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Abstract 

 

Ancient Rome and the Han Empire were the two great civilisations in the same era. On the one 

hand, both had a rich material culture and comprehensively formed their sophisticated funeral 

art systems. On the other hand, the two countries, located at the eastern and western sides of 

the Eurasian continent with indirect cultural exchanges. The art of funeral wall paintings is the 

entire process and result of the creation of material civilisation, the outward expression and 

form of culture. Therefore, an in-depth comparative analysis of the characteristics of the mural 

has theoretical value and practical significance for the consideration of the funeral art and 

cultural systems of the two places. 

 

This study takes the funeral cultures of ancient Rome and the Han dynasty of China as the 

theoretical basis, the funeral wall paintings as comparative objects, and the awareness of the 

problem as the research perspective, which makes a detailed comparison and analysis of the 

classic works of burial murals of the same period in terms of materials, methods, techniques, 

etc., and presents the artistic achievements of wall paintings from a practical perspective. By 

comparing, the role and value of the tomb murals in the development of worldwide art can be 

studied and explored in greater depth. It is an attempt to examine the essential differences 

between the formal expression of the funeral art of the two countries, as well as the inherent 

differences in the emotions, concepts and ways of thinking of the aesthetic subjects. 

 

The whole study is divided into six chapters of discussion, except the introduction to the study 

in Chapter one and the concluding section in Chapter six; the main part contains four chapters, 

each with the following specific content. The first chapter analyses the background and 

comparative research of this thesis and the related content and description of the research 

objective, pointing out that the thesis achieves two fusions, one of which is the fusion of 

concrete tomb mural forms and abstract aesthetic laws, and the other is the fusion of the 

aesthetics of ancient Roman and Han funeral wall painting from a cross-cultural perspective. 
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The latter fusion has comparative aesthetic value and significance. Again, the ideas and 

methods of this research are set out. We examine the different aspects of Ancient Chinese and 

European painting and then analyse the aesthetic differences. Finally, the current state of 

research on ancient Roman and Han tomb murals is outlined. Compared with the fruitful 

research results on the history and theory of painting, the study of the aesthetics of painting in 

the academy is still a relatively weak link. The primary manifestation of this is the single-

mindedness of the research, usually in the form of a study of the aesthetic scope of frescoes 

from the ancient Roman period and ancient China, which takes the form of history with a theory. 

The relatively closed horizon of the researcher rarely considers the deeper issues in the 

comparison form a philosophical and cultural perspective. Chapters two to five are the main 

part of the study, each chapter taking the idea of informative material and specific analysis to 

discuss the wall-painted tombs, techniques, and cultural concepts in a comparative study. The 

chapters look at the function, type and distribution of wall-painted tombs, the techniques of 

fresco production, and the methods of painting. A comparative study of the different 

dimensions of mural painting, including colour, composition, perspective, subject matter, 

motifs, and burial art and culture. The final chapter concludes the art of funeral wall painting 

in the two countries were two different discursive systems, with significant differences in their 

conception of form, aesthetic awareness and expression, the underlying reasons for which lie 

in the differences in historical, geographical and cultural contexts. 

 

The funeral wall paintings are an expression of human civilisation, a physical form of existence 

of the human mind. Painting is not only an imitation of nature and the manifestation of inner 

emotions, belonging to a 'personal' act, but is also influenced by the 'unconscious' and has a 

'cumulative' function. From a geographical and cultural point of view, the funeral wall 

paintings are relatively closed and maintain a certain state of stability, with independent 

aesthetic interest and value. They are the physical representation of the emotions and ways of 

thinking of the people of both countries. The comparative study of the funeral wall paintings 

from Ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty of China is a very valuable and meaningful subject. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

The comparison of the world's tomb murals is an area that has received very little academic 

attention, while it involves a rich research field replete with information. On the level of artistic 

phenomena, the enormous volume of burial chamber murals, along with a stable structure of 

funerary experience, rivals that of any other artistic phenomenon, a vast, independent system 

of burial art in the history of world art. On the level of cultural value, the burial chamber murals 

reflect the development of human civilisation through the evolution of a system of burial 

images, including the operating system of real life, the transformation of life and death 

relationships, the post-mortem continuation of the hierarchy of the national system, and 

materials support provided by scientific progress, all of which give a preferred route for the 

'evidence of history through pictures'. At the forefront of scholarship, the tomb murals show 

academic tension in three directions: archaeological, cultural and artistic. In terms of form, 

three types of tomb murals can be distinguished: painted murals, relief murals and line carved 

murals; and in terms of development trends, two types of tomb murals interrupted and 

uninterrupted, can be determined. Chamber frescoes are an important cultural phenomenon and 

are widespread throughout the world. It is mainly found in the remains of traditional cultures. 

The distribution of existing ancient remains shows a relatively concentrated distribution in 

China and among the Mediterranean regions, those from the Central Plains region of China and 

the Rome city and Campania regions of Italy are the main comparative subjects of this study. 

The tomb frescoes mainly represent the various imaginings of life after death and the special 

arrangements made as a result. The imagination of the afterlife is a special kind of ultimate 

concern, and the pictorial representation of such content constitutes a special kind of artistic 

activity. At the same time, tomb painting is an archaeological art, and graphic material is 

generally available only through archaeological means. Therefore, the theoretical study of tomb 

murals points to three directions: cultural, artistic, and archaeological, forming a 
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comprehensive cultural value structure. Academics have recognised the cultural significance 

of tomb murals for a long time, producing many good results. Still, comparative studies of 

tomb murals on a global scale have not been well developed, and systematic results are 

relatively lacking. A systematic comparison of the world's tomb murals forms a research area 

of explicit significance in this context. 

 

The artistic and cultural characteristics of tomb murals are pictorial art and should belong to 

art. At the same time, the subject matter of the tomb murals is the imagining of the existence 

of a world after death, which should fall into the category of culture. As archaeological art, 

tomb murals should also take into account their dependence on archaeological activity. 

However, while archaeological activity can relate to the formation process and the form of 

existence of tomb murals, it points more to the scholarly activity of contemporary academics. 

The characterisation and definition of the tomb murals, therefore, relates primarily to both art 

and funerary culture, and the influence of archaeological activity can be considered in the 

specific description. 

 

1.1.1 Features of Funeral Wall Painting 

The creation of chamber murals is an artistic activity, but the subject matter reflected in the 

murals is the expectations and corresponding arrangements of the burial builders for the world 

after death, so that murals are first and foremost an activity of faith in relation to the world of 

the dead, and then an artistic activity of pictorial representation. This makes the burial murals 

an inescapable funerary cultural experience that comes from two sources: the tomb owners' 

unquestioning belief in the world's existence after death and the other tomb builders' 

identification with the world after death and the various expectations that arise from it as a 

result. In the case of the deceased, they were convinced of the existence of the after-death world 

and, having recognised that the tomb building was a necessary part of the transformation 

between life and death, they had made prior arrangements to correspond. The content of the 

images in the burial chambers suggests that they imagined another realm after death in 
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reference to the world of the living, and therefore wished to bring the reality of life around 

them, such as wealth and status, into the world after death as a whole. The equivalence of the 

afterlife world to the beforelife world, along with the possibility of transformation between life 

and death within the burial chamber, should have been the religious experience that the tomb 

owners gave to the chamber murals. In the case of other tomb builders, identifying with and 

fulfilling the owner's desire for transformation is the starting point for the construction of a 

mural tomb. At the same time, because the idea of rebirth after death existed for the tomb owner 

in some regions, the construction of the mural tombs had many utilitarian aspects attached to 

them. The fulfilment of the owner's wish to be reborn and the addition of these incidental 

requirements should also be the funerary cultural experience that the tomb builder bestows on 

the tomb's murals. Certainly, it is particularly important to emphasise here that the completion 

or existence of the funerary experience of the tomb murals requires a prerequisite, namely the 

death of the tomb owner, death followed by rebirth. The Han people termed this 'death as long 

life', which is very different from other funerary experiences of life and death. This is 

particularly important for the tomb murals, which have many specific depictions of the process 

of death and life in the post-mortem world because death and rebirth are a process and a clear 

destination. With the combined efforts of the tomb owners and other burial builders, the 

chamber murals form a more fixed funerary experience. This experience is the fulfilment of 

the tomb owner's wish to be reborn while satisfying some of the utilitarian demands of the other 

mural tomb builders. 

 

The cultural value of tomb murals is a worldwide cultural phenomenon, with thousands of 

years of development history, while there are surviving finds in many parts of the world. The 

cultural value of tomb murals can be considered in two ways: on the one hand, the universality, 

as tomb murals are such a long-standing and widespread cultural phenomenon, they have 

naturally become a massive carrier of the development of human civilisation, thus presenting 

a universal cultural value; on the other hand,  the specificity, as tomb murals are depicted in 

images that point to another world, images that express the funerary experience of life and 

death, in that the depictions of the chamber murals point to another world. In terms of the way 
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in which the chamber murals exist, specificity can better explain their cultural value. In terms 

of the theoretical direction of specificity, we believe that the tomb murals can be a particular 

indicator of the development of human civilisation. Multitudes of people have always 

contemplated life and death and have set up institutional systems accordingly. Because of the 

attention and enormous investment, much of the progress of human civilisation can be seen in 

the activity of burials. The tomb murals are part of the burial activity and naturally show the 

progress of society. In the sense of being an indicator of the progress of civilisation, the tomb 

murals reflect the changing and improving level of human understanding. Historically, the 

relationship between life and death entered the development of the human cognitive system 

from the moment the existence of death was recognised, and the tomb murals reflect this fact 

in pictorial form, thereby acquiring a rich cultural value. 

 

Firstly, the tomb murals depict a rich reality of life, illustrating with great enthusiasm for the 

creation of images the dominance of man in the search for and construction of the world after 

death. Initially ignorant and fearful of death and the world after death, mankind had no 

dominance over the question of life and death, and the possibilities in this regard were left to 

the mysterious gods, as is shown in rock paintings in many parts of the world. After the 

appearance of the tomb murals, the unease in the images began to diminish, and the dominance 

started to increase. People gradually progressed from the fear of all death phenomena to the 

possibility of imagining an existence after death, the details of real-life slowly appeared in the 

world after death. In the enthusiasm of artistic creation, many unknown elements were more or 

less covered or ignored by the known brought about by the progress of civilisation, and 

eventually large images of real-life emerged. The entry of the burial murals into the living 

system demonstrates that humans have a particular initiative in the structuring of death 

relationships and can structure the once-feared other side with vivid images of reality. The 

emergence of the tomb murals is a sign of humanity's ability to take ownership of death, a step 

forward in human civilisation. 
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Secondly, the tomb murals provide an operational system for the relationship between life and 

death, describing the transformation in the narrative structure of image creation. The 

contemplation of the relationship between life and death has been an issue addressed by 

thinkers of almost every age in the development of human civilisation, and the search for a 

workable system of operation has led the tomb murals into this historical activity and a system 

of images of the transformation. It was a system that could be manipulated, for the subject of 

the tomb murals was the search for the possibility of the transformation of life and death, with 

images illustrating the possibility of rebirth for the tomb owner through the tomb. The basic 

process of renewal was once depicted in this way in the Han tomb paintings: the deceased 

bidding farewell to the world of the living in the tomb passage, crossing the intersection of yin-

yang in front of symbols such as the tomb door, and finally arriving on the other side in the 

space provided by the tomb chamber, where some of the tomb decorations also show the 

deceased being assisted by spirits. Such a system of operation was largely followed after the 

Han dynasty as well. Ancient Roman images of the Elysium also reflect the Roman perception 

of death, as they prepared for regeneration by depicting the other world in the form of various 

objects representing frescoes that symbolise rebirth in the hope of gaining it. 

 

Thirdly, the tomb murals reflect the social system of the state system, illustrating the existence 

and strong influence of social classes with the various provisions of the tomb form. The 

emergence of the state is a sign of the progress of human civilisation, and the influence of the 

state system is shown in the tomb frescoes, the most prominent of which is the emphasis on the 

status of the tomb owner, no different in ancient Rome than in the Han dynasty. In ancient 

Rome, people with different legal groups chose other burial methods and burial buildings. The 

burial architecture and burial decoration of frescoed tombs of those with high legal status were 

mostly high-class burial architecture, with slaves often chosen and configured differently from 

slave owners or even freedmen. Rituals that could reflect power are often highlighted in the 

images. In addition, economics was an important factor considered in the choice of burials. The 

development of tomb murals in ancient China was somewhat peculiar, as in the Han dynasty, 
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where there were both mural tombs of mainstream society and painted stone tombs of non-

mainstream communities. Nevertheless, the requirements of the hierarchy were unambiguous. 

 

Fourthly, the murals in the tombs reflect the scientific progress made in history, illustrating the 

support given by science and technology with the scale and form of the mural tombs. Fresco 

tombs were generally large tombs in their genre, not only in terms of their size but also in terms 

of the technical requirements of the works. The enormity of the work reflects a critical feature 

of fresco tombs, and there is a wide variety of burial architecture in ancient Rome, each of 

which was very carefully designed and constructed. The construction of such tombs, completed 

more than 2000 years ago. Science and technology supported the existence of tomb murals, 

and some advances could have directly contributed to their development. Chinese chamber 

murals emerged in the early Western Han period, as horizontal cave tombs began to appear in 

addition to the vertical cave tombs that were popular during this period. Vertical tombs were 

deeply buried and sealed structures with no space for frescoes to exist. In the horizontal tombs, 

space emerged, and beyond the burial chambers, there were also spaces such as tomb passages 

and canals that provided space for frescoes to exist. The emergence of space in the burial 

chamber obviously placed new demands on the technique, which emerged in the early Western 

Han and subsequently ushered in the emergence and rapid development of chamber frescoes. 

 

Fifthly, the tomb murals provide a reference for historical research and avoid the flaws in other 

image systems. The use of images to study history is an area in which academics are actively 

engaged. Compared to the textual form, the imaging system has several spots that stand out. 

The imaging system is not as stable as the textual, lacks historical relationships and sometimes 

appears very random. Moreover, the imaging system is not as complete as the textual system 

since the original images are often damaged. There is usually a break in the generations of 

surviving image works, which are almost blank in the early years of human civilisation. Again, 

the imaging system may lack contextual material. For example, this aspect is most problematic 

with non-mainstream images, where folk can provide wonderfully varied image information, 

but contextual material is often lacking. These deficiencies can, of course, be overcome or 
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somewhat improved in the context of the tomb chamber murals. The tomb chamber murals 

depict the life of the tomb owner in the world before and after death, and such a relationship 

between life and death has been highly valued across the generations, with the associated 

funerary experience evolving in an orderly and relatively stable manner through the generations. 

Besides, the chamber murals can appear intact because of their enclosed formal structure, while 

the archaeological results can cover early human civilisation and appear more complete in their 

chronological nature. In addition, the chamber murals are primarily from high-ranking tombs, 

where the background material is relatively affluent and well collected. Furthermore, there are 

many narrative elements in the tomb murals, even those with a large proportion of rituals, so 

the narrative nature of the tomb murals can provide good archaeological information to prove 

history with pictures. Last but not least, the tomb murals themselves also convey some textual 

material, such as the narrative texts that appear in the frescoed tombs. 

 

1.1.2 Significance of the Comparative Study 

Burial murals are a universal funerary experience with images depicting the journey of the 

tomb owner to another world and the expectations of life in the world after death. Remnants 

exist in many parts of the world and thus have clear worldwide comparative significance. The 

study of funeral murals involves three main disciplines: archaeology, culture and art, with 

archaeology providing the results of the surviving material, funerary culture providing the 

understanding of the experience, and art providing the judgement of aesthetic value, so the 

comparative significance of the world's funeral frescoes should also be developed in three 

directions: archaeology, funerary culture and art. By sorting through these three aspects, we 

hope to develop some new understandings of world-level comparisons and lay the foundations 

for a comparative structure of world chamber murals. At the same time, we cannot ignore the 

fact that, at the level of world-level comparison, the various areas of distribution of the burial 

chamber mural remains are not perfectly synchronised in terms of the time of development, 

nor are they at exactly the same stage of civilisational development, and the archaeological 

material available does not support the search for universal interactions. The comparative 
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significance of the world's funeral murals therefore has two dimensions: the search for 

interactions between the remains and an indication of the artistic heights reached by the remains 

themselves, the latter of which should probably be given more attention at present. On the basis 

of this understanding, we approach the comparative significance of world funeral wall 

paintings in three directions: archaeological, funerary cultural and artistic. 

 

(1) The comparative significance of the archaeological orientation  

This study covers the ontological material of the tomb murals, i.e. the results of the excavation 

of the remains, and its academic orientation is mainly the comparative significance brought 

about by the distribution, the period and the form of the remains. The clear presence and 

description of the object of study allow for clear comparative meaning, and therefore the 

archaeological orientation is the basis for other comparative studies. Two representative areas 

of distribution of remains Current archaeological results show that China and the 

Mediterranean or European countries are the main areas of the world where the remains of 

chamber murals are found; these two regions happen to be the concentration of the world's 

ancient civilisations. The overlap between the distribution of the remains and the ancient 

civilisation of the world is an indication of the high correlation. That tomb mural has a unique 

attribute in terms of the transmission of ancient civilisations. For example, the Roman 

children's sarcophagi in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York show 

the burial customs of the ancient Roman period, suggesting that chamber frescoes could also 

be used in the context of children's burials activities.  Painted frescoes are primarily found in 

tomb buildings, with the largest fresco areas, and can therefore show a combination of multiple 

themes; relief frescoes are mostly found on the surfaces of burial vessels such as sarcophagi 

and coffins, with stone materials dominating, restricted fresco areas and relatively single 

themes; line carved frescoes are found in both tomb chambers and burial vessels, using only 

stone materials, with limited fresco areas, but special expression techniques increase the space 

for expression, and therefore The artistic expression of the features is between painted murals 

and relief murals. 
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(2) The comparative significance of the funerary culture orientation 

The murals represent the attitude of the tomb owners and their builders towards entering 

another world. Such an attitude comes from their recognition of the existence of another world. 

This is a funerary experience of direct confrontation with death, and its specificity brings with 

it comparative significance in terms of funerary orientation. The imagination of the afterlife is 

universal, which refers to the general consistency of attitudes towards the recognition of 

another world among people around the world. How, then, was the after-death world structured? 

