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A Study of the Northern Wei Dynasty Mural Tomb at Shaling
Sheng-chih Lin
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

The Shaling mural tomb, which dates back to 435 AD, is the earliest Northern Wei
dynasty mural tomb known to us at the present time. This paper examines the tomb from
three perspectives: 1) the different materials used in the tomb, 2) the integration of Xianbei
funeral customs and the funeral traditions of the Han and Jin dynasties, and 3) the political
and cultural relationship between Pingcheng and other regions. The images of a procession
combined with acrobatic formations found in the Shaling tomb are unique similar to tomb
murals found in Koguryo. From the images of auspicious creatures presented in the tomb,
we can see that, in order to highlight their newly-emerging political status, the Xianbei used
new images to re-interpret and define what the auspicious creatures of the Xianbei actually
were. Furthermore, beasts with anthropomorphic heads and the bodies of animals protecting
the tomb not only served as guardians, they may have also have acted as guides for the spirit
journey of the deceased. Images of a procession (mentioned above) are show together in
pairs with images of a banquet (as well as other images), which represents a new form for
images in the Northern Wei dynasty Pingcheng period. Debris of lacquer paintings found in
the tomb may have been part of a lacquer coffin, and the writing found on the lacquer may
have functioned as a coffin inscription (jiuming). Two portraits of the deceased facing
forward can be found in the tomb: the one on the lacquer coffin seems to have had a more
clearly identifiable commemorative and ritual function while the one on the wall of the tomb
depicts scenes of the deceased’s life in the underworld. The portrait of the deceased is
painted on the back wall of the tomb chamber and dominates, as well as formulates, the
hierarchical order in the tomb space.

How did the Xianbei ruling class control and learn to use images? This important issue
has long been neglected in considerations of the Xianbei’s political transformation from a
tribal alliance to a country. From a study of the mural tomb at Shaling, it is apparent that the
Northern Wei dynasty ruling clique’s use of tomb images revealed a certain degree of

integration even at the beginning of their regime.
Keywords: Northern Wei dynasty, Xianbei, tomb mural, lacquer painting, Shaling
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