poet S personal resentment against the Qidan. pene ea ms Oa Painter working near the Liao capital deliberately 

to inject his own life ex ‘e sein sahelt ena je. Ti xpress 

sean perience into an old painting subje Separation from home, Thus, when he assume poem, thinking about her abse 
his wife or lover’s point of vi 
Poetry, 

d Su Hui’s voice in the 

nt husband, he was actually referring to himself, from 

°w. This is again a typical trope in traditional Chinese Now given real 

| 

re motion and purpose. Recall, too, that the painter inscribed Mm at the upper left comer on t he south wall. In thi iti S 
i : is position, the poem wa hidden from view from the entrance 0 P P f the stone room, and could only be read by 4 Person inside the oom with a lit candle 
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Interestingly, we know from two distinguished Song art historians, Liu 

Daochun 132 (active mid-eleventh century) and Guo Ruoxu §) i (eleventh 

century), that during the tenth century, some established Chinese artists, including 

Wang Ai +38, Wang Renshou +-{#, and Jiao Zhuo f°, were taken by the Liao 

to the north, where they were entrusted with various art projects. Among them, 

Wang Ai and Wang Renshou were especially skilled at making religious murals and 

portraits.*® Although according to Liu Daochun, the Liao seized the three painters 

in 947, some twenty years after the making of the Baoshan murals, the discovery 

of these “Chinese” paintings in Liao royal tombs proves that something similar 

had happened in the earlier days of the Liao dynasty, and that there was a group of 

Chinese mural painters working for the Liao court in the early tenth century. 

Historical texts also record that around this time, there emerged a group 

of distinguished Qidan painters, the two most important being Yelii Bei H))({E{?% 

(899-937) and Hu Gui “#3 (ninth-tenth century). Better known by his Chinese 

name Li Zanhua 4°?##, Yelii Bei was the elder son of the Liao emperor Abaojt 

(and therefore possibly the elder paternal uncle of the occupant of Baoshan Tomb 

1). Little is known about Hu Gui’s life, but most historians agree that he was a 

native Qidan active in the early tenth century. Significantly, both painters were 

famous for their portrayals of Qidan people and “barbarian horses” (fan ma #145). 

In Guo Ruoxu’s words, Yelii Bei “was good at portraying his native countrymen 

and horses, and made portraits for many Qidan noblemen and chieftains. The non- 

Chinese dresses and saddles and harnesses [in these paintings] are all preciously and 

elaborately executed.’ Surviving paintings by both painters are consistent with 

such descriptions.*' We find close parallels between these extant Qidan paintings 

and the images depicted in the area outside the stone room in Baoshan Tomb |. As 

mentioned earlier, lively realistic images portray servants and attendants in Qidan 

dress and hairstyle, and there is also a Qidan groom attending three horses (see Figs. 

5, 6, 7, and 9). These images closely resemble works by Yelti Bei and Hu Gui, as 

well as murals in later Liao tombs. We can safely assume that this type of image in 

the Baoshan tombs was created by Qidan painters. 

We thus return to the architectural structure and pictorial program of the 

Baoshan tombs discussed at the beginning of this essay, but with a renewed 

understanding: the spaces inside and outside the stone room not only represent the 

living environment and transcendent realm, but also pertain to different cultural 

and artistic traditions. Inside the stone room, Chinese themes and painting styles 

are used to construct a fictional, imaginary world, whereas the outer section bears 

realistic portrayals of scenes of daily life created by Qidan painters. Moreover, a 
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mural can imply different subjectivities: if to the Liao patrons the “Chinese” images 
were connected to history and fantasy, to the Chinese painters they were imbued 
with memory and homesickness. 
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