This was essentially the same in ancient Rome as in Han China, where the world before life 

was compared to the world after death, a phenomenon depicted in the images of the tomb 

murals. Huang Peixian had this understanding: "The tomb paintings and shallow reliefs were 

intended to adorn the 'eternal citadel' of the dead with the effect of eternity, and were also meant 

to fully inscribe the person's achievements in life on the walls, with the expectation that they 

would be better enjoyed after death.1" The path into the afterlife is a design of the crossing in 

reference to the system of operation of the secular world, the 'peace' aspect. In practical terms, 

there are different aspects and options across the globe. These differences can be seen in the 

following two ways. Firstly, there is a difference in the help of the gods. Initially, tomb murals 

from all over the world showed images of divine assistance, but distinctions arose after a 

particular stage of development. Chinese tomb murals began to eschew divine assistance after 

the Han dynasty. From the Tang dynasty onwards, there are few images of the great goddess 

of rebirth, the image of the Western Queen, which was once common in tomb murals in the 

Han dynasty. The Roman tomb murals continue to show the help of the gods. Still, the 

relationship between the tomb owner and the gods' changes, with the main character in the 

rebirth images often being the tomb owner himself. It is hoped that the gods will come to help 

them gain rebirth. Secondly, the forms of crossing are different.  The traversal in the Chinese 

burial frescoes is processual, with symbolic images of carriages and horses travelling, clouds 

and air appearing in the tomb paths, gates and canals, and the logic of rebirth is prominent. The 

tomb frescoes of ancient Rome also have episodes of rebirth where birds, saffron and vines are 

all available to help with arrival, either directly or symbolically to help reach the Elysium or 

 
1 Huang, P. X. (2008). A Study of Han Dynasty Tomb Wall Paintings. p.5. 
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the Garden of Eden. However, Roman tomb frescoes lack images of the rebirth process or a 

system of images in this regard, being more scenes of preparation for entry or celebration of 

entry, and the content of the frescoes is more often represented in the depiction of tomb rituals. 

On an art form level, the images of crossing in Chinese tomb frescoes are narrative in nature, 

which in Roman frescoes, in contrast, are emphasised with symbolic beyond the narrative, just 

like many images of animals and plants symbolise paths to the world after death. 

 

On the level of the burial experience, while the Han tomb murals represent the complete process 

of the transformation of life and death, while in ancient Rome often represent a stage or a part 

of such transformation. Roman funerary culture, for example, was concerned with the time of 

death: In funerary art, the focus shifted from the afterlife (which the Romans had a very vague 

concept of) to the present. Ancient Roman funerary culture and philosophy thus focused on 

how to face death, rather than on what would happen after death. The burial frescoes have 

contributed extensively to the spread of funerary culture, which academics have not previously 

appreciated, has in fact contributed extensively and significantly to the spread of funerary 

culture, mainly in the early years of funerary development, but with some elements of 

contemporary relevance as well. In terms of artistic origins, it is essential to note that the burial 

chamber murals date from the early rock paintings of mankind, as there is no documentary 

support for understanding the religious forms of primitive societies. Still, much information 

can be gleaned from the early images of the burial chamber murals. For example, images of 

flora and fauna and primitive deities, which appear in abundance in the chamber murals, can 

be traced back to rock art images, thus obtaining some basic and reliable iconographic material 

and correspondence. 

 

What is more, tomb murals contributed to the early spread of various religious cultures. The 

earliest Christian symbols appear in the frescoes of the Roman catacombs and all these images 

were painted on the low ceilings in the catacombs and on the very limited walls between the 

niches where the coffins were placed in these underground galleries and the burial chambers. 

Images made to resemble murals also appear in early Buddhist architecture. The introduction 
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of Buddhism to China was previously thought by academics to have been supported by the 

indigenous religion of Taoism. However, according to current archaeological findings, 

Buddhism was first introduced to China during the Eastern Han Dynasty, a period in which 

Daoist iconography did not appear. The appearance of Daoist iconography is reliably 

documented after Liu Song in the Northern and Southern Dynasties. In contrast, the tomb 

murals of the early period provided strong support for Buddhism, and the cliff carvings at 

Kongwang Mountain in Lianyungang, which have received particular attention in academic 

circles, show a large number of Buddhist images in the cliff carvings of the tomb owner's belief 

in rebirth, while the Taoist images are doubtful. The tomb murals also have a clear 

contemporary significance. On the one hand, some of the rebirth experiences represented in the 

chamber murals have been transformed into folklore and folk beliefs, some of which are still 

of significance; on the other hand, the murals provide academic counterparts in the form of 

archaeological results, all of which are first-hand, creating a particular value in the form of 

photographic evidence for history. 

 

(3)  The comparative significance of the funerary culture orientation 

The comparative significance of the artistic orientation of the tomb chamber murals can be 

recognised in two ways: general and specific. In terms of generality, chamber murals are a 

category of fresco, and if fresco can be divided into two forms: above ground and underground, 

murals can represent the artistic heights reached by both frescoes. In terms of specificity, 

chamber murals are a form of burial existence and can therefore exhibit aesthetic characteristics 

that are different from those of heirloom artworks. 

 

The chamber murals represent the artistic achievement achieved respectively in the various 

areas by both above ground and underground murals. We describe them in three main ways: 

firstly, they once represented the highest artistic achievement. There was a time in each of these 

areas when the best artists were involved in the creation of chamber murals, and the best works 

were found in them. This phenomenon generally occurred in the early and middle periods of 

the art's development, before the later period saw a decline in tomb murals due to changes in 
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religious practices, diversification of art forms and foreign invasion. Chinese tomb murals 

flourished for a longer period of time and continued to thrive until the Yuan dynasty of China, 

when tomb murals remained a major form of religious art. Secondly, stratification brought 

about a different artistic outlook. Most of the Han murals were of high rank, and the middle 

and lower classes were rarely involved. The artistic appearance of the tomb murals was 

relatively homogeneous, with fewer images of folklore, details of life and more images of 

rituals reflecting the hierarchy. In ancient Rome, there is a wide variety of monumental tomb 

architecture and chamber frescoes, with all classes' participation and the co-existence of high-

ranking fresco tombs from mainstream society and low-ranking fresco tombs from mainstream 

society non-mainstream society, thus showing a rich artistic landscape. Again, the different 

expressive features of narrative and ritual. On the level of artistic expression, the tomb murals 

of ancient Rome focus on narrative depictions, with the rebirth process and corresponding 

storytelling images being particularly numerous, and the storytelling images include historical 

stories and life stories, which appear diverse and vivid. The Han tomb murals, on the other 

hand, focus on ritualistic depictions, often with grandiose scenes and a more programmatic 

approach, but the exaggeration and symbolism of the figures can still have a strong artistic 

impact. 

 

The burial form of the tomb chamber murals is determined by the rebirth experience, and as 

such, brings with it a different artistic value from that of the heirloom art. For one thing, the 

form of closure differs, and so does the formation of artistic value. The burial requirements of 

the mural tombs rely on the closed nature of the building to achieve, but there are various types 

of closed forms, each with its characteristics. The Han fresco tomb closure is a one-time closed 

form, the tomb owner buried after the fresco tomb was closed, the artistic value of the 

completed closure does not enter circulation. In ancient Rome, there were open tombs in 

addition to the enclosed form, the latter of which had completed artistic value but were not 

necessarily enclosed immediately, and the resulting artistic judgement could lead to artistic 

proliferation and even new artistic creations. In addition, Roman frescoes also existed in 

collective burial buildings, where such frescoes appeared dependent, while the aesthetic value 



26 

 

already present in the collective cemetery provided some pavement for the aesthetics of the 

chamber frescoes or some prescriptive requirement for a secondary aesthetic. While the Han 

tomb murals were independent structures, and the secondary aesthetic began after the 

archaeological excavations were opened, the subjects of the secondary aesthetic were not 

directly related to those of the primary aesthetic. Plus, the documentary support is different; 

also the path to artistic value differs. After the mural tomb is built, the first aesthetic activity 

ends, and subsequent actions basically need to be supported by archaeological results. On the 

archaeological results of the second artistic aesthetic, such a context of the help of literature is 

crucial. The Chinese classical tradition is rich in the documentary material, and there are also 

many explanatory texts in the tomb murals, which make them uniquely suited to secondary 

aesthetics. The prevalence of texts and epitaph images in Roman frescoed tombs provided a 

particular aid to secondary aesthetics. However, the text of these images is Latin. and the 

secondary aesthetic relies largely on archaeological results. Contemporary scholars have 

focused on the value of traditional images as evidence of history, but in fact, textual material 

can also be of great assistance to the aesthetics of images, At the same time, have an exceptional 

artistic value in that the belief in rebirth depicted in the tomb murals still retains some content 

in contemporary society in folklore and folk beliefs that can be aided by indirect documentation, 

giving the artistic value of the tomb murals a more theoretical significance. 

 

Chronologically, there is an overlap between the Han and Roman periods. More importantly, 

the Han dynasty was the beginning of the period in which Chinese tomb murals flourished as 

soon as they appeared, and many of the features developed during this unique period had an 

impact. A discussion of the characteristics should be a meaningful part of comparing the Han 

and Roman tomb murals. Firstly, the cross-class structure of the Han dynasty contributed to 

the rapid flourishing of chamber murals. The emergence of the frescoes in the Han dynasty was 

first and foremost due to the formal conditions provided by the emergence of horizontal cave 

tombs, but they were able to enter a rapid phase of prosperity. The inter-class structure of 

Roman tomb frescoes, in which the elite and the non-elite developed together, allowed the 

fledgling tomb frescoes to flourish quickly. In contrast, the Han tomb murals developed largely 
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within the aristocracy. It could be argued that the hierarchy brought about a boom in tomb 

painting, as it was a burial activity that required a certain amount of power and financial support. 

However, the Han dynasty differs from ancient Rome in that the tomb murals show a unity of 

power and wealth, a situation where the upper aristocracy flourished, whereas in the Roman 

tomb murals power and wealth could be separated, sometimes with the upper elite flourishing 

alongside the non-elite, a cross-class structure. In the case of the Romans, money allowed for 

the construction of frescoed tombs, which were built primarily with economics in mind. In the 

case of the Han tomb murals, the class structure allowed for the development. For a specific 

comparison, we have the following discussion. The Han tomb murals were the funeral art of 

the upper aristocratic class and were entirely subservient to the pyramidal class structure. 

According to Guo Zilin, the pyramidal form, scale, accompanying funerary objects and the 

content of the paintings themselves all indicate the nature of the Han dynasty as a feudal empire 

with a strict hierarchical character, with the deification of the Han emperor's personality, 

enjoying supreme authority and holding a variety of administrative, legislative, military, 

diplomatic, financial and religious authorities2; there was also a group of bureaucrats who ran 

the state for him; the supreme The ruler, who relied on taxation to hold vast wealth, took on 

the characteristics of a despot. The kingship of the Han dynasty was transformed into a despotic 

kingship. It can be said that the evolution of the Han dynasty royal tombs is, to a certain extent, 

a very visual reflection of the formation of kingship and its evolution from early kingship to 

autocratic kingship, and moreover of the characteristics of early kingship and autocratic 

kingship. The Han archaeology has a category of 'private burials' outside of imperial tombs, 

but the 'private' were not commoners without social status, but local nobles and high-ranking 

officials. In the Han dynasty of China, there were very few, if any, mural tombs of commoners 

outside of mainstream society. The construction of Roman tombs was governed by laws and 

institutions, but the two types of fresco tombs, elite and non-elite, could develop in parallel 

during the Roman period, and the non-elite nature of the tombs allowed frescoes to remain in 

some specific graves, prolonging the development of chamber frescoes. 

 

 
2 Guo, Z. L. (2008). Royal Power and Despotism: Taking the Evolution of Public Power in the Han Dynasty as 

an Example. Historical Theoretical Research, p.4. 
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Take the columbaria as an example. One of the most characteristic aspects is the collective 

organization of burial. It was often administered by Collegia, but even beyond this particular 

architectural form, burial is known to be a central function of these social clubs. Frequent 

contact at grave sites may have complemented more formal gatherings and strengthened ties 

with other members of the burial community Collective burial and commemoration must have 

been crucial in a society where bereavement was an everyday experience. In such social circles, 

where death can easily end the lifelong struggle to overcome persistent status boundaries and 

have similarly adverse consequences for survivors, the affirmation of shared experience must 

be critical at the time of bereavement. In contrast to the individualistic elite tombs of Augustan 

Rome, columbaria constitute an entirely new category of religious monument, suggesting that 

they are not the result of individual motives but represent a larger community. Their epitaphs 

or funerary inscriptions reflect the fact that the columbaria were inhabited by a wide variety of 

people, varying in legal status, occupation, age and family status. One thing they have in 

common is that all of the columbaria occupants were non-profit3, and no member of the Roman 

political elite is attested. For such a diverse social group, the most comprehensive 

generalisation might oversimplify the situation, but taken as a whole, the immediate popularity 

of the ossuary suggests that its design met the needs of its users, providing not only a decent 

burial but also a social environment. This collective integration suggests that its non-elite 

occupants emerged as a separate social group during the reign of Augustus4. 

 

In the ancient Roman period, such a connection between social factors and mortuary behaviour 

is not surprising to find. Social structures and cultural beliefs influenced the way in which the 

dead were buried at different times and in different cultures. Different kinds of funerary rituals 

are as abundant as they are diverse, but the basic association between social conditions and 

burial was a human constant. What is less certain is the precise nature of this association, which 

is the subject of ongoing debate and theoretical models. Instead, we simply take this association 

as a methodological starting point: if social conditions shaped funerary culture, then the 

 
3 Borbonus, D. (2014). Columbarium tombs and collective identity in Augustan Rome. Cambridge University 

Press. pp.48-55. 
4 Ibid. 
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material remains produced by this culture should in turn reflect these conditions, even if only 

vaguely. It should be possible to use tomb monuments as a lens through which to study cultural 

beliefs, social conditions and historical change. Applied to Roman culture, this approach 

reveals a general correlation between historical development and funerary traditions. In the 

Republican period, funerary commemoration expressed traditional aristocratic values5  and 

emphasised the centrality of elite families and clans6. 

 

In fact, the narrative structure was already largely established in the Han dynasty at the 

beginning of the tomb murals. The narrative structure of murals depicting the deceased's 

journey to another world was the same in both ancient Rome and China, the difference being 

that, in terms of the development of the form, the former was primarily set in the Han dynasty 

at the beginning of the tomb murals, while the former went through different stages of 

development before the narrative structure was largely set. In Chinese tomb murals, the 

narrative structure consists of three spaces: the world from which the tomb owner leaves, the 

division between the two worlds, and the other world to which the owner arrives, the formal 

counterparts being the passage, the door and the chamber of the tomb. Even some special types 

of construction, such as cliff tombs, conform to such a form in their rebirth steps. After the Han 

dynasty, the size of the tomb passage, door and chamber may have increased or decreased, but 

the basic form remained unchanged. Such a stable evolution of form suggests that the narrative 

structure at the outset of the occurrence of tomb murals was already largely established in the 

 
5 Rosenstein, N. (1993). Competition and crisis in mid-Republican Rome. Phoenix, 47(4), pp.313-338. For a more 

thorough analysis of the culture of aristocratic competition in the Roman Republic, see Rosenstein, N. S. 

(1990). Imperatores victi: military defeat and aristocratic competition in the middle and late Republic. University 

of California Press. On political competition and the quest for honour among Roman noble families, see: Wiseman, 

T P. 'Competition and cooperation', pp.3-16, in Wiseman, T. P. (1985) Roman Political Life 90 BC – 69 AD, Exeter 

p.5. In addition, the German scholar Hölkeskamp, K. J. focuses on the refinement of the Roman constitutional 

system and the formation of this competitive atmosphere since the mid-republic, see Hölkeskamp, K. J. (1993). 

Conquest, Competition and Consensus: Roman Expansion in Italy and the Rise of the "Nobilitas". Historia: 

Zeitschrift fur Alte Geschichte, pp.12-39. 

6 The tombs of the Roman nobility are of the greatest interest to scholars, as is the burial complex of the Scipio 

family, which is famous in Roman history. Located near the Capena Porta off the Via Appia, the tombs contain 

almost all the members of the Scipio family from the 3rd century BC to the 2nd century BC. See Flower, H. I. 

(2006). The art of forgetting: Disgrace & oblivion in Roman political culture. Univ of North Carolina Press, 

pp.161-180. 
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Han dynasty. The changes in the form of the ancient Roman tomb paintings over time 

(encompassing the Roman Republic and Roman Empire), two phases that symbolically point 

to a change. This is a mere improvement and development in design and architecture and 

evolution in Roman funerary consciousness. 

 

China and the Mediterranean region have some of the richest ancient remains of chamber 

murals globally, but there are few systematic comparative results in this area. Through this 

systematic comparison, we believe that there are several points of interest: 1. The artistic 

characteristics are different. Those from ancient Rome developed before the Han Dynasty in 

China, while ended later. 2. The pictorial systems of the Han and Roman burial chambers 

differed. In ancient Rome, the tomb owners needed the help of the gods, so there is a system 

of two images of man and god side by side in the murals; in the Han murals, there is only one 

integrated system of images of man and god. The Han tomb owner reaches the other side intact 

and is therefore reborn continuously. In contrast, the Roman tomb owner reaches the afterlife 

incomplete and is consequently reborn discontinuously, so the boundary between the world 

before life and the world after death is blurred in the funerary frescoes. 3. All classes of ancient 

Roman tomb frescoes existed, there were both elite and non-elite tomb frescoes during the Han 

dynasty, and the inclusion of multiple classes contributed to the rapid flourishing of tomb 

frescoes. Contemporary comparisons between the Roman and Han tomb frescoes face 

difficulties because, on the one hand, ancient Chinese tomb frescoes have a continuous lineage 

of development, whereas European frescoes have experienced interruptions in their 

development, making comparisons over time difficult; on the other hand, the lack of scholarly 

attention to Chinese frescoes outside of China and the limited research on ancient Roman 

frescoes in China have often led to the neglect of theoretical findings in this area. However, the 

comparison of the Chinese Han and Roman civilisations is of great theoretical significance. A 

systematic comparison, in particular, needs to be improved, thus highlighting the global 

importance of the comparison between Roman and Han funeral frescoes. 
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1.2 Comparability 

The comparative study of the funeral wall paintings from ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty 

of China requires realistic conditions. A comparative overview of the cultural feature of the 

two is needed to further clarify the feasibility of the many references and comparisons that can 

be made between the two civilisations, and such comparative cultural considerations can be 

developed in chronological and geographical dimensions. 

 

On the chronological scale, the main comparative subject of this study is the tomb paintings of 

ancient Rome and the Han dynasty of China. In the timeline, the Han dynasty of China and 

ancient Rome (the late Roman Republic to early Roman Empire), are parallel and were coeval7. 

Geographically, these two countries, located between 20- and 50-degrees north latitude, on the 

eastern and western ends of the Asian and European continents, corresponded in terms of both 

chronology and geography, and many ancient texts record interactions and exchanges between 

them. The opening of the Silk Road led to commercial exchanges, and thus indirectly to the 

spread of culture and art (Figures 1.18 and 1.29). 

