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Introduction

Standing at the mouth of a freshly opened Tang dynasty (618–907) tomb, from
which rich Shaanxi loam is being removed, I am impatient to see the tantalizing
beauty of its buried treasures and grand wall paintings. I am eager to examine its
contents for the stories they have to tell. I reflect on the people who came to this
place more than a millennium ago when the tomb was being sealed, and recall
the words of the Tang poet Zhang Yue (667–730):

All who come and go follow this road,
But living and dead do not return together.1

I am reminded that tombs are much more than mere containers of bodies and
artefacts. They are sites of consolation and ritual celebration, bridges at the
boundary of life and afterlife, and repositories for the universal mysteries of death
(Figure 0.1).

The tombs of eighteen of the twenty Tang emperors to the north of the Wei
River in the vicinity of the Tang capital city, Chang’an (present day Xi’an), are
monuments as impressive as the mountains inside which most were built2 (Figures
0.2 and 0.3). They were designed as walled cities with underground palaces,
above-ground temples, halls, altars, and residences occupied by loyal retainers
whose duty it was to maintain the tomb complexes and serve the emperors’ spir-
its. Extravagantly ambitious affirmations of Tang imperial authority, their scale
rivalled that of the great palaces at the capital. Today, passing through the main
gateway at Qianling, the best preserved Tang emperor’s tomb, it is awe inspiring
to approach the giant mountain peak beneath which, in sealed chambers, lie the
bodies of Emperor Gaozong (Li Zhi, 628–683) and his Empress Wu Zetian (Wu
Zhao, 625–705). Mammoth stone sculptures stand as sentinels to the left and right
of the main road approaching the tomb, with only the foundations extant of
Qianling’s other above ground structures.

Thus far, only one Tang emperor’s tomb has been excavated – that of Emperor
Xizong; small and of inferior quality, it was built when the Tang was in decline in
the late ninth century. All other Tang emperors’ tombs remain to be opened, so
we must rely on their above ground features for study. In the category of ‘impe-
rial tombs’ there are not only emperors’ tombs, but also those of imperial family



members occupying celebrated positions within emperors’ tomb complexes. The
tombs of princes and princesses provide us with the best available knowledge of
the interior form and decoration of imperial tombs. Three tombs belonging to
children of emperors have been conserved and are open to visitors, although
modified for cultural tourism. These are at Qianling, belonging to Li Xian
(Crown Prince Zhanghuai, 654–684), Li Chongrun (Crown Prince Yide,
682–701), and Li Xianhui (Princess Yongtai, 684–701). A fourth, at Qiaoling,
known as Huiling, in which the body of Emperor Ruizong’s first son (d.741) was
interred, may also be opened to visitors.3 Resplendent with illusionistic murals
covering every inch of wall and ceiling, these impressive tomb interiors vividly
recreate imperial palaces and mansions inhabited by dozens of figures, many life
size, providing for the daily needs and festive pleasures of the tomb occupants.

Through excavations, the interiors of a number other princes’ and princesses’
tombs are known, as are those of some aristocrats, civil and military officials, and
others buried at emperors’ tomb complexes and elsewhere. About fifty Tang
tombs containing mural paintings have been excavated in the Xi’an area since
1950, at imperial and aristocratic family cemeteries, their richness and splendour
demonstrating the exceptional posthumous privileges awarded to their deceased
owners. Most of these date from the seventh or eighth century. These have been

2 Introduction

Figure 0.1 Excavation of a Tang tomb.
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4 Introduction

documented although they were not preserved after excavation, due to practical
problems such as the degradation of inferior materials, poor workmanship, ero-
sion, water seepage, rising ground water, and deliberate damage by looters and
vandals through the centuries. Study of the tombs’ scale and configuration, fit-
tings and furnishings in metal, wood, ceramic, and stone, all contribute to our
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Figure 0.3 Map showing the locations of the tombs of the first eighteen Tang emperors.