 
7 Benjamin, C. (2018). Empires of Ancient Eurasia: The First Silk Roads Era, 100 BCE–250 CE (Vol. 16). 

Cambridge University Press. pp.3-13. 
8 This map, painted by Zhipan (a monk) of the Southern Song dynasty of China, is one of the earliest known 

pictures of the countries and their communications between ancient Rome and the Han dynasty. In this map, there 

is a place called Wensiu, situated in the middle of the Turkestan region, we know that this place was inhabited by 

immigrants from a city of the same name outside China. However, there is another city in China called Li Qin, a 

Chinese corruption and abbreviation of the Greek word 'Alexandria', which originally referred to Alexandria in 

Egypt. See Tian, W. J. (1998). The concept of "Western Region" in China and its connotation. Western Studies, 

(4), pp.67-73. 

9 The Chinese called the ancient Roman Empire 'Lixia' or 'Da Qin' during the Han dynasty. The reason for the 

name "Da Qin" is that Fan Ye, in the Book of the Later Han Dynasty, records that "the people there were tall and 

somewhat Chinese in appearance, so they were called Da Qin", a statement that is similar to Pliny's description 

of the Ceres in his Natural History as "taller than the common man, with red hair, blue eyes, and a hoarse voice." 

This is a description of the appearance of Europeans. It is very different from the appearance of the modern 

Chinese. In fact, many documents show that the ancient Chinese had a deep connection with the European race. 

In other words, the " Da Qin" may not have been very different from the people of East Asia thousands of years 

ago. Still, there are factors unknown to us that have rapidly increased the differences over the last 2,000 years to 

the extent that they are possible today, for example, that the Yi people (Ethnic minorities in China), who used to 

live in greater isolation on the mountain tops, have undergone an overall change in appearance in recent decades 

as a result of social exchanges, and that people with tall noses and deep eyes are no longer ordinary. There are 
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The Silk Road linked ancient Rome with Han China, facilitating economic and cultural 

exchanges between them and contributing significantly to the development of human 

civilization (Figure 1.310). From the 2nd century BC to the 2nd century AD, this inland route 

of communication between Europe and Asia juxtaposed the Han Dynasty of China (202 BC-

220 AD) in East Asia, the Kushans (55-425 AD) in Central Asia, the Parthia, (247 BC-224 AD) 

in West Asia, and ancient Rome (753 BC-476 AD) in Europe. Chinese silk was introduced to 

Europe soon after Zhang Qian's passage to the West in the Han Dynasty and soon became 

popular throughout the Roman Empire. The city of Rome even had the Dos Equis market, 

which was dedicated to the sale of silk11 (Figure 1.4). 

 

Paper and paper-making technology were also spread westward by the Silk Road. Paper-

making is one of the four great inventions of ancient China, and according to The Book of the 

Later Han Dynasty and other documents, it was Cai Lun who invented paper. The spread of 

Chinese paper, like silk, had a great impact on the Asian and European continents and naturally 

attracted attention to the art of paper-making. The widespread spread of paper-making 

contributed to the development of civilisation and cultural exchange between Asia and 

Europe12. The paper often contained drawings and paintings as well as written texts, which to 

a certain extent inspired the East in ancient Rome. As part of this cultural exchange, traditional 

Chinese paintings, especially frescoes, also spread along the Silk Road to Central Asia and 

 
some Han stone carvings in Xuchang in Henan province. It is straightforward to find some large noses in them, a 

sign that is confusing. 
10 The term Silk Road (German: Seidenstrassen) was first coined by the German geographer Richthofen F.F. von 

in 1877 in the first volume of his Travels in China. He defined the Silk Road as a route of communication between 

China and the in Central Asia (area between the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers) between 114 BC and 127 AD, 

using the silk trade as a medium. After Leeichhofen, later scholars who studied the Silk Road were influenced by 

his views, the historian Albert. Herrmann, announce the basic connotation about the Silk Road. (1) Extension in 
geography: Herrmann took the western terminus of the Silk Road to Rome in the Mediterranean. (2) Expansion 

in chronology: the equivalent of the Han dynasty in the latter centuries B.C. (3) Expansion in content: from 

roadways to sea, the road transmitted not only material imports but also spiritual imports between the East and 

the West in the broadest sense. What began as a trade in silk became a 'material symbol of the relationship between 

classical Chinese and Western civilisations' and a 'bridge between Eastern and Western civilisations'. See: 

Richthofen, F.F. von, China Ergebnisse Eigener Eigener Reisen und Darauf Gegründeter Studien, Erster Band, 

pp. 506-507. 
11 Lieu, S. N., & Mikkelsen, G. B. (2016). Between Rome and China: History, religions and material culture of 

the silk road. Ancient Cultures Research Centre, Macquarie University. pp.6-20. 
12 Li, J., & Hansen, V. (2003). The Glory of the Silk Road: Art from Ancient China. p.25. 
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Europe, where they were known to ancient Rome and likewise to Central Asia and China. The 

relationship between Han and Roman culture and art was a two-way process of selection and 

reciprocity, following a vertical flow and horizontal intermingling. Trade exchanges, religious 

diffusion, ethnic migrations, craft enhancement and aesthetic sensibilities all shaped cultural 

change and artistic direction. It was this cultural exchange that brought the opportunity for 

artistic innovation in mural paintings, which was a common phenomenon along the Silk Road. 

 

Thanks to the opening of the Silk Road, similarities and homogeneity between various cultures 

and arts, mutual diffusion and parallel occurrences became possible. As a result of the 

migration of many peoples and the interaction of various cultures, it is not surprising that 

artistic ideas and artistic expressions are strikingly similar. The frescoes of different regions 

and civilisations also formed a variety of genres and styles, from the typical Han style to ethnic 

minority style, to classical Roman style, and others, including those in the Gandhara and 

Mathura styles. What is more, the Silk Road linked many regions and civilisations, and the 

various cultures and arts were always in a state of integration along the Silk Road. East and 

West, land and sea, oasis and nomadic, indigenous and heterogeneous, upper official and lower 

folk, elegant and popular, were not mutually exclusive. Integration means intermingling, 

tolerance, connotation and innovation13. This integration of culture and art is an interactive 

relationship, which provides value for artistic creation, such as the archaeological discovery of 

women wearing silk tunics in ancient Roman frescoes, the appearance of Greek Hermes busts 

and winged horses in the motifs on woollen fabrics in the ancient tombs of Loulan in north-

west China, and the appearance of Roman-style motifs in carpets. The similarity of the pattern 

to the Roman undulating scrolls in the bronze mirror decoration of the Han dynasty, for 

example, provides realistic conditions for comparison between ancient Rome and the Han 

dynasty in relation to frescoes14. 

 

 
13 Ibid. 
14 Lieu, S. N., & Mikkelsen, G. B. (2016). Between Rome and China: History, religions and material culture of 

the silk road. Ancient Cultures Research Centre, Macquarie University. pp.6-20. 
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A comparative study of Han and Roman frescoes is also extremely feasible in terms of their 

development and value. Not only did fresco art have its own developmental needs, but it also 

had a significant impact on the development of the artistic appeal of the Han and Roman periods. 

It is undeniable that fresco is essentially a cultural element whose development bridges history 

and reality. The study of fresco art, considering its status and spiritual nature, is of great 

relevance to the revival of the intellectual realm of culture, examining the current situation and 

development trends of contemporary fresco art, and identifying the basis and possibilities for 

cultural exchange between the Han and ancient Rome. The history of fresco is not only a history 

of art, but also a cultural history of visual art forms depicted in the special language and manner 

of painting by human beings. The consideration subject matters, styles, techniques and other 

visual factors for parallel comparison, analysis of the inherent common laws contained therein, 

for the in-depth discussion of the essence of this national culture issues provide reference value, 

which also invariably constitute the feasibility of comparison. 

 

1.3 Objective 

The exploration of 'survival' and 'death' is one of the eternal themes of human beings in their 

own development process, and it has accompanied the development of social history. As the 

material remains of a particular act, burials reflect a particular funerary system and custom 

through the way in which the dead were treated by the people of the time. As such, the creation 

and decoration of tombs, which reflect certain ideologies, is an essential physical material for 

our examination of the development of ancient culture today. The creation of the post-mortem 

world was understood and imagined in a variety of ways by people of different races and 

cultures around the world, reflecting different ideas and conceptions, and this is a reflection of 

the development of the overall cultural form of society. At the same time, the development of 

ideas and concepts has also had an impact on people's creative activity, with people projecting 

their creative enthusiasm and imagination into the 'other world'. The creation of burial spaces, 

which embodied the concept of burial and burial rituals of various historical periods, provides 

an important basis for our research. The stability or variation of similar burial patterns in a 
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given region suggests that people in the area shared similar funerary practices, and the 

appearance and characteristics of the mural decorations and funerary objects in the tombs 

indicate the aesthetics habits of the people of the time. By examining the characteristics and 

cultural traditions of the Roman and Han funerary frescoes, it is possible to understand the 

development and changes in the two funerary concepts, the ways and means of creating and 

decorating tombs, and to discover information about the social, political and historical aspects 

of the time. In particular, the study of burial art is concerned with the continuation and change 

of ritual systems, creative thinking and artistic treatment, the interaction between visual images 

and ideology, and the formation and influence of cultural exchanges between different regions. 

 

This study focuses on the tomb paintings of ancient Rome and the Han dynasty15. By exploring 

the pictorial types and cultural connotations of ancient Roman and Han tomb murals, and by 

summarising the basic symbolic elements of tomb murals and their evolutionary forms, this 

study explores the cultural and artistic concepts embodied in  Roman and Han tomb decoration 

 
15 If we look at the period alone, there is an inequality between the two countries, as ancient Rome lasted more 

than 1200 years from the foundation of the city of Rome in 753 BC to the collapse of the Western Roman Empire 

in 476, while the Han Dynasty of China was only ruled for nearly 400 years. The Han Empire was a dynastic 

break in Chinese history, with continuity of civilisation before and after and a stage in the development of Chinese 

culture. Ancient Rome, on the other hand, began as regional, national culture and gradually developed into an 

imperial civilisation that was pivotal in European history. Nevertheless, these inequalities do not make the 

comparison between the two untenable. Firstly, a comparison of the two kinds of tomb paintings does not require 

that the objects of comparison correspond exactly in time but that they are at a similar stage in their cultural 

evolution. The material culture of the ancient Romans was gradually shaped by constant foreign conquest and 

expansion. At the end of the third century BC, when the Roman state was flourishing and entering its late 

republican period, its material culture began to flourish. The artistic features of its creations gradually matured 

and formed their style, so that although ancient Rome and the Han dynasty do not coincide exactly in time, they 

are roughly comparable in terms of stage and time. Secondly, the development of funeral decorative art is not 

entirely synchronised with the historical break. Our complete understanding of the art of a particular era must take 

into account the derivative relationship between its preceding and subsequent development. An examination of 

Han funeral art cannot be defined in terms of time only from the establishment of the Han dynasty to its demise; 

it encompasses the entire process of cultural origins, development and evolution. Therefore, we define the period 

according to the development of the burial murals themselves. The subject of this thesis is defined in terms of 

time span, mainly in China during the Han dynasty, covering the Eastern Han, Western Han and Xin Mang periods, 

and in ancient Rome from the late republican period to the pre-imperial period. It should be said that the task of 

this comparative study is not to make a strict chronological consideration of either Han or Roman funeral paintings, 

but rather to grasp the characteristics of the material culture of both and to make an in-depth comparative analysis. 
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in a broader historical and cultural context, revealing as deeply as possible the artistic and 

cultural traditions of ancient frescoes and their influence on the funerary art and aesthetic 

consciousness of the time. 

 

In conclusion, this research aims to analyse and interpret as comprehensively, systematically 

and thoroughly as possible the pictorial representations of the funeral paintings, to explore their 

cultural background, ideological connotations, artistic forms and compositional elements, to 

sort out the historical context of their formation and evolution, and to reveal their profound 

significance and value in the formation and evolution of the nation's spiritual and cultural 

system. 

 

1.4 Methodology 

1.4.1 Preliminary fieldwork 

This thesis is firstly devoted to the consolidation and sorting out of the basic materials, which 

is an important prerequisite. In addition to searching for published archaeological reports, we 

have collected some early copies through fieldwork, visits to excavation participants, and 

access to museum collections, which have made it possible for us to discuss these images in 

the absence of burial chambers. In this thesis, the collection and collation of material have been 

carried out in the following ways, with some success. Firstly, the reorganisation of the 

excavated material. Secondly, the investigation, observation and collection of copies of wall 

paintings. Thirdly, the new materials found through visits. 

 

In the early stages of conducting this research, we acquired a wealth of documentary, historical 

and pictorial material through extensive research and fieldwork. In-depth visits were made to 

examine the original Han dynasty tomb mural remains, some of which no longer exist for 

several reasons. Intercepts or copies of the originals from archaeological institutes and 

museums have been studied and analysed. The fieldwork route includes Zhengzhou, Luoyang 

and Xi'an City. During the investigation in Zhengzhou, we first visited the Qinglong mural 
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painting excavated at Mount Mangdang in Yongcheng, and the Han tomb of Tahu Ting, which 

is one of the largest Han tombs in China during the Eastern Han Dynasty, located in Xinmi 

County. It is two large tombs juxtaposed east and west, excavated in 1959, and we 

photographed and recorded first-hand research material, including murals depicting rent 

collection, cooking, feasting, dancing, wrestling, etc. During this period, we visited the Henan 

Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology, and after questioning also obtained 

some first-hand information on murals in Henan. During the visit to Luoyang, we visited the 

Luoyang Museum, and the Luoyang Ancient Art Museum, which houses many relocated and 

restored burial remains from the Han Dynasty. These include tomb architecture, brick-art, tomb 

murals and excavated artefacts, including the tomb of Bu Qianqiu, which is representative of 

more than ten fine mural tombs, where murals were found covering scenes of fighting ghosts, 

ascending immortals, four sacred animals, myths and legends, historical stories, celestial 

images and real life. The period also saw a visit to the Fine Mural Painting Exhibition, a special 

exhibition located in the Ancient Mural Painting Hall of Henan in the northern part of the 

Luoyang Ancient Art Museum. The main body of the exhibition is an imitation Han Dynasty 

loft-style building, with one basement level and three floors above ground, 24 metres high and 

a floor area of 2,300 square metres. The boutique exhibition is mainly in kind and chronological 

order, displaying more than 90 of 53 burial murals and painted and carved bricks excavated in 

Henan Province (mainly in the Luoyang area). The time spans several periods, including 

Western Han, Xin Mang and Eastern Han, with 15 mural tombs. The murals are rich in subject 

matter, with colourful figures and vivid images of flowers and birds, and indeed reproduce the 

spiritual world and material living conditions of the people of the time. The exhibition area 

offers a variety of formats to help visitors interpret the exhibition, including e-books, electronic 

puzzles, animations, panels and video materials. During the visit to Xi'an, Shaanxi, the focus 

was on the Shaanxi History Museum, which includes travel drawings and other wall paintings 

from tombs of the Western Han period, including intercepted original figure wall paintings and 

some reproductions, and also reached on site of the tomb at Xi'an Jiaotong University, the tomb 

at kindergarten attached to Xi'an Jiaotong University, the tomb at the Xi'an University of 

Technology and the Qujiang's tombs. However, unfortunately, these were not available for 
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visitors, and during visits to the Shaanxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology, some very 

valuable primary source material was obtained. This accurate and detailed information 

provides solid objective evidence for the thesis and also makes it more valuable and meaningful 

as a scientific and theoretical study.  

 

However, it is a pity that the planned expedition to the burial remains in Rome and Pompeii in 

April 2020 did not go to the field due to the epidemic, but the lack of primary sources was 

compensated to a certain extent by participating in some offline and online academic activities. 

For example, the academic forum held in May 2019 at the Institute of Cultural Heritage of 

North-western Polytechnic University in Xi'an was attended by scholars Liu Ruiliang (the 

postdoctoral fellow from Oxford University) and Shi Jiangang (the postdoctoral fellow from 

Shaanxi Normal University) etc. They gave presentations on the relevant subject, in which 

some of the ideas brought new inspiration to the development of this study and provided 

significant help in the conduct of this research, by questioning the experts, by examining the 

published material and by combining visits and surveys with fragments of material that have 

not been officially published or have been submerged in history. This has helped to reconstruct 

a clearer and more complete picture of the documentary material and to change the fragmentary 

and disorganised nature of the material on which the mural tombs were previously based. Other 

academic forums, such as (1) the sixty-eighth A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts "End as 

Beginning Chinese Art and Dynastic Time, Part 3 Conflicting Temporalities: Heaven's 

Mandate and Its Antitheses" by Wu Hung, organised by National Gallery of Art. Washington 

D.C. delivered on April 14, 2019. (2) The Conference on Heritage Science-From 

Archaeological Sites to Museums, organised by the University of the Basque Country. 

delivered on May 5-6, 2021. (3) The Conference about Art and Heritage on Doctoral Studies 

of the Department of Art and Musicology (Autonomous University of Barcelona), delivered 

on June 4, 2021. (4) The seminar on the spirit of Han culture in Han paintings, hosted by Zhu 

Cunming, organised by the School of Art, Southeast University, Delivered on September 10, 

2020. (5) The seminar on Han Paintings, hosted by Liu Rong, organised by the Central 

Academy of Fine Arts of China, delivered on November 12, 2021. (6) The seminar on Greek 



39 

 

elements in cultural relics between Han and Tang hosted by Mao Ming, delivered on November 

19, 2021. (7) The Conference on Doctoral Studies of the Department of Art and Musicology 

(Autonomous University of Barcelona). The lecture on Greek and Roman coloured stone and 

painted marble vases, given by Simona Perna, delivered on December 16, 2021. (8) Seminar 

on the archaeology of regional art of the Han Dynasty, hosted by Huo Wei and organised by 

Central Academy of Fine Arts of China, this online seminar held over three days on the topic 

of spirits and ghosts in the archaeology of Sichuan tombs on December 14, 2021. Images of 

heavenly horses and winged deities in Sichuan on December 16, 2021, and Images of Hu in 

Sichuan cliff tombs and their origins on December 18, 2021. These academic activities have 

provided strong support for the development of this research. 

 

1.4.2 Main research methods 

(1) Study of the literatures 

This thesis is based on objective facts and focuses on the collation of documents and the 

analysis of historical materials for research. On the basis of the important historical documents 

that have been correctly collected and mastered for this research, we have examined and 

analysed the literature, including the study of tomb murals, history, burial and funerary systems, 

customs and culture. Firstly, we searched through a large number of art illustrations, books on 

the funeral wall paintings, such as The Complete Collection of Chinese Tomb Wall Paintings 

and Roman Paintings. The main object of the study was to refer to and analyse. In addition to 

acquiring a large number of documents and pictures, we have made numerous field research to 

archaeological institutes and museums to collect and record documentation, such as the 

American Academy in Rome, the ICCROM library, the Capital Library in Beijing, the Hunan 

Provincial Library in Changsha, and the Guangdong Museum in Guangzhou. The Archaeology 

Museum of Catalonia, the Library of Catalunya, and several university libraries in Spain, such 

as those of the Autonomous University of Barcelona, the University of Barcelona, the Pompeu 

Fabra University, the University of Sevilla, and the University of Malaga. The residencies in 

these institutes, libraries and museums ranged from three days to two weeks each. Secondly, 
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we made full use of online resources and library databases to comprehensively collect 

electronic literature, while searching and purchasing books, Periodicals or electronic materials 

related to Roman and Han dynasty funeral wall paintings on the platform of Amazon, Taobao, 

Dangdang and Confucius Old Books, etc. This analysis and collation of the literature are 

fundamental in order to understand the history and current situation of the issues studied in the 

thesis, to be able to form a general understanding of the subject of the research, to visit and 

observe the next step of the thesis, and to obtain practical and accurate information through the 

analysis and collation of the documentary history, which helps to understand the whole picture 

of things and to make an impartial evaluation. 

 

(2) Study of the images 

The study of the funeral wall paintings from the two countries is based on a careful and 

objective analysis of the various aspects of the theme content, colour, form, etc., based on the 

unique pictorial style of the works themselves and the archaeological briefs and reports that 

indicate the period, site and even occupant, in which it was created are used to reveal the 

essence of the work in a comprehensive manner. The study of the artworks is precisely to be 

placed in their historical context, to further explore the inner meaning, and to complete the 

research results that image studies are intended to achieve. 

 

(3) Descriptive research 

In writing this thesis existing phenomena, patterns and theories will be analysed and studied 

by collating and summarising them. It is a general account of various theories in combination 

with existing information and research results. This narrative mostly explains the arguments of 

others, and the descriptive research method facilitates us in explaining the problems that arise 

in the course of practical research, as well as the views on certain current situations, etc. 

 

(4) Comparative study 

This study relies heavily on the evidence obtained from the crypt wall paintings to substantiate 

the findings of the parallel study. To compare two objects requires the introduction of a frame 
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of reference. The choice of a comparative frame of reference in the comparison of mural art 

means that one of the two parts is chosen as the reference object and the other is compared with 

the reference object, thus creating a sense of difference or commonality. The study of funeral 

culture is very much about understanding oneself through the culture of the 'other'; if one uses 

one's own culture as a frame of reference, it is not easy to examine one's own characteristics, 

so one often uses other cultures as a frame of reference to understand the characteristics of 

one's own culture. In this thesis, the art of Han funeral murals is also used as the preferred 

frame of reference in the comparative study, and the content of Han murals is generally 

described first. However, the choice of frame of reference must also be considered on a case-

by-case basis, and if only the features of Han murals are used as a frame of reference, the 

qualities of ancient Roman murals can sometimes be overlooked. Therefore, this thesis also 

tends to use the murals from the two countries as a frame of reference for each other, in some 

specific comparisons, if the art of making things in the Han is more characteristic. In some 

specific cases, if the Han part is more characteristic, it is used as a reference for the first 

narrative, so that the situation in ancient Rome can be seen in contrast. In the process of 

comparative research, we also need specific methods of comparison, such as analogy and 

contrast. Contrast emphasises the differences in the similarities, while analogy focuses on the 

similarities in the differences. The former allows the characteristics of two things to stand out, 

while the latter can be reduced to general rules or patterns. Both methods need to be used in 

combination, with comparative analysis being carried out on a platform of analogy, or 

comparison followed by analogy to draw out patterns. Attention is also paid to the use of two 

methods of analysis in the comparison process, a local comparison for microdisaggregation 

and a holistic comparison for the distillation of patterns. Using the former method, each local 

element of the object of comparison is refined to examine the impact of both local elements on 

the respective whole, making the analysis more detailed and rigorous. Then, the whole is 

grasped at a macro level, and the essential features of the object of comparison are extracted 

from the local relationships to achieve the result of an outline. 
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1.5 Literature Review 

1.5.1 Wall Paintings from the Han Dynasty of China 

Ancient Chinese tomb paintings were popular during the Han dynasty and continued to be used 

until the Ming and Qing dynasties. As a long-established form of funeral decoration, the Han 

tomb murals are representative and valuable for research, and the discovery of the Han tomb 

paintings in China in the 20th century coincided with the discovery of ancient Chinese mural. 

The majority of field archaeological surveys and excavations in China were carried out by 

scholars from outside China, with the Japanese being the most influential, and most projects 

were funded by other countries. After 1949, Chinese scholars began to conduct scientific 

archaeological surveys and excavations on their own, and the scope of excavations expanded, 

with the most representative Han tombs found in Henan and Hebei, with Luoyang at the centre. 

 

The excavation and study of the Han wall-painted tombs during this period was geographically 

concentrated in the Liaoyang area in the northeast of China, with Japanese scholars being the 

main participants, excavating individual tombs and beginning to analyse the subject, with 

limited participation from Chinese, European and American scholars. Only two reports or 

articles by Chinese scholars were published during this period, mainly because the most 

important archaeological excavations in the Liaoyang area were more readily available to the 

Japanese than the Chinese. The Japanese only excavated individual tombs in those years, so 

there is relatively little comparative information and experience to draw on, and they do not 

know the specific situation of Han tombs in the whole area, which is a major limitation in their 

research. In addition, the excavation reports were published in earlier years, when equipment 

and technology were relatively scarce, so mistakes were inevitable, and in fact many of the 

conclusions in the reports have been revised to date. Nevertheless, these Japanese scholars have 

made their mark. Most of the Han wall-painted tombs discovered in the early years in Liaoyang 

were either filled in, destroyed, or lost to natural or man-made disasters or other causes; the 

archaeological material left by Japanese scholars in the form of texts and pictures from the 
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early years has served as a basis for later researchers. The articles by Hamada Kosaku16 and 

Mizuno Kiyohichi, the former a lecture and the latter a textual version of their discussion, are 

based on the presentation of information and some preliminary personal opinions, not academic 

papers; although Wilma Fairbank article is a typical academic paper, the 'wall paintings' 

discussed in it are mainly stone carvings and not the 'frescoes'17. This period was mainly 

devoted to the collection and collation of archaeological data, and no scholars in China, Japan, 

Europe or the United States had yet undertaken any formal research on the subject of the Han 

tomb murals. Actual academic research had not yet begun. 

 

The first Japanese archaeologist to enter China was Torii Ryuzo18 (1870-1953), who was 

dispatched by the Tokyo Anthropological Society to conduct archaeological investigations in 

the Liaodong Peninsula in 189519, where he first established the nature of the Han tombs at 

Liaoyang. The Liaodong region of north-eastern China was one of the first areas where 

archaeological investigations of mural graves led to important discoveries. Torii entered China 

four more times between 1905 and 1941 to conduct archaeological surveys20, covering the three 

north-eastern provinces and eastern Inner Mongolia of China21. The excavations continued 

until the mid-1940s, with six Han and Wei mural tombs being excavated: the Diaojiatun Han 

tomb in Lushun in 191822, a large stone chamber mural tomb at Yingshui Temple on the banks 

of the Prince's River in Liaoyang in 1918, and the Yagi Zangzan tomb in 1919-1920. In 1920, 

Yagi Zansaburo and Tsukamoto Jing investigated the tomb; in 193123, Naito Kan and Morisho 

 
16 Since 1910, when he was sent to Beijing by the Faculty of Arts of Kyoto University to visit the capital (Takada 

Tokio, "The History of the Kyoto Faculty of Arts and Sciences Dispatch to Beijing", Dunhuang Tulufan Studies, 

vol. 7, pp.13-27), he has been excavating sites and tombs of various periods throughout China. 
17 Yu, H. (2004). Review of Wilma Fairbank book about Chinese Architecture. Architectural Creation, (2), 
pp.128-129. 
18 Ying, L. (2000). An introduction to Torii Ryuzo, a pioneer of Japanese anthropology. Northwest Ethnic Studies, 

2. p.68. 
19 Dong, X. L. (2017). An introduction to Torii Ryuzo. Northern Cultural Heritage, 1. p.2. 
20 Liu, W. (2003). A study of Han, Wei and Jin mural tombs in Liaoyang (Doctoral dissertation). 
21  Zhu, J. (1990). The Han and Jin mural painting tombs in Liaoyang. Journal of Liaoning University: 

Philosophical and Social Sciences Edition, (5), p.113. 
22 Hamada Kosaku: "Lushun Diaojiatun Ancient Tomb" and "Investigation Supplement of Lushun Diaojiatun 

Ancient Tomb ", in The Works of Hamada Kosaku, edited by the Committee for the Publication of the Works of 

Hamada Kosaku (Kyoto: DOHOSHA Printhing, 1987-1993), vol. 4, pp.225-243, 253-297. 
23 Yagi Zangzaburo, 'Ancient mural paintings found in Liaoyang', The Journal of Oriental Studies, vol. 11, no. 1, 

1921; Tsukamoto Yasushi, 'Ancient mural paintings found near the Taizihe in Liaoyang', The Journal of 

Archaeology, vol. 11, no. 7, 1921. This is the first mural tomb found in Liaoyang and the first ancient mural tomb 
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led the excavation of the Han tomb at Yingchengzi, Jin County, Dalian, Liaoning; in 194224, 

Harada led the excavation of the fresco tomb at Nanlinzi, Liaoyang25; in 194326, Komai 

Kazuoai led the excavation of the No. 1 fresco tomb at Beiyuan, Liaoyang; and in 1944, the 

No. 1 fresco tomb at Bangtaizitun, Liaoyang, was discovered and excavated in 194927. The 

Chinese scholar Huang Wenbi was part of the Sino-Swiss Northwest Scientific Expedition, 

which investigated and excavated in Tulufan, Xinjiang, between 1927 and 1933, and presided 

over the excavation and collation of the Jin and Tang mural tombs28, although these did not 

belong to the Han dynasty. This was the first time that Chinese scholars were involved in the 

archaeological excavation of ancient mural-painted tombs. 

 

In 1934, He Changqun published The Discovery of Three Han Paintings in the inaugural issue 

of the Quarterly Journal of Literature, introducing the famous Han tomb murals at Baliitai in 

Luoyang that had been lost overseas, which was the beginning of Chinese scholars' study of 

Han tomb murals. The tomb's structure, mural content, techniques and materials used are all 

clearly and completely described29. During this period, the American scholar Wilma Fairbank 

published A Key to Understanding the Art of Mural Painting in the Han Dynasty (1942), in 

which he referred to 'mural painting' as mainly stone portraits on ancestral halls, not ink-painted 

portraits. One of the pioneers of Chinese art and archaeology, Wilma Fairbank's long-standing 

scholarly work on the restoration of tomb buildings and their stone portraits, such as the 

Wuliang Ancestral Hall in Jiaxiang, Shandong, brought attention to the different decorative 

 
found in China. The tomb was moved to the Lushun Museum, but unfortunately the murals no longer exist. 
24 Naito, and Mori, (1934). Study of the Han Dynasty Mural Tomb near Yingchengzi. Tokyo: The East Asian 

Archaeological Society. 
25 Harada, (1943). Ancient Mural Tomb at Nanlinzi, Liaoyang," Guohua, vol. 53, no. 4. 

26 Komai (1944). The ancient tombs of the Han dynasty in Liaoyang, Guohua, vol. 54, no. 10 

27 Li, W. X, (1947). Study of the ancient mural-painting tombs in Beiyuan, Liaoyang, Journal of the Preparatory 

Committee of the National Shenyang Museum, a copy of the mural is now in the Liaoning Provincial Museum 

(formerly known as the Northeast Museum of China).  
28 Huang, W. B. (1959). Archaeological discoveries in Xinjiang. Archaeology, (2), pp.76-81. 
29  Li, W. X. (1947). Liaoyang north garden fresco tomb record", National Shenyang Museum preparatory 

committee repertory, Vol. 1. p.65. 
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systems and scenes in which they were located, laying the foundations for future research into 

the architecture and decorative structures of the Han tombs30. 

 

Since the 1950s, archaeological excavations of the Han tombs have yielded dozens in all. 

Among these, tombs excavated in the Luoyang area are the most important, partly because they 

are the most numerous of all the regions, and partly because they date from the Western Han 

to the late Eastern Han period. There are more than ten Han dynasty mural tombs that have 

been scientifically excavated in the Luoyang area and for which archaeological reports have 

been published. In the early 20th century, a large number of Chinese and foreign antique dealers 

were already active in the Luoyang area31, stealing tombs and smuggling cultural relics, causing 

great damage to the mural tombs. In 1916, a trapezoidal wall of frescoes made of five hollow 

bricks was dismantled from the tomb of Bailitai 32 , which was acquired by a Shanghai 

businessman who then sold it abroad; in 1925, Loo, C.T., an antique dealer, acquired this group 

of relics by auction and transferred it to the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, 

USA, where it remains today. After the 1950s, when tomb raiding was curbed, Chinese scholars 

conducted scientific investigations and excavations of the Han mural tombs in Luoyang, which 

yielded great rewards; a few kilometres on either side of the Longhai Railway near the villages 

of Luoyang Shaogou33 and Jingu Yuan were the most concentrated areas of distribution34. 

Among the mural tombs excavated so far in the Luoyang area, the earliest dated to the late 

Western Han period, including Bu Qianqiu's tomb35, the Qianjingtou' tomb, and Tomb 61 in 

Saogou36; the latest dated to the late Eastern Han period, with only one example in Zhu 

 
30 Fairbank, W. (1942). A Key to Understanding the Art of Mural Painting in the Han Dynasty. Harvard Journal 

of Asiatic Studies, 7(1), pp.52-88. 
31 Luoyang Cultural Relics Administration. (2010). Ancient tomb murals of Luoyang, Zhongzhou Ancient Books 

Publishing House, pp.8-12. 
32 Su, J. (1984). An examination of the Han tomb murals in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, USA. Zhong Yuan 

Cultural Relics, (2), pp.22-25. 
33 Ni, L. J. (2006). An appreciation of the frescoes in the Han tomb No. 61 in Luoyang. Journal of Huainan 

Normal College, 8(6), pp.103-105. 
34 Yu, F. W., & Zhang J. (1983). The excavation of Han tomb No. 11 at Jinguyuan Station, Luoyang. Cultural 

relics, (4), pp.15-28. 
35 Huang, M. L. (1977). Excavation Brief of Bu Qianqiu's Fresco Tomb in Western Han Dynasty, Luoyang. 

Cultural relics, (6), pp.1-12. 
36 Ni, L. J. (2006). An appreciation of the frescoes in the Han tomb No. 61 in Luoyang. Journal of Huainan 

Normal College, 8(6), pp.103-105. 
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Village37 . As the number of mural tombs from the Western Han and Xin Mang periods 

unearthed throughout the country is very small, the examples from the Western Han and Xin 

Mang periods unearthed in the Luoyang area are particularly important for the study of early 

Han mural painting. 

 

In the 20th century, more than 50 Han dynasty mural tombs were published as the basis for 

studying Han mural paintings. A considerable number of reports and atlases have been 

published, as well as a large number of briefs and papers. In the last year of the twentieth 

century, He Xilin, an associate professor in the Department of Art History at the Central 

Academy of Fine Arts, completed his doctoral thesis on the study of wall paintings in Han 

tombs, and in the first year of the twenty-first century, his doctoral dissertation was entitled 

Ancient Tomb Paintings - A Study of Han Dynasty Funeral Murals, and it was published by 

the Shaanxi People's Fine Arts Publishing House (2001). The book became the opening chapter 

of the century in the study of Han murals and also filled a gap in the study of monographs. The 

introductory chapter provides a brief summary of the history and current status of the discovery 

and study of Han murals to show that his research is based on the available information and 

research results. In the first chapter, A comprehensive examination of the periodicity and 

regional nature of Han murals, the author divides Han murals into four phases: the early 

Western Han period (inception), the late Western Han period (establishment), the period from 

Xin Mang to the early Eastern Han period (continuation), and the late Eastern Han period 

(expansion), and provides a comprehensive survey of its development. In this comprehensive 

examination of the development of Han dynasty tomb murals, the author takes note of both 

inheritance and innovation, and provides a brief account of the reasons. The author re-examines, 

interprets and analyses typical cases of common interest to scholars, in particular several wall-

painted tombs from the Western Han to the early Eastern Han dynasties in the Luoyang area, 

such as Bu Qianqiu's tomb, Qianjingtou's tomb, Jinguyuan's tomb, and presents his own views 

on specific issues. In his analysis of the individual cases, the author points out that "the 

discernment of image structure is an issue that cannot be ignored in the study of Han Dynasty 

 
37 Shi, J. Z. (1992). Briefing on the excavation of the Eastern Han Dynasty mural painting tomb in Zhucun, 

Luoyang. Cultural relics, (12), pp.15-20. 
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wall-painted or painted masonry tombs." It is on the basis of the analysis of the structure of 

images that the author concludes that "the theme of the ascension of the soul in a large number 

of Han dynasty tomb art is an expression of the concept of rebirth, and the progression and 

development of images from yin (death) to yang (life) is consistent with this concept", and with 

this as a basis, he makes a new and different approach to the direction of the images of the 

ascension of the soul in the tomb murals The author's interpretation is different from that of his 

predecessors. Although the interpretation is not the final word, and there will be others who 

will disagree, it is indisputable that his efforts have at least inspired people to think about these 

issues from a different perspective and have thus contributed to the study of the Han dynasty 

tomb murals. It is well known that tomb painting is a functional art, but if its function was not 

for viewing, then what was it for? In what ideological context and conceptual form did it 

emerge and develop? This is answered in the second chapter of the book, which follows. The 

author discusses the ideological background and conceptual form of the Han tomb murals from 

three perspectives: the early Chinese concept of the soul, Taoist thought and belief in the 

immortals in the pre-Qin and Han dynasties, and the concept of the five elements of yin and 

yang and the idea of celestial induction in the Han dynasty.  

 

The artists and painters of the Han dynasty inherited the traditional art of burial and compiled 

the relevant ideas and beliefs prevalent at the time, creating a system of tomb wall paintings 

that embodied a profound and systematic conception of burial. The formation of this conceptual 

system was largely influenced by the notions of the soul, Taoist thought, beliefs in the divine, 

the five elements of yin and yang and the induction of heaven and man, some of which 

ultimately formed the core of the Han tomb mural conceptual system." After elaborating on the 

early Chinese concept of the soul, the author points out that "the concept of the soul was an 

important part of early Chinese thought and belief and an important ideological foundation of 

the Han dynasty funerary culture, and the Han funeral art, represented by the murals, distinctly 

and prominently reflects this concept of universal significance." The author argues that the Han 

dynasty's "belief in the immortals extended to the world after death, and that the world of the 

immortals, full of happiness and freedom, served as the ideal home for the wandering souls in 
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heaven. It was widely believed that the spirits of the dead, if they were lucky enough to be 

guided and assisted in some way, would ascend to this world of bliss, thus achieving eternal 

happiness and immortality. The creation of a large number of heavenly and immortal images 

in the wall paintings of the Han tombs was based on such an idea and belief. In keeping with 

the natural form of the spirit rising upwards, such motifs were usually arranged at the top of 

the tomb chamber or at the upper end of the perimeter wall, so as to blend in with the heavenly 

realm." The author also points out that "the conceptual structure of Han dynasty tomb murals 

is mainly derived from the idea of the five elements of yin and yang and the correspondence 

between heaven and man. The mural tomb can be described as a man-made universe, which 

not only imitates domestic life but also depicts heavenly scenes. The soul of the owner of 

the ...... tomb can only manifest its immortality if it is placed in the constant and unchanging 

nature of the universe." From this we seem to assume that the author has elaborated or argued 

for the ideological background and conceptual form of the Han dynasty tomb murals in several 

ways, all of which are closely related to the souls of the deceased, and that the selection of the 

content of the tomb murals and the arrangement of the image structure were designed according 

to the form of life in the future world of the soul in the minds of the people. This shows how 

important the soul was to people, even though it was invisible and intangible. The third chapter 

of this book looks at the origins of the Han tomb paintings and their iconographic and stylistic 

traditions. The author is very open-minded, taking into account all the images associated with 

the Han tomb murals, and is able to focus on the themes of yin and yang and the ascension of 

the soul, capturing the heart of the matter. The author's classification of the content and theme 

of the Han dynasty tomb murals is innovative: "First, cosmic and celestial images and scenes 

of the heavenly realm of immortals and spirits: second, various gods, monsters, spirits, and 

figures to protect the tomb from evil spirits; third, the personal experiences of the tomb owner 

and scenes of domestic life associated with them; and fourth, historical stories and figures that 

exemplify Confucian moral ideals. " Not only that, but the author also summarises the rise and 

fall of the content of each type of subject. The author concludes with a brief commentary on 

the status and value of Han tomb murals in terms of their subject matter, use of line, modelling 

ability and use of colour. The author's assessment of the status and value of Han murals is 
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accurate and objective. His study of murals provides important information and arguments for 

our understanding of the development of painting during the Han dynasty of China. 

 

The regional study of Han dynasty mural tombs remains the most prominent in the Central 

Plains of China, centred on Luoyang. The study of Huang Minglan and Guo Yinqiang, Wall 

paintings from Han Tombs in Luoyang (1996), edited in catalogue form, includes a total of 

twelve fresco tombs from the late Western Han to the Han and Wei periods in the region. 

Although not an academic monograph, in addition to an analysis of the discovery, distribution, 

period, content layout and artistic achievements of the fresco tombs in the Luoyang area in an 

overview, each grave is briefly described, with a plan of the tomb and most of the colour 

pictures are published for the first time. A monograph on the wall paintings of Han tombs in 

the west of the river in this period includes the study of Yue Banghu et al. Rock Paintings and 

Burial Wall Paintings (2004), a regional overview of excavated material. For the Liaoyang 

region in the north-east, Zheng Yan's A Study of mural painting tombs from the Wei, Jin and 

North and South Dynasties periods in China (2000), while devoted to mural painting tombs 

from this period, also provides an overview of some of the mural painting tombs excavated in 

the Liaoyang region in the north-east, from the late Eastern Han to the Han-Wei periods. For 

the Guanzhong region, two articles by Cheng Linquan and Zhang Xiangyu38 (2006) and Hou 

Xiaorong and Chen Xiaofei39 (2006) provide a comprehensive overview of all archaeological 

excavations from the earliest to the most recent Han dynasty wall-painted tombs in the region. 

This period has seen a significant increase in the number of treatises on wall painting in Han 

tombs and related topics, both in Chinese and in foreign languages, as well as a wider range of 

research directions and scope. Alexander C. Soper’s, The Cultural Nature of Han Pictorial Art 

(1987), concentrates on the cultural qualities of Han as shown by the paintings. Martin J. 

Powers, Art and Political Expression in Early China (1991), explores the role of early art, 

mainly from the Han dynasty, in the relationship between man and society, with particular 

attention to political expression, personality and social justice. Li Ruisen, The Han Burial 

 
38 Cheng, L. Q, & Zhang, X. Y. (2006). An analysis of Han Dynasty mural tombs in the Guanzhong region. 

Archaeology and cultural relics, (3), pp.47-53. 
39 Hou, X. R., & Chen, X. F. (2006). A preliminary study of the wall-painting tombs of the two Han dynasties in 

the Guanzhong area. Chinese History and Cultural Relics, (4), pp.18-23. 
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System (1995), provides an overview of Han tombs of various forms and issues related to Han 

burial. Chapter 8 of the book, on wall-painted tombs, has a section devoted to the content, 

phasing and zoning of wall paintings in Han tombs, which is useful for understanding wall-

painted tombs in relation to the Han burial system and to other forms of Han tombs. Jean M. 

James focuses on the issue of iconography in Han dynasty tomb chambers and tomb shrine 

portraits, publishing papers such as An iconographic study of xiwangmu during the Han 

dynasty (1995) and A guide to the tomb and shrine art of the Han dynasty 206 BC-AD 220 

(1996) The Eastern Han Painted Stone Tomb at Yinan: The Return of the Body (2001). Jin 

Weinuo’s, The importance of tomb murals in art history (1997), again provides an overview 

of the development of tomb murals from the Han dynasties to the Liao and Jin dynasties in 

terms of the content and artistic expression of the portraits. Among those exploring the content 

and layout of Han tomb murals are Xiao Lu's The Layout of the Han Mural Tombs (1991), 

Zhang Herong's The layout, content and style of Han Dynasty murals (1995) and Zhao 

Huacheng's The Layout and Content of Han Tomb Murals (1999). Among them, Zhao 

Huacheng's article examines a number of aspects, including the staging and distribution of Han 

dynasty mural tombs, the classification of mural content and the changes in their location, 

layout and content, and the changing concept of belief during the Han dynasty. 

 

Gu Sen's A History of Painting in the Qin and Han Dynasties (2000) is a general history of 

painting in the Han dynasty, using an art historical approach and providing an overview of Han 

painting in the broadest sense of the term. In addition, the third in the series of The 20th Century 

Chinese Cultural Relics and Archaeological Discoveries and Research (2005) published by 

Beijing Heritage Publishing House in recent years includes a volume on ancient mural tombs, 

which covers the Han period through the Ming and Qing dynasties, and is intended as public 

reading, with the emphasis on conveying the information to the reader in depth and in depth. 

He Xilin's The discovery and study of mural painting in Han dynasty tombs (2001) is the only 

scholarly work on Han murals that we have seen before writing this thesis, and it is a 

compilation of more than 50 Han tomb murals discovered in the 20th century in terms of period 

and region; The author is supposed to have been inspired by Sun Zuoyun et al., uses mainly 
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documentary sources, from the perspective of pictorial studies, to interpret individual mural 

images from the perspective of iconographic research, while also focusing on the artistic 

achievements and influence of Han murals, but not considering the relationship between murals 

and the chamber environment, the zoning and staging of mural tombs, and the specific role in 

funerary culture, with a research approach somewhere between archaeology and art history. 

 

Dramer, K. I. N.’s Between the living and the dead: Han dynasty stone carved tomb doors 

(2002), analysing the role and significance of stone tomb doors and doorways in Han tombs40, 

as tomb structures and decorative designs, in reflecting the ritual needs of the Han dynasty and 

linking the worlds of life and death. Wu Hung's research on Han art began with his doctoral 

dissertation, The Wu Liang Shrine: The Ideology of Early Chinese Pictorial Art (1989), and in 

recent years he has edited Zongjiao The Art and Archaeology of religion between Han and 

Tang (2000) and "Paradise" images and the concept of paradise in Han Dynasty art (2005). 

In the latter book, the religious thought and the concept of life and death of the Han people are 

discussed, and it is suggested that the "paradise" where the Western Queen and the Eastern 

Duke lived was a place of illusion, and that the tomb was the 'ideal home' after death. 

 

The study of the Han funeral paintings has progressed from the early 20th century to the present 

in terms of both the quality of archaeological reports and the level of analysis and research. 

With the improvement of staff experience, equipment, and technology, some archaeological 

reports of this period have provided more complete textual and pictorial information. Some 

reports have also provided preliminary interpretations of some of the burials. The 

archaeological reports are the cornerstone of in-depth research. The speed at which they can be 

 
40 The Han tomb doors have received the attention of scholars from many countries, and many related catalogues 

and articles on the interpretation of the portraits have been published (e.g., Liu, X. H., & Shan, X. S., (1989). The 

Art of Gate Painting in Han Dynasty Tombs in Nanyang; Li, L. (2004). Study of Han Tomb Painting, Shanghai: 

Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House; Shaanxi Provincial Museum and Shaanxi Provincial Cultural 

Management Committee. (1985). An Anthology of Shaanxi Eastern Han Portrait Stone Carvings, Beijing: 

Cultural Relics Publishing House; Han, W., & Wang, W. L. (2001). Shaanxi Shenmu Dabaodang Han Painted 

Portrait Stones, Chongqing: Chongqing Publishing House, etc.). However, it is still rare to find a scholarly work 

that examines the door as the structure in a tomb. 
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compiled and produced must be increased, with more accurate archaeological mapping and 

photographic images facilitating the analysis of the site's remains. A key limitation of the study 

is the lack of archaeological data and the poor state of preservation. Previous studies of Han 

dynasty mural tombs and painted brick and stone tombs have generally treated them separately, 

but on the basis that they are consistent in terms of the content of the images and their function 

in the tombs, it would be helpful if they could complement each other in the study of the subject.  

 

Previous work on the interpretation of Han dynasty mural images, in terms of research 

methodology, the analysis of their cultural connotations, and the case-by-case analysis of Han 

mural tombs has been fruitful; further research and development will require the opening up of 

new directions. By placing the murals in the context of the Han tomb and funerary culture as a 

whole, this thesis attempts to analyse and study the murals from a more comprehensive and 

integrated perspective, which should provide new insights into the subject. 

 

1.5.2 Wall Paintings from Ancient Rome 

In contrast to the more comprehensive and in-depth studies already carried out on funeral wall 

paintings during the Han dynasty, the panorama of the literature on the Roman part in this study 

is essentially different in that it does not focus so intensively on funerary remains. The current 

studies of Roman tomb frescoes generally fall into two categories: they focus either on the 

tomb itself or on the physical structure and technique of the frescoes. It is essential to note that 

the distinctions mentioned above are not absolute and insulated from each other, and do not 

mean that a particular scholar's research is purely motivated by a specific perspective or 

research method; the general classification of research results here is only relative. There is a 

wealth of research available on these two aspects, and the perspectives and approaches of 

different scholars vary. In general, the study of death and burial in the Roman world, or more 

specifically in ancient Rome, begins with literary and archaeological evidence. Ancient 

literature informs beliefs and practices surrounding death, disposition and commemoration, 
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while archaeological material attests to the authenticity of practices at both the macro and micro 

levels, from the Roman world as a whole to individuals. 

 

On the one hand, in the case of Roman burials, studies of which often include a reasonably 

general approach to Roman burials or focus on a specific aspect of the process of death, burial 

and mourning. This sometimes includes a narrow approach, looking at the burial practices of a 

group of people, or a single grave or memorial type. These studies have an intended purpose, 

whether general or specific, which makes it impossible for the work to cover all aspects of 

burial and tomb construction for any particular group of people or period. For example, on 

Roman attitudes to death, the book Death and burial in the Roman world (1996), which 

describes Roman beliefs about the afterlife, Toynbee shows that Roman attitudes towards death 

were predominantly optimistic. Belief in the survival of the individual personality after death 

predominated overviews on the nature of the lies that awaited the soul after the grave. Indeed, 

literature (to a certain extent) and funerary art (to a large extent) suggest that in ancient Roman 

times, there was a growing belief that the horrors and forces of death could be overcome and 

that, under certain conditions, departed souls could achieve a richer, happier, more God-like 

life in the future than that experienced here. Thus, in the pictorial language of the 'art of the 

tomb in the age of man', tomb frescoes on themes such as mythology, Elysium, etc., appear 

frequently. Besides, this book provides insights into how the Romans viewed death and the 

afterlife, and gives vivid examples and explanations of tomb architecture, burial types and 

cemetery layouts. A problem with this book, however, is that it deals with a wide range of 

subjects and that many of the tombs mentioned in the book are from Pompeii. It is also 

somewhat dated, and many of the graves in Pompeii do not fall into the category of graves it 

neatly describes. However, it is essential for ongoing research at Pompeii. Toynbee is important 

as a researcher in that she sets the standard for the typology of modern Roman burial 

monuments, as most subsequent research has been based on her pioneering work on the 

description and classification of tombs. Henner von Hesberg has to some degree replaced the 

use of Toynbee's work, but the opinion of both researchers will be utilized when defining tomb 

types. His publication of Römische Grabbauten (1992), and the Italian version Monumenta: i 
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sepolcri romani e la loro architettura (1994) provided a much-needed update on the subject, 

with far greater detail pertaining to the actual structures of burial. Toynbee's classification is, 

however, firmly established in the typology because it is the same classification she established 

that is being used in. 

 

There is a substantial scholarly tradition concerning the archaeological remains of tombs and 

burials from the Roman period, dating back to artists recording tombs along ancient roads on 

the outskirts of Rome. As a result, numerous publications examine many aspects of burials in 

Rome and beyond. For example, Valerie Hope focuses on Roman funerary practices and 

funerary monuments. She has published several books on this subject. These include 

compilations of ancient sources on certain subjects. With regard to death in ancient Rome, the 

sources include literary works, such as poems, letters and philosophical works, as well as 

epitaphs and inscriptions and, of course, funerary monuments and cemeteries. Meyer Jaś Elsner 

and Michel Meyer, eds. Art and rhetoric in Roman culture (2014) also attempt a broader scope. 

Moormann mentions an influence on eclectic (trompe-l'oeil) taste in his book Roman Painting 

between Architectural Construction and Figurative Art (2011). The correspondence between 

frescoes and the architecture of the tomb buildings, the decorative content of the garlands and 

floral motifs that appear in the funeral frescoes as popular decorative objects and their 

contained symbolism. These themes define the funerary setting and function. The evidence, 

ancient texts and previous studies of archaeological material, is, therefore, the context in which 

this study must be considered. Moreover, rituals, rules and attitudes towards death, burial and 

memory are common topics in ancient literature. This covers a variety of literary genres and 

periods, including Greek and Latin writers. In addition to information relating to burial and the 

grave, some texts reveal other aspects of grief, remembrance, the (re)use of the grave and the 

rules for dealing with the dead, which are particularly useful for exploring the burial practices 

of the population of the Roman world. While a comprehensive study of ancient texts is beyond 

the scope of this study, an overview of selected texts provides the necessary cultural framework 

for studying ancient Roman burials. 
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On the other hand, as far as the Roman frescoes themselves are concerned, Among the texts 

that have survived to the present day and are well preserved, Vitruvius' the ten books on 

architecture, Plinys' Naturalis Historia (published as Natural History), were written in the 

Roman period. Vitruvius was a Roman architect and engineer active from 46 to 30 BC. In about 

27 BC he published his manual on the practice of architecture, De architectura (On architecture, 

published as Ten Books on Architecture), based on the writings of the famous Greek architect 

Hermogenes and others and his own experience. As a reference work for Roman architects, it 

is the only monograph on architecture, painting and sculpture to have survived from antiquity. 

The Ten Books on Architecture were written around 32-22 BC and are the only books on 

architectural design, theory and aesthetics to have been preserved intact since the Classical 

period. The knowledge transmitted in this book is a mixture of Greek and Latin rather than 

fully Roman. Thanks to the many anecdotal accounts of Greek and Roman architecture, 

painting and sculpture, it is still a major source of ancient art history. Not to mention the 

"encyclopaedic" value it holds in the eyes of historians of all the terms, systems, usages and 

ideas relating to architectural knowledge. The Ten Books on Architecture are divided into ten 

volumes, and in his book VII, book VII, he mentions, among other things, the most important 

technical aspects of Roman fresco construction, such as the decadence of fresco painting and 

the painted pigments, natural colours, including cinnabar and quicksilver and artificial colours, 

black, blue, burnt ochre, white lead, verdigris, and artificial sandarach purple, substitutes for 

purple, yellow ochre, malachite green and indigo, etc. Vitruvius describes the elaborate 

methods employed by wall painters, including the insertion of lead sheets into the walls to 

prevent the capillary action of moisture from attacking the frescoes, the preparation of up to 

seven layers of plaster on the walls, and the use of marble powder on the top layer to help 

produce a mirror-like sheen on the surface. Sections of each room were painted at different 

times, with the edges of each section (or giornata, i.e. the extent of the day's work) faintly 

visible on the surface. It seems that the preliminary drawings or light cuts in the prepared 

surfaces guided the artist to decorate the walls of the frescoes (in fresh plaster) with strong 

primary colours; in subsequent stages, lighter colours were apparently often added as a secco 

(on dry plaster), although there is a fierce and continuing debate about the exact method used 
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by the Roman painters. Vitruvius helps to introduce us to the colours used by the Roman fresco 

painters. Reading the Ten Books on Architecture from the perspective of art literature, we can 

see the origins of some of the issues debated by future generations of the art historical discipline. 

 

The basic premise of fresco composition in ancient Rome was the painting achievements of the 

Greeks. One of the recurrent themes was the incorporation of figures painted in the Greek style, 

most typically, panels based on famous Greek pictures. These are rarely close copies, but they 

usually reproduce general compositional devices or specific figure types inherited from the 

originals, and they always rely on the Greeks' mastery of naturalism and fantasy; more 

importantly, they arise from the Roman desire to surround themselves with the same 'nostalgia', 

or intellectual snobbery, that prompted the collection of classic statues or silver panels as the 

aura of great Greek art. Roger ling's book, Roman Painting (1991), is a general history of 

Roman painting written specifically for the English-speaking people. He describes the Roman 

world, particularly Rome itself and the cities of Pompeii, Herculaneum and Stabile, which were 

buried in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 AD, where a large number of frescoes survived. 

Recent research has provided a clearer idea of the age of these paintings, their sources of 

inspiration and their significance to the various classes of patrons who commissioned them. 

This survey brings together all aspects of our knowledge. Among other topics, it discusses the 

so-called four Pompeian styles, their spread through the provinces, the ensuing extensive 

development of plans, styles and themes, the factors that determined the choice and 

presentation of particular subjects, and what we know about the painters and the organisation 

of their workshops. Roger Ling argues that the history of Roman painting is essentially a 

history of frescoes on plaster. This is, on the one hand, the extant situation and, on the other 

hand, reflects the real state of the art of painting in the Roman period. 

 

Furthermore, the following texts analyse Roman frescoes in terms of style: August Mau’ 

Pompeji in leben und kunst (1908), Pompeii: its life and art (1982), Pompejanische Beiträge 

(2018), Geschichte der decorativen Wandmalerei in Pompeji (2019), Arthur Pillans Laurie’s 

Greek and Roman methods of painting: some comments on the statements made by Pliny and 
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Vitruvius about wall and panel painting (1910), T. F. C Blagg’s Roman Provincial Wall 

Painting of the Western Empire. Edited by Joan Liversidge (1984), Maxwell Anderson’s 

Painting in Rome and Pompeii (1988), Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s Houses and society in 

Pompeii and Herculaneum (1994), Volker Michael Strocka’s Stili pompeiani (1996), 

Hamdallah Béarat’s Roman wall painting: materials, techniques, analysis and conservation 

(1997), Peter J. Holliday’s Roman triumphal painting: its function, development, and reception 

(1997), Peter Stewart’s The social history of Roman art (2008), Steven L. Tuck’s 

Representations of spectacle and sport in Roman art (2014). A history of Roman art (2021), 

Nathaniel B. Jones's Painting, Ethics, and Aesthetics in Rome (2019). All of these studies are 

important for the development of this thesis. 

 

This study attempts to compare the wall paintings in the burial chambers of the two countries 

in terms of their technique, colour, pigments, subject matter content, etc. Among the studies 

dealing with the technique include Umberto Pappalardo and Donatella Mazzoleni’s The 

Splendor of Roman Wall Painting (2009), Philippe Heuzé’s Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre 

(1990), Both books refer to the techniques used for the murals, as well as the staff and teams 

involved in their production and painting. Elizabeth Pye’s Wall painting in the Roman empire: 

colour, design and technology (2012) describes the techniques used to produce plaster from 

lime (calcium carbonate) obtained by heating limestone or marble. The pigments commonly 

used in Roman frescoes included naturally occurring inert mineral compounds, and she argues 

that the decorative designs followed certain conventions. The fresco technique is likewise 

described by Piovesan etc. (2011), and it is mentioned that this natural protection of the plaster 

gave the painter the opportunity to use the sealing technique. 

 

In areas such as the study of Roman fresco colour and pigments, Selim Augusti devoted a 

considerable part of his life to the study of Roman frescoes and their colours. His book Colori 

Pompeiani. (1967). All the specimens were meticulously re-catalogued, subdivided where 

necessary, and assigned a new, more 'logical' series of inventor numbers. He provided a 

detailed description of the appearance and colour of each specimen, as well as its chemical 
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composition, which was confirmed using chemical, physical and microscopic examination 

methods. In Goldman Rachael's book Color-Terms in Social and Cultural Context in Ancient 

Rome (2013), it is mentioned that the Romans seem to have had a heightened awareness of the 

interaction of light and darkness with colour. The first study based on a modern treatment of 

ancient Roman colour was conducted by Thomas Randolph Price, who was concerned with 

defining the chromatic range of terms (e.g. all the different reds) and their deployment in the 

Virgil’s corpus. His study represents the first attempt to list Roman colour terms and their 

etymology. André began his study of Roman colour terminology in his Étude sur les Termes 

de Couleur dans la Langue Latine (1949), he built on Price's limited study by adding more 

colour terms, forming a large concordance into different colour groups or families depicting 

the usage of particular words in different texts. As a comprehensive research tool, his book 

remains a valuable source; however, because his field of study is so broad, he only briefly 

touches on the social and cultural aspects of colour. Other scholars have focused on the use of 

individual colours. Francis Marion Dana's research, The Ritual Significance of Yellow Among 

the Romans (1919), examined the religious function of yellow in Roman rituals. Her use of 

primary sources is limited. The colour that has received the most attention from scholars is 

purple, purpura; Meyer Reinhold's The History of Purple as a Status Symbol in 

Antiquity (1970) has become the standard text on the purple dye and trade industry from the 

Assyrians through the Byzantine Empire. Moreover, there have been some brief treatments of 

the social connections between coloured materials (particularly purple and gold) and Roman 

luxuria and attempts by the state to monitor and control them, for instance, Phyllis Culham on 

the lex Oppia (1982) and Christopher Jones on Graeco-Roman processed colours (1999), 200 

BC–200 AD. The most recent contribution to this literature is Mark Bradley's critical 

study, Colour and Meaning in Ancient Rome (2009), which examines the category of colour in 

Roman systems of expression and communication. Bradley discusses how the terms colour 

were understood by Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, and how authors such as Lucretius and 

Pliny analysed the optical effects of colour. Furthermore, there are many valuable studies of 

colour terms that focus on periods and cultures other than Greece and Rome. John 

Gage's Colour and culture: Practice and meaning from antiquity to abstraction (1999) trace 



59 

 

the history of colour from Classical Greece through the twentieth century. Liza Cleland and 

Karen Stears organised an archaeologically based conference whose proceedings were 

published as Colour in the Ancient Mediterranean World (2004). Wallace Hadrill (1994) 

explains that colour belongs to a certain hierarchical order. The value of a pigment is 

proportional to its cost and availability. In Roman frescoes, Red Cinnabar was quite expensive 

and could be excluded from the decorator's contract and charged directly to the client. Pure 

white is the cheapest. For better wall backgrounds, yellow ochre and red are the norms. Blue 

is suitable for the chosen wall due to its rarity and high cost. Black has been chosen for 

particularly grand walls. These Roman colour and pigment publications provide an important 

theoretical basis for this comparative study. 

 

Additionally, from 6 to 10 October 1998, the Museum and site of Saint-Romain-en-Gal Vienne 

(Musée et sites de Saint-Romain-en-Gal-Vienne) hosted the International Association of 

Ancient Frescoes symposium, which witnessed the burial architecture and funerary traditions 

of the Roman world and included a large number of burial frescoes. The symposium was very 

fruitful, with the collection Au royaume des ombres (1998), published by the Réunion des 

musées nationalaux under the direction of Noicole Blanc, which was presented with the 

exhibition. It is a faithful guide, including notices of all the objects presented. Nevertheless, it 

also constitutes in itself work with summary chapters, produced by the best French and foreign 

experts, dedicated to Greek funerary painting, tombs from the Roman Empire, the work of 

painters and painting techniques, paint, the subject of the figure and the question of funerary 

symbolism, the art of ancient portraiture. The scholars involved in this symposium have 

produced an impressive body of work that explores or interprets in-depth the periods, forms, 

ownerships, staging, fresco themes, representations and contexts in which fresco tombs were 

prevalent in the Roman period, a book that has involved numerous published reports, briefs 

and news on the several fresco tombs of the Roman period that have become the basis for the 

study of Roman fresco painting. For example, the tomb of the Caryatids at Sveshtari, the tomb 

of Maglij, the necropolises of Capua, the columbaria of Villa Doria Pamphili in Rome, the 

tomb of Neuvy- Pailloux, the tomb of the Busts of Qweilbeh, The tomb of Nida-Heddernheim, 
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the Patron's tomb in Rome, the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus in Pompeii, the tomb of the 

Banquet of Constantza, the tomb of Silistra, the tomb in via Portuense in Rome, the columbaria 

in via Olevano Romano in Rome, etc., these studies are of a documentary nature and are 

essentially objective descriptions of frescoed tombs and their images. Such compilation studies 

are essential for the further analysis of frescoes in Roman tombs and are important sources of 

documentation for this thesis. 

 

Overall. In the current study of Roman tomb paintings, the focus is either on the wall paintings 

themselves or the rituals associated with the tombs. However, there has been little research and 

discussion in Chinese scholarship on the Roman funeral frescoes. The reasons for this are, to a 

large extent, related to the fact that the history of Roman art is not a very hot and popular 

domain, the study of this realm requires knowledge from many disciplines, including art, 

archaeology and history. Few scholars in China engage in such exploration, given the lack of 

objective circumstances and documentation. With the limited resources available, we have tried 

to base our discussion on the interpretation of primary documents on Roman burial murals 

while referring to the relevant research findings and monographs of the scholars concerned to 

give our thoughts and understanding within the limits of our ability. 

 

1.5.3 Comparisons between the two regions 

At the level of comparison between ancient Rome and the Han dynasty, there has long been an 

interest among scholars, but the focus has been on modes of production, and comparisons of 

artistic disciplines have been few and far between. In European and American scholarship, 

some scholars have traditionally focused on the economic and cultural exchanges and contacts 

between Rome and ancient China, but mostly in relation to the Silk Road. For example, Craig 

S. Wright’s Rome and the Road to the Distant East (2021) is the first comprehensive survey of 

the extent of this trade and its wider significance for the Roman world. It investigates the 

origins and development of Roman trade voyages across the Indian Ocean, considers the role 

of long-distance diplomacy, and examines the organization of an overland trade network 
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through the inner Arabian desert via the incense route between the Yemeni coast and ancient 

Palestine. It also considers the Silk Road that extended from Roman Syria to Iraq, through the 

Persian Empire into inner Asia and eventually into China. The more comprehensive 

comparative studies have only in recent years become heated conduct. 

 

The University of Oxford has in recent years published two successive collections of 

comparative studies of Rome and ancient China, Conceiving the Empire: China and Rome 

Compared (2008) and Rome and China: comparative perspectives on ancient world empires 

(2009). The two books take different perspectives, with the former exploring the ways in which 

ancient Chinese and Roman historiography, inscriptions, art, architecture, maps and other 

symbolic media defined, wrote about and promoted empires, while the latter focuses on the 

institutions and practical workings of empires. The comparison of funeral wall painting is still 

a new area. Prior to the ancient Roman and Han dynasties, which were the two major countries 

that confronted each other in the classical period between East and West, the importance and 

influence of both in history led to a certain number of works and studies being written on the 

comparative study of the two in a variety of disciplines, including human history and social 

economy. For example, Pulley blank’s The Roman Empire as Known to Han China (1999), 

Zhang Xushan's The Exchange between the Greco-Roman World and China on the Eurasian 

Steppe Road before the Third Century (2000), Zhao Xihui's Artistic Exchanges between China 

and Rome (2013), Walter Scheidel's State power in ancient China and Rome (2014), and 

Empires of inequality: ancient China and Rome (2016), Hyun Jin Kim, Samuel N.C. Lieu, 

Raoul McLaughlin 's Rome and China: Points of Contact (2021), Xiao Congrong's Universal 

Culture in Europe and Asia (2021), etc. These publications focus on the impact of comparative 

approaches to the history of exchange, are mainly historical studies of exchange with a 

comparative approach to influence and differ significantly from this thesis in terms of 

methodology and structure. 

 

Major works on the comparative study of the two regionals in art fields include Chang 

Ningsheng's A Comparison of Sculpture from Roman Imperial and Chinese Han Dynasty (2003) 
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provides a systematic discussion sculpture using a comprehensive comparative approach, 

which is of great reference value for this thesis. A similar source is Lou Xing's: A Comparison 

of Publicity in Urban Commemorative Sculpture between the Han Dynasties and Ancient Rome 

(2005). The series of Ten Books on Comparative Chinese and European Art (2000), edited by 

Deng Fuxing, is a more comprehensive enrichment and distillation of the arguments on various 

aspects of Chinese and European art, although it does cover the art of ancient Rome and the 

Han Dynasty with an inadequate comparison. Among the materials collected by the author, 

some of the writings are mainly thematic comparative studies of a particular art discipline, with 

a certain chapter dealing with ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty. Although these treatises are 

related to the subject, neither the object of study nor the angle of research overlaps with this 

thesis. It is rare to find a comprehensive and comparative study of the art of the two regions as 

a whole. A more relevant study is a chapter in Ni Jianlin's A Comparison of Chinese and 

European Art (2007), Imagination and Reality: A Comparison of Art in the Han Dynasty and 

Rome. This chapter occupies 18 of the 251 pages of the book, and because of its large structure, 

it is mainly an overview of issues related to conception and ornamentation. There is still plenty 

of scope for research and expansion on the subject of this thesis. 

 

Zhu Wentao's A study on the differences between ancient Roman and Han art (2014) can be 

analysed in terms of the two dimensions of viewing and expression of the "artistic will", and 

the reasons for the formal differences and confrontations between ancient Roman and Han art 

can be analysed to further understand the different ways in which Eastern and Western art 

evolved. Zhang XiaoHui's article A comparison of the forms of decorative art in the Han and 

Roman periods (2006) takes the forms of decorative art in the two regions as a starting point, 

and conducts a comparative study of the styles, expressions and aesthetic characteristics of the 

subject matters, discussing the forms of decorative art in three themes: figure, flora, fauna. At 

the same time, the similarities and differences between the decorative arts are examined in 

order to identify their development patterns and cultural values. Liu Jia and He Xuemei's A 

Comparison of Han and Roman Decorative Arts (2003) and Zhen Zhu's A Comparative Study 

of Han and Roman Decorative Patterns (2008). Although these treatises are different from the 
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field of study of this thesis, they are of great reference value as cultural background information 

on the art of the tomb murals of both. It is also worth mentioning that in 2005, the Shaanxi 

History Museum organised an exhibition of Eastern and Western Civilisations with Ministry 

of Cultural Heritage and Activities and Tourism, Italy, consisting of 173 precious artefacts 

from ancient Rome and over 170 artefacts from the Chinese Han Dynasty41. In 2009, the first 

cooperation project between the Ministry for Cultural Heritage and Activities of the Italian 

Republic and the State Administration for Cultural Heritage of the People's Republic of China,  

took place in Beijing, Luoyang, Milan and Rome, with the exhibition "Qin, Han and Roman 

Civilisations"42, and featured 489 groups of valuable artefacts from more than 70 museums in 

China and Italy, supported by models, pictures and videos, including some frescoes from the 

ancient Roman period. The glorious civilisation of Han China and Ancient Rome, which 

occupied the eastern and western sides of the Eurasia continent between the 3rd century BC 

and the 2nd century AD, is recreated. In recent years, two large scale exhibitions comparing 

Roman and Han artefacts have exemplified to some extent the feasibility and typicality of the 

topic chosen for this thesis. 

 

1.6 Outline of Chapters 

The basic structure of this comparative study is based on the theoretical foundations of the 

technical, aesthetic and cultural aspects of murals. Thus, the entire study is divided into six 

chapters of discussion around the art of funeral wall paintings in the two countries. Apart from 

the introduction to the study in Chapter one and the concluding part in Chapter six, the main 

 
41 Title of the exhibition: Ancient Rome and Han Chang'an - A Comparative Exhibition of Eastern and Western 

Civilizations. Presented by the Shaanxi History Museum and the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities and 

Tourism, Italy. Period: 20 April 2005 – 20 July 2005. Venue: Shaanxi History Museum, Xi'an, Shaanxi. 

42 Title of the exhibition: Qin, Han and Roman Civilisations. Presented by the Shaanxi History Museum and the 

Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities and Tourism, Italy. Period and venue: The exhibition has been held 

in four stops: the first, in Beijing from 30 July 2009 to 7 October 2009 (World Art Museum, China Millennium 

Forum); the second, in Luoyang from 31 October 2009 to 15 January 2010 (Luoyang Museum); and the third stop, 

in Milan from 16 April 2010 to 5 September 2010 (Royal Palace, Piazza Duomo); the fourth stop was held in 

Rome (Roman Forum and Colosseum) from 30 November 2010 to 6 February 2011. 
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part consists of four chapters, each with the following specific content. Chapter one analyses 

the research background and comparative study of this thesis, as well as the relevant content 

and description of the research objectives and describes the ideas and methods of this study. 

We examine different aspects of Roman and Han paintings, and then analyse the aesthetic 

differences. Finally, the current state of research is outlined. The main manifestation of this is 

the singularity of the research, which is usually a study of the aesthetic scope of murals in both 

countries, taking the form of history plus theory. The relatively closed horizon of researchers 

rarely considers the broader issues in the comparison from a philosophical and cultural 

perspective. 

 

Chapter two is an analysis of the wall-painted tombs from the two countries, using the outline 

and overall grasp as the basic research idea. It includes two sections on the distribution and 

function of the tombs. In this part of the study, we have mainly mentioned thirty-one Roman 

wall-painted tombs and forty-two wall-painted tombs from the Han dynasty of China. These 

tombs are relatively well preserved and have a distinctive regional character. 

 

Chapter three is a comparison of the technical aspects of the tomb murals, with informative 

material and specific analysis as the basic research idea. The morphology of the tomb mural 

consists of three basic elements: the support carrier, the rendering coat and the pigment layer, 

and we use these as the three subsections. The two techniques are categorised by focusing on 

a particular morphological element and are compared in different sections. For example, we 

compare the support carrier and rendering coat in a separate section, while the pigment layer 

is presented in the section on painting process and together, as in the case of the funerary murals 

of both countries, which can be organised into approximately five parts: positioning, draft, 

colouring, details attaching and protective methods. In this way, the study will not be an all-

embracing approach to a particular category, but rather a rational categorisation, with specific 

analysis of its focus, and a clear conclusion. 
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Chapter four is a comparison of paintings, in which we compare the sections on colour 

pigments, perspective, layout, themes and motifs. Focusing on the colour pigments and motifs. 

We have divided the colours of the Han and Roman funeral murals into seven broad colour 

families, including red, black, white, yellow, cyan, purple and brown. It can be seen that the 

pigment palette was already largely complete at the time, and a discussion of the categories 

based on these palettes attempts to clarify the many issues that arise in the colour palette. By 

comparing a number of representative cases, these include the types of colours, pigment and 

the different symbolic meanings; the location, size, area, regularity and frequency of colour 

use; the common content involved in colour use; the regional differences in colour under the 

influence of concepts; the variation of colour in time sequences, and many other issues. In 

addition, we have compared the motifs, whose decorative elements include plants, animals, 

figures, etc. These motifs are also used in all of the major chamber murals covered in the thesis, 

which are rich in meaning and symbolism. 

 

Chapter five is a comparison of the aesthetic and funeral perception of the two in relation to 

burial murals, with a comprehensive review and theoretical overview as the basic idea. Our 

examination of this section is based on a view of funerary art and a view of funerary culture. 

We attempt to explore the inherent differences in the emotions, perceptions and ways of 

thinking of the aesthetic subjects of burial, as well as the main dynamics and internal reasons 

that explain the differences in the psychology and thinking of burial art between the two 

countries. 

 

In Chapter six of the thesis, a summary of the similarities and differences between the murals 

from the two countries, and the reasons for them is presented, pointing out that although artists 

from the two regions both developed traditional culture and created artistic concepts, they 

followed different paths: firstly, their ideological roots. The Han decorative motifs were based 

on the idea of ritual rule and feudal hierarchy throughout, whereas Roman decorative motifs 

were based on the idea of human needs. Another point concerns the mode of succession. Han 

art developed in continuity and had the property of being relatively static: it was recreated and 
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integrated according to the internal resources of its cultural organism, in a context dominated 

by Confucianism. In contrast, Roman art developed with eclecticism, although it once regarded 

the works of the Hellenistic period as exemplary, it was more pragmatic and expressed a 

refreshed style of rationality and realism. This was achieved by first assimilating and digesting 

the parts of other peoples' cultural thought that suited them, while adding their spiritual pursuits, 

forming an eclectic structure with relatively dynamic attributes. At the level of social 

institutions, group ethics and the patriarchal and socio-political links between individual will 

and bloodline persisted in ancient Chinese society, and the value of the individual in a group 

society was also of great concern for a long time, with emphasis on the value of the individual's 

independent existence becoming a Roman philosophy. 

 

Two lists of tables and figures are included at the beginning of this thesis, which makes it easy 

to see the page numbers where they are located. They are part of the contents with search 

function and are therefore placed on the start pages, at the end are the table of colour figures, 

description text and relevant maps. As the sources for the study are extensive, many of them 

need further examination, the text cited is most readily available, so this thesis attempts to be 

more innovative in its theoretical structure, and on the one hand, to be able to apply a 

comparative approach to the funeral murals. On the other hand, I would like to explore a model 

of comparative research in art historiography within a particular scope, which has a reference 

and application value for the intercomparison of other design objects. This study tries to present 

a panoramic view of murals from the two countries, with a rather ambitious theoretical structure, 

coupled with my limited knowledge, fieldwork has not yet been carried out on some of the 

associated tomb murals, significantly limiting a comprehensive and detailed analysis. However, 

we will continue to improve and refine in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 



67 

 

Chapter 2 Wall-painted Tombs 

2.1 Function 

The funeral paintings from ancient Rome and the Han dynasty reflect an expression of the 

living as to where the soul of the deceased would return after death, as well as the spiritual 

quest of the deceased. Combing through these richly themed tomb murals, the burial customs 

of the ancients, which make burials known as a culture, also express a notion of life and death 

among. We can get a glimpse of the Han concept of life and death and filial piety, as well as 

the life, philosophical culture and artistic and aesthetic concepts of the Romans and Han people. 

 

There were many reasons for building graves in antiquity and one can have some assumptions 

of security that most graves were built with an underlying motive. This motivation depended 

on the agenda of the individual who chose to erect the tomb. The reiteration of building a tomb 

was usually to honour oneself, a friend or a loved one, and sometimes all of the above 

categories. It can also be used to reflect political ambition. There are examples of people 

building graves to commemorate their memory, husbands honouring their wives and vice versa, 

parents honouring their children, siblings honouring each other, and so on. 

 

The same as today's tombs, ancient tombs also had some specific functions. Take the Roman 

and Han graves as examples, their common functions include burial functions, memorial 

functions, etc. In terms of burial functions, the graves are usually intended to commemorate 

the deceased as they were in life, not as dead and decaying entities, or to represent them as 

members of a new and separate afterlife. Burial murals are about the memory of the past. People 

could plan, order or build murals while they were still alive, or leave provisions for them in 

their wills. Murals come in a variety of themes and forms. Murals and tombs were 

complemented by statues, buildings, foundations and literature. In planning these monuments, 

people contemplated death in some way and confronted their own mortality. Philosophical 

debates and even astrology or belief in fate may have empowered some people to face their 

own death and that of their loved ones. For others, the prospect of death focuses on more 
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practical matters. Individuals can decide the fate of their possessions, where their remains 

should lie, and how their own lives should be summed up and portrayed. In doing so, however, 

people tend to think about this world rather than the next; they think about future generations 

and how they will interact with them or exist among them. Leaving a lasting legacy and a good 

memory for future generations, or failing that, some simple text or decoration in a fresco, is a 

claim on the future. 

 

To provide the deceased with a wealth of material resources, the tomb paintings of the Roman 

and Han dynasties are full of pictures of agricultural production, as well as all the scenes of 

real life, feasting, dancing, cooking etc., also in order to allow the deceased to live a carefree 

and happy life, and in this strange world, there are still people and animals, which clearly bear 

the marks of real life. In Han tomb murals, it is common to see the tomb owner going to the 

underworld in a horse or cart after death43, with a great deal of accompanying person, with the 

deceased of the underworld coming to welcome, and the newly arrived dead having a higher 

official position, a luxurious house in the underworld44. For the descendants of the deceased, 

the more auspicious and wealthier the people were, the more comforting it was to their psyche 

and spirit. Naturally, there are many paintings of ghosts and gods in Han dynasty tombs45. At 

the same time, the Han people believed that life would take on another form after death, so they 

used their rich imagination to portray the other world where the spirits were kept. However, 

due to the limitations of their knowledge of nature and the cosmos at the time46, the other 

worlds portrayed were marked by traces of the real world47. According to Wu Rongzeng, the 

underground world of ghosts, like the real world of earth, was ruled by officials at all levels48. 

Apart from some exaggerations and mutations, it is the other real world. The ideal life after the 

ascension to heaven is chosen from the good moments of real-life as an ideal to be enjoyed in 

 
43 Wang, X. Y. (2014). Exploring the system of Chinese tomb mural painting images. Ethnic Art, (2), pp.38-44. 
44 He, X. L. (1996). Reflections on the study of the wall paintings in the tombs of the Han dynasties. Cultural 

relics, (9), pp.78-79. 
45 Huang, P. X. (2008). A Study of Han Dynasty Tomb Wall Paintings. p.66. 
46 Gao, Y. Q. (2009). The ideological background and content of Han dynasty tomb murals. Literary Life: The 

Middle Period, (4), p.27. 
47  Yu, W. C., & Xin, L. X. (1986) Han tomb murals, in Encyclopedia of Chinese Archaeology, Beijing: 

Encyclopedia of China Press, pp.158-159. 
48 Wu, R. Z. (1981). The Dao-Wu relationship in the Eastern Han Dynasty, Cultural artifacts, (3), pp.56-63. 
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the kingdom of heaven, and in this world of Han tomb paintings it appears that the gods 

dominate man, but in fact it is the man who lives in a world of the gods49. 

 

Another shared function of tomb paintings from the two countries was to serve as 'funeral 

inscriptions', which in this case refer specifically to the texts used to mark the name, place of 

origin, life story and other information of the occupant on the various chamber elements or 

burial objects. As for the 'tomb marker', is characterised by: buried in the tomb, specifically to 

mark the role of the tomb owner; a relatively fixed shape and form; and a more fixed inscription 

style. Thus, both burial epitaphs and markers were special memorials to the deceased. All of 

these images with epigraphy are related to the present life of the occupant, and all focus on 

celebrating the identity, achievements and virtues, which is particularly relevant to the main 

content of future records. The role of these wall paintings as pictorial inscriptions and eulogies 

is even more evident when they are accompanied by textual illustrations. 

 

The Han people regarded burial architecture as a place to live in the afterlife, so tombs appear 

to be a replica of the present-day home, recreating as much as possible everything in the living 

dwelling50, including the layout and structure of the burial chamber, household items, ad 

interior fresco decoration depicting scenes from the life of the tomb owner51, resulting in a 

variety of burial objects and implements in the chamber52, as well as a large number of carved 

or painted arches, walls, columns53, etc. that imitate the structure of the living building54. The 

walls of the front chamber of the mural tomb at Jinguyuan in Luoyang and the middle room of 

the Yintun mural tomb in Luoyang both retain frescoes imitating wooden structures, fully 

demonstrating the Han intention to use the post-mortem chamber to replicate the architecture 
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Middle Ages, (4), p.27. 
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of a real-world mansion. As a result, many of these chambers were deliberately decorated to 

resemble their former homes, some of which were divided into front and back sections, and 

some were painted or carved with structures symbolising a patio so that when the deceased in 

the chamber looked up, it was as if they were in the former home. In the case of the locomotive 

factory mural tomb in the eastern suburbs of Luoyang, there was a second burial, with the mural 

painted during the first burial and repainted with white plaster to update the decoration of the 

chamber. Like buying a resold apartment nowadays, the new owner needs to repaint the house 

before moving in. During the Han dynasty, the tomb's door became a symbolic demarcation 

point as one moved from life to death, from the mansion to the graveyard55. On the one hand, 

this illustrates the role and significance of Han tombs as the graveyard. On the other hand, it is 

a good explanation of why the doors of Han tombs are often decorated with painted or carved 

murals of animal heads, guards and similar one-horned tomb-holding beasts with the function 

of holding down graves and warding off evil spirits56. Moreover, in the Han mural tombs in the 

Luoyang area, the portraits with the function of remembering the present life of the tomb owner 

are all related to the grave, mainly concentrated in the Eastern Han period, in which it is 

common to find mural paintings of the deceased' daily life or the officials, which serve to 

identify the tomb occupant57. The content of some portraits within Roman and Han dynasty 

tombs, particularly wall paintings without accompanying textual listings, provides a degree of 

information about the occupant, and in some cases can even be used as primary evidence to 

determine the identity of the occupant. It can be argued that within the burial chamber, the form 

of continuous or combined portraits can concretize imaginative, narrative, storytelling or 

lengthy scenes and episodes, but do not provide a clearer indication of the statues or economic 

power than do physical burial objects. There are many examples of the function of recording 

or describing specific scenes and episodes in numerous funeral wall paintings from the two 

countries. 
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As the funerary records of any civilisation are a reflection of the population itself, it is 

impossible to study the burials of the ancient world without taking into account a number of 

social and economic factors. The difference between Roman and Han tombs is that Roman 

tombs had a display function in addition to a remembering function58. Roman tombs, like other 

architectural items in the Roman world, became a means of displaying one's wealth, power and 

social prestige59. In many ways this was reinforced by the monumental nature of the funerary 

structure, placing greater emphasis on the purpose of representation and memory, as was the 

case, for example, with the Emperor Augustus, who broke the mould: he built a tomb on such 

a large scale, and on such a prominent site, that he was able to ensure that no one would be able 

to surpass it60. The construction of a huge tomb not only indicated that one had the funds to 

finance such a structure, but also implied through sheer size that the individual (or family) was 

important enough to warrant such a monument61. By the late Republic a culture of competition 

beyond reason had developed62, and in the early years of the Empire the display function of the 

tomb, at least among Rome's elites, took on a further dimension63. This eventually had the 

effect of shifting the focus of lavish tomb monumental architecture to the interior: the interiors 

of tombs became more important than the scale and external decorative elements64. The quest 

for burial display features developed to new heights not only among the Roman elites, but also 

in smaller rural towns such as Pompeii, and even in distant peripheral identities, as reflected in 

the fierce competition over the scale of burial architecture, visibility and expenditure on burial 

construction. This reflects not only the most basic financial factors, but also the desire of all 

types of people to assert their own (and their heirs') status within the social hierarchy of the 

town. Who was commissioning a monumental tomb had to take into account how, where and 

why it was built, which was an important part of the equation65. The question of who can only 

be answered by the information contained in the epitaphs. Burial architecture and mural 
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decoration can reveal elements of status, origin, wealth and other family connections66. In the 

absence of inscriptions as well as decoration, it is possible to analyse the design, the temporal 

relationship to other burials or to the cemetery as a whole, and the overall amount of 

expenditure based on size or materials67, the type and design of the burial and, in particular, to 

note any precedents in the burial records, whether Roman or elsewhere, that might demonstrate 

competition between those who could afford to assert their status in such an expensive and 

obvious way and the element of imitation68. 

 

Indeed, many Roman burial buildings have become part of the public landscape, and in Rome, 

it can be argued that a successful frescoed tomb promotes interaction between life and death, 

drawing visitors to observe, read, admire, linger for a moment and reminisce. In contrast, most 

Han funeral buildings are located underground and therefore do not serve as a display or 

viewing function. Chinese characters have pictorial qualities, so in China, images are closely 

related to words and serve the same function of propaganda and edification69. Images, whether 

simple or complex, can be used as a tool to convey messages in the same way as words70, and 

some symbolic images can even convey deeper symbolic meanings71. The Han tomb, the 

residence after death, certainly reflects the material culture and ideology of the Han dynasty. 

Yet, these tomb images and written inscriptions, which reflect the thoughts and ideas of the 

Han dynasty, in a sense did not have the opportunity to be shown to family, friends and 

descendants of the deceased72, who would hardly have had the opportunity to see the images, 

and whose descendants might have found it challenging to understand all the things that they 

strove to convey about the tomb occupant that was worthy of bragging and the fact that the 

tomb murals, once completed, were sealed in the underground chamber, out of sight, meant 

that not many people could see them in the short period between their completion and burial73. 
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Furthermore, for the Han Chinese, the tomb was a dead house, a place of fear for the living; 

the living would not have been willing to enter or stay in the tomb74, so the chances of viewing 

the murals inside the tomb were actually very slim75. As Zheng Yan has highlighted, (this) Han 

dynasty mural tomb, and the portraits and inscriptions within, is a special case76, and until we 

have more information to explain the many questions raised above, we can only treat it as an 

isolated case for the time being77. What we must note is that in general, the tomb chamber 

murals would not have had an audience78. As the tomb was a home for the deceased, and all 

the objects in the tomb were intended for the deceased79, so, of course, were the wall paintings; 

but since most of these paintings would not have been viewed by anyone other than the owner80, 

it would have been difficult to show off or edify others with the large number of paintings 

showing the occupant's noble status and virtues81 such as filial piety82. We believe that this was 

indeed part of the function of the Han paintings. Nevertheless, as opposed to the function of 

the Roman tombs of highlighting the identity and wealth of the tomb owners and proclaiming 

their virtue and merit83, and that the content of the tombs themselves84, which were used as 

public buildings to show off and display, had little such function85. In a sense, it is also a 

reflection of some of the deep-rooted ideas in Han society86. 
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2.2 Distribution 

The geographical distribution of the tombs from the two countries differs markedly, one of the 

common features is that they are basically distributed in a 'large scale dispersion, small scale 

concentration' pattern in the settlement in which they are located or in a certain area on the 

periphery of the settlement, showing a scattered layout. Indeed, burials do not represent 

settlements. Not only is there a clear conceptual difference between the two, but the actual 

locations do not overlap. Furthermore, the location of the burial site may have changed in 

response to the changing perceptions of the afterlife world, depending on the period. It is also 

true that there have been instances where good places were chosen for the burial of the deceased 

because of the importance of custom. In this case, it cannot be ruled out that there were cases 

where the dead were buried a little further away from the settlement cluster. However, as small 

and medium-sized burials for ordinary people were generally chosen in the vicinity of 

settlements, this should not be a problem and should have been the case since ancient times. In 

addition, another common feature of the distribution of Roman and Han cemeteries is that there 

are generally communal cemeteries on the outskirts of villages, while at other sites there is 

alternate overlap. 

 

Family tombs were the basic form of burial in Roman and Han cemetery and could only be 

chosen next to the community of consanguinity, but the fact that the corpse was loaded on a 

cart and rituals were held in the street on the way to the tomb, where not only the family but 

also the mourners were taken to the grave, suggests that the tomb could not be too far from the 

community. The custom of holding a funeral service directly in front of a grave in a cemetery 

was already prevalent in the two countries. If then, various rituals were regularly performed 

next to the burials in the cemetery, this would mean that it was not too far from the settlement 

where the rituals were performed87. The epitaph recorded on the tombs is clear evidence of this 

fact88. It should not be overlooked that not all settlements were concentrated in the area around 
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the county town89. Although the average distance and standard deviation are known to be close 

to the town, there are a few instances of settlements far from it90. 

 

The differences between the distribution of burials in the two regions lie, firstly, in the selection, 

layout and regulation of burial sites91. The use of public land was regulated by law in ancient 

Rome and restricted by laws and ordinances, whereas in the Han dynasty this point relied 

primarily on the state power92. The archaeological evidence of the Roman period is combined 

with a specific element in the epitaph: 'ex decreto decurionum'. This phrase has hitherto been 

taken to indicate that the tomb was a gift of the decree93, but in reality, it reflects the regulation 

of private use of public land. In addition, such as The Julian laws, the Digest and the twelve 

tables have also been utilized 94 . What is common to all these texts is that the local 

administration issued a decree allowing for some sort of action, most often the use of public 

land. The spatial arrangement of the extant burial epitaph in Pompeii containing the phrase ex 

decreto decurionum is to some extent indicative of the location of public land95. If we discuss 

the burials at each gate separately, it is clear that the majority of inscriptions are indeed 

distributed within 30 metres of the city walls96. At Porta di Ercolano, the burials with the main 

epitaph in the first 30 metres on the south side of the road all contain a variant of Decretum 

decurionum97. Cicero tells how this, as prescribed by the tenth of the Twelve Tables, results in 

the disinterment and reburial of remains located beyond the Colline Gate in Rome that had to 

be relocated after a temple was constructed, turning the area into a public place98. 
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These are Roman-period burials, which have been found outside the city walls and many along 

the streets99. The circuit of the wall (if not at least some parts of the physical structure itself) is 

thought to date back to the sixth century BC100. Evidence from other pre-Roman communities 

in central and southern Italy suggests a similar pattern of exhumation; the location is at some 

distance from the city walls 101 . No texts such as the Law of the Twelve Tables were 

promulgated during the Han period. The fact that the burial complexes are mostly located in 

towns, places of state power, within or close to the strongholds of rule102, also suggests that the 

conditions were in place for the force of the state to reach into the settlements and be easily 

implemented103. But there is no denying this. Because the Han ruling class could not control 

the entire population104,, there was a certain degree of inclusiveness105, and the degree of 

implementation of state power differed between the settlements in the county and adjacent 

areas, which were local strongholds of state power, and those in areas far away from the 

county106, and this variation occurred both with the changing times and in a variety of ways at 

particular times107. 

 

Secondly, the Romans had a strong sense of conservation of their burial architecture. This sense 

of protection was reflected on the one hand, in the division of the outer space of the burial 

buildings108. On the other hand, it is reflected in the regular intervals that often existed between 

the tombs. With regard to the protection of private property, the division between different 
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properties and the existence of boundaries are very important differences in the study of Roman 

and Han burials. 

 

In the funerary records of ancient Rome, there are two elements that indicate a provision for 

the space outside the walls used for burial. In addition to the one mentioned above in epigraphic 

form, the phrase 'ex decreto decurionum', which was used to indicate permission to use public 

land109. The other is archaeological: cippi were used as boundary markers to delineate the area 

of a burial plot. Both these texts and the stones show a clear concern to maintain the way space 

was organised within the necropolis110. Many Romans used cippi as a demarcation marker 

between burial buildings. The land used for burial in the cemetery was further regulated by the 

use of boundary stones, and cippi found in connection with tombs at the Porta Ercolano, Porta 

Vesuvio, Porta Nola and Porta Nocera in Pompeii, often made of local lava, mark the 

boundaries of tombs. As the gromatici state that ‘[b]oundary stones are so called because they 

mark out and reveal the boundary lines on the land111. They are regarded as proof of boundaries, 

and therefore disputes and arguments over land are removed' 112  Disputes over territorial 

jurisdiction occur when some private individuals wish to unduly encroach on the sovereignty 

of a city with private works, or greedily try to encroach on land from a public area, i.e. an area 

belonging to the city itself. The square of a city is a space measured out in clear dimensions in 

front of the city walls. In addition, in some cities, spaces of similar size have been created 

within the city walls in order to protect the foundations. It should not be occupied by private 

buildings. It is a place that cannot be removed from public ownership by any legal means. It 

now has two categories; one concerns land attached to the town and the other concerns land in 

the countryside; the land attached to the town was allocated to support the urban fabric. Land 

in the countryside was granted or set aside for public works113. The placing of boundary 

markers, like burial itself, was a ritual that included offerings and sacrifices, and like the 

violation of the grave, the moving of boundary markers was considered a religious and civic 
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crime114. The peasants knew that 'wherever sacred places, tombs, shrines, public and local 

drains, fountains, public and local ditches existed ...... should in all respects have the same legal 

status as before115. It therefore seems particularly important to mark the boundaries of these 

places (including graves) accordingly, so that their limits are not violated. 

 

The third difference is that in ancient Rome, the more prominent the site 116 , the more 

competition there was for the site117, taking into account all aspects of traffic, pedestrian flow, 

public facilities, shops, etc. In the Han dynasty, in contrast, the unique cultural practice of Feng 

Shui is a crucial consideration instead118. Take the example of the necropolis of Porta di 

Ercolano, where the cemetery is located along the road leaving the city and burials were built 

between shops, bars and suburban houses lining the street. Here the burials directly face the 

city walls, indicating not only fierce competition for prominent locations but also the limited 

space available in the adjacent suburbs119. The necropolis of Porta di Ercolano is located to the 

west of the city of Pompeii120. The graves are placed on either side of the Via dei Sepolcri, the 
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street leading to the Porta di Ercolano. The cemetery of Porta di Ercolano has several graves 

within the cemetery121. It has been suggested that having a tomb near the Porta di Ercolano was 

especially prestigious122. This is based on the fact that it would have been a natural route to 

Rome and was an essential location. Guests from the north were likely to have arrived 

following the road to Herculaneum. For Pompeii, it was probably important that the tombs 

positioned through via dei Sepolcri were of magnificent nature123. Thus, having a tomb along 

this road would have told important visitors which families were most prominent124. From the 

Porta Ercolano the Via dei Sepolcri leads to Herculaneum125, Neapolis and the north, eventually 

joining the Via Appia at Capua and heading for Rome126. Herculaneum was Pompeii's richest 

neighbour, so this route should have been an important route; its connection with the main road 

to the capital only adds to its importance and usage127. With this in mind, we must consider 

that this may have been a quality burial site for Pompeii. The site chosen for the cemetery at 

Porta di Nocera is nearly 30 metres from the city gate, parallel to the city walls128. This is an 

unusual distance, and its conspicuousness suggests that the most sought-after locations were 

usually the ones closest to the city walls129. The most obvious place to look when examining 

the location of Roman tombs is the road itself. The tombs associated with Pompeii are located 

on the roads outside the city gates130, but there are subtle and not so subtle differences in the 

use and orientation of these roads and in the arrangement of the tombs in relation to the roads 

and the city walls and gates131. All of these factors would have had an impact on the potential 
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visibility of the burial architecture and therefore must have influenced the choice of the Romans 

in selecting the location of their tombs132. 

 

In contrast, the Han people's choice of site, orientation, internal structural design and overall 

arrangement regarding burial architecture were all important factors in Feng Shui133. The Han 

people believed that living in one's own house or dead dwelling, humans should feel the 

influence of nature and that tomb architecture could be adjusted to integrate the influence of 

information from nature134. A person's surroundings were thought to constantly affect people's 

mood, health and, in turn, their careers, wealth and even family relationships135. Sunlight, air, 

water, geomagnetism, sound, colour, moisture, radiation, etc., are often studied in modern Feng 

Shui philosophy. Feng Shui attempts to provide the perfect conditions to meet people's physical 

and psychological needs136. It goes beyond the usual considerations of traffic, pedestrian flow 

and public facilities around a cemetery137. For example, during the Han Dynasty, the choice of 

site for tombs was mainly based on the selection of high, open terraces with deep soil, a deep-

water table and an open view for the cemetery area138. The tombs of the Chu kings of the 

Western Han Dynasty in the Xuzhou area, for example, are mostly large cliff tombs excavated 

from the mountains. These tombs are located in the plains between the Yellow River and the 

Huai River, choosing limestone hills and hillocks, and most of them are built in the hinterland 

of the hillocks at a relative height of about 100 metres, with the following characteristics of the 

surrounding environment: (1) the tombs are excavated according to the mountainous terrain; 

(2) the front of the tombs face the open plain, and most of them are surrounded by water; (3) 

most of them are surrounded by mountains on the far side as if they were barriers to the tombs139. 

 
132 Chiaramonte, C. (2007) ‘The Walls and Gates,' in The World of Pompeii, J. Dobbins and P. Foss, eds., London. 

pp.140-149. 

133 Wang, J. S., & Wang, F. L. (2011). The concept of "feng shui" in the Han Dynasty. Proceedings of the 
Thirteenth Annual Conference of the Chinese Han Painting Society. p.25. 
134 Lin, G. Q. (1992). Feng Shui. Tianya, (3), pp.102-103. 
135 Jiao, H. Y. (2010). The interpretation of "geomancy" in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Ankang College, (1), 

pp.79-81. 
136 Lin, G. Q. (1992). Feng Shui. Tianya, (3), pp.102-103. 
137 Li, F. X. (2011). An introduction to architecture and feng shui. Chinese Houses, (8), pp.98-99. 
138 Li, Z. (2009). The feng shui selection of cliff tombs of kings in the Western Han Dynasty and its reasons. 

Journal of academic theory, (4), pp.94-95. 
139 Ge, M. Y. (2012). The investigation and understanding of the burial tombs of the King of Chu at Xuzhou Shizi 

Mountain. Chinese Archaeology, 3, pp.99-106. 
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Such a feng shui layout is also consistent with the idea of tomb sitting in later generations. A 

similar situation is found at the Liang King's cemetery in the area of Mang Dan Mountain in 

Yongcheng County, Henan, where the cemetery is located in a valley with flat, open terrain 

and a river passing through it. Similarly, the burial facilities of the tomb of King Zhongshan in 

Mancheng County, Hebei, were deliberately built on top of a tall tomb hill with left and right 

peaks. The tomb's gate faces the vast plains of Hebei, while behind it, there is Taihang 

Mountain as a natural barrier140. This topographical setting is not only protected from the cold 

tides, but also offers beautiful views141. In the Han Dynasty. Choosing a good feng shui grave 

for the dead was very important142, as the concept of the immortality of the soul led people to 

believe that the dead would live in an underground dead house corresponding to the real-life 

house143, and that a good grave would enable the dead to enjoy good fortune and make the dead 

comfortable 144 , and would protect the living in peace and health and shade for future 

generations145. 

 

The number of frescoed tombs was only a small minority of the monumental tombs of the 

Roman and Han dynasties, and they were concentrated in particular areas with a strong regional 

character, so the study of the zoning of Roman and Han tombs is indispensable. The growing 

wealth of archaeological material and the research results have led to a previous clearer 

understanding than ever before of the regional distribution characteristics of the mural tombs 

of the two countries. This study divides Roman and Han fresco tombs dating from the 2nd 

century BC to the 2nd century AD into zones based on the excavated material and distribution. 

 
140 Yao, Y. Z. (1981). The Report on the excavation of the Mancheng Han Tomb. Archaeology, (6), pp.561-562. 
141 Jin, W. (1997). The excavation of the Mancheng Han tomb. The essence of literature and history, (6), pp.52-

59. 
142 Li, W. (1983). Feng Shui: A framework for Chinese environmental concepts. Journal of Architecture and 

Urbanism, (2). pp.123-150. 
143 Li, Z. (2009). A preliminary study on the feng shui selection of cliff tombs of vassal kings in the Western Han 

Dynasty and its reasons. Journal of Chinese Architecture and Urbanism, (2). pp.123-150. 
144 Zhang, Q. M. (2007). Funerary feng shui beliefs in the two Han dynasties. Nandu Xue Tan, 27(6), pp.10-15. 
145 Yao, S. L. (2016). Han people's concept of "feng shui" and the literary expression of Han fu. Academic Studies, 

(10), pp.170-176. 
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Based on the excavated material from the Han dynasty mural tombs and their distribution, we 

have divided them into six main regions146. 

1. The Central Plains region, centred on Luoyang and including most of Henan, southern Hebei 

and southern Shanxi. 

2. The Guanzhong region, centred on Xi'an in Shaanxi. 

3. The Northeast, centred on Liaoyang in Liaoning. 

4. The Northern region, mainly Inner Mongolia. 

5. The Hexi region, i.e. the area around the Hexi Corridor in Gansu. 

6. The Eastern region, i.e. the junction of the four provinces of south-eastern Shanxi, northern 

Jiangsu, northern Anhui and eastern Henan. 

Like other archaeological cultures of the historical period, The Han mural tombs had a gradual 

process of diffusion and development; although the archaeological material currently available 

has its limitations, the regional distribution of the mural tombs is always the most effective way 

to understand this process147. The order in which the six regions are arranged is based on three 

main considerations148: 1. The number of archaeological specimens unearthed from Han mural 

tombs in the region. 2. The importance of the region to the study of the Han society and the 

various fields of study. 3. The state of preservation of archaeological specimens unearthed from 

Han mural tombs in the region. Although not as abundant as in the north-east, the Guanzhong 

region, centred on Xi'an, was once the most important political centre of the Han dynasty of 

China, and the wall-painted tombs excavated in this region contain examples from all periods 

from the Western Han to the late Eastern Han, on the one hand, and on the other hand, their 

state of preservation, as well as the quantity and quality of relevant material available for 

 
146 Huang. P. X. (2008). A Study of Han Dynasty Tomb Wall Paintings. p.19. 
147 Ibid., p.21. 
148 Huang. P. X. (2010). A study of the zoning and staging of Han Dynasty wall painting tombs. Archaeology and 

Cultural Relics, 1(1), pp.74-80. 
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research purposes, are higher than those of the north-east and the north-east. On the other hand, 

the state of preservation and the quantity and quality of materials available for research 

purposes are better than those from the north-east and the rest of the region, and therefore rank 

second149, while the region with fewer archaeological specimens and less influence on the study 

of Han wall paintings is the Eastern region, which is ranked last150. As for the phasing of Han 

mural tombs, I have divided them into four phases151, namely 1. the pre-Western Han period, 

2. the late Western Han period, 3. the period from Xinmang to the pre-Eastern Han, and 4.  the 

late Eastern Han period152. 

 

Table 2.1 The regional distribution of the Han wall-painted tombs mentioned in this thesis 

 

Regions 

 

Period Wall-painted tombs and the Year of excavation 

The Central 

Plains region 

Pre-Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

Mural Painting Tomb of King Liang of Western Han Dynasty at Yongcheng153 (1987-

1991) 

Late Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

Mural Tomb of Bu Qianqiu, Luoyang154 (1976), Mural Tomb of Qianjintou, Luoyang 

(1992), Mural Tomb No. 61, Saogou, Luoyang (1957) 

Xinmang to the first 

period of Eastern Han 

Xinmang Mural Tomb in Jinguyuan, Luoyang 155  (1978), Xinmang Mural Tomb in 

Yintun, Luoyang156 (2003), Tietashan Mural Tomb in Xin'an157 (1984), Xinmang Mural 

 
149 Huang, M. L., & Guo, Y. Q. (1996). The Wall Paintings of the Han Tombs of Luoyang: An Introduction, 

Beijing, Cultural Heritage Publishing, pp.11-16. 
150 Huang. P. X. (2008). A Study of Han Dynasty Tomb Wall Paintings. p.21. 
151 In the section on 'Staging and distribution of Han Dynasty mural tombs', Zhao Huacheng, in his article 'The 

layout and content of Han tomb murals', divides Han Dynasty mural tombs into five periods: the early Western 

Han period, the late Western Han period, the Xinmang period, the early Eastern Han period, and the late Eastern 

Han period (in Xu, Z., Zhang, Z. P, eds. Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 1999). 
152 Huang. P. X. (2010). A study of the zoning and staging of Han Dynasty wall-painted tombs. Archaeology and 
Cultural Heritage, 1(1), pp.74-80. 
153 Yan, D. H. (1990). A mural tomb of the king of Liang found in the persimmon garden of Monsan, Yongcheng. 

Zhong Yuan Cultural Relics, (1), pp.34-34. 
154 Huang, M. L. (1977). Briefing on the excavation of Bu Qianqiu's mural tomb in the Western Han Dynasty, 

Luoyang. Cultural relics, (6), pp.1-12. 
155 Yu, F. W., & Zhang, J. (1983). The excavation of Han tomb No. 11 at Jinguyuan Station, Luoyang. Cultural 

relics, (4), pp.15-28. 
156 Zhu, L., & Sima, J. T. (2005). The Xinmang mural tomb at Yintun, Luoyang. Journal of Archaeology, (1), 

pp.109-126. 
157 Ibid. 
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Tomb in Xincun, Gaolong Township, Yanshi158  (1991), Eastern Han Mural Tomb in 

Jinguyuan, Luoyang159  (1983), Eastern Han Mural Tomb in Petroleum Station, Beijiao, 

Luoyang160 (1987), Zaoyuan Village Mural Tomb in Pinglu, Shanxi161 (1959) 

Late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mural tomb of Locomotive Factory in the eastern suburbs of Luoyang162 (1990-1991). 

Mural tombs in Heng Yuan Village, Yan Shi163 (1984), Xi Gong Mural Tomb, Luoyang164 

(1981), Mural Tomb No. 3850, Luoyang 165  (1992), Mural Tomb in Zhu Village, 

Luoyang166 (1991), Mural Tomb No. 1 and 2 in Da Hu Ting, Mi County167 (1960 - 1661), 

Mural Tomb No. 1 and 2 in Hou Shi Guo, Mi County168 (1963), Mural Tomb No. 3 in 

Hou Shi Guo, Mi County169 (1970). Xingyang Wangcun Township Jancun Han Mural 

Tomb170 (1994), Shanxi Xia County Wangcun Mural Tomb171 (1989), Hebei Wangdu No. 

1 Mural Tomb172 (1952), Hebei Wangdu No. 2 Mural Tomb173 (1955), Hebei Anping 

Caijiazhuang Mural Tomb174 (1971) 

The Guanzhong 

region 

Pre-Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Late Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

Han mural tomb No. 1, Qujiangchi, Xi'an 175 (1985); Western Han mural tomb, Xi'an 

Jiaotong University176  (1987). Xi'an University of Technology Western Han Dynasty 

Mural Tomb No. 1177 (2004) 

 
158 Shi, J. Z., Fan, Y. S., & Wang, W. J. (1992). Briefing on the cleaning of the Xinmang mural tomb in Yanshi 

County, Luoyang. Cultural relics, (12), pp.1-8. 
159 Zhao, Z. H., & Xing, J. D. (1991). The Eastern Han Dynasty mural tombs in the northern suburbs of Luoyang, 
Henan. Archaeology, (8), pp.713-721. 
160 Ibid. 
161  Yang, M. G., & Xie, X. G. (1959). The mural-painted Han tomb at Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu, Shanxi. 

Archaeology, (9), pp.462-463. 
162 Xie, H. J., Gao, H., & Shang, Q. Y. (1992). The Eastern Han mural tomb of the Locomotive Factory, Luoyang. 

Cultural relics, (3), pp.27-34. 
163 Xu, T. K., & Cao, G. J. (1987). A study on the Eastern Han Dynasty fresco tomb in Yanshui. Archaeology, 

(10), pp.945-951. 
164 Li, D. F., Song, Y. T., Yu, F. W., & Ye, W. S. (1982). The mural tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty at Xigong, 

Luoyang. Zhong Yuan, (3), pp.18-24. 
165 Li, D. F. (1997). The Eastern Han Tomb in Luoyang, Henan. Archaeology, (8), pp.80-85. 
166 Shi, J. Z. (1992). Briefing on the excavation of the Eastern Han Dynasty mural tomb at Zhucun, Luoyang. 

Cultural relics, (12), pp.15-20. 
167 An, J. H., & Wang, Y. G. (1972). The Han dynasty painted stone and mural tombs at Tahu Ting, Mi County. 

(10), pp.49-62. 
168 Zhao, S. G., & Ou, Z. W. (1987). A report on the excavation of the Han stone tomb at Houshiguo, Mi County. 

Chinese Archaeology, (2), pp.96-159. 
169 An, J. H. (1994). Investigation of Han Tomb No. 3 in Houshiguo, Mi County, Henan. Chinese Archaeology, 

(3), pp.29-32. 
170 Li, C. T., Wang, Y. Y., & Chen, W. Q. (1996). Investigation of the Han Dynasty mural tomb at Jancun, Henan 

Xingyang. Cultural relics, (3), pp.18-27. 
171 Gao, T. L., & Liu, Y. S. (1994). The Eastern Han Dynasty mural tomb at Wangcun, Xia County, Shanxi. 

Cultural relics, (8), pp.34-46. 
172 Zhang, Y. Y. (2016). Experimental discussion on the layout and significance of the mural paintings in the 

Wangdu No. 1 Han tomb in Hebei. Journal of the National Museum of China, (12), pp.18-27. 
173 Kang, J. (1959). The second Han tomb of Wangdu. Archaeology, (11), pp.639-640. 
174 Hebei Institute of Cultural Heritage. (1989). Anping Mural Tomb Excavation Brief (Doctoral dissertation). 
175 Wang, B. P., Chen, B., Hu, A. L., Wang, Z. H., Luo, D., Cheng, L. Q, ... & Guo, Y. Q. (2010). Excavation 

Brief of the Western Han Dynasty Mural Painting Tomb at Cuizhuyuan, Qujiang, Xi'an. Cultural Heritage, p.1. 
176 Sun, M. Z. (1998). The Western Han mural tomb and its owner at Xi'an Jiaotong University campus. Journal 

of Xi'an Jiaotong University: Social Science Edition, (2), pp.83-87. 
177 Kou, X. S., Hu, A. L., Wang, B. P., Wang, L., Chen, B., Sun, F. X., ... & Zhang, X. Y. (2006). Briefing on the 

excavation of a Western Han mural tomb at Xi'an University of Technology. Cultural Heritage, p.5. 
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Xinmang to the first 

period of Eastern Han 

 

Xinmang Mural Tomb in Qianyang County, Shaanxi178 (1972), Xinmang Mural Tomb 

No. 1 in Gongjiawan, Xianyang179 (1983) 

Late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

Eastern Han Dynasty Mural Painting Tomb in Baizicun, Xunyi County, Shaanxi180 (2000) 

The Northeast 

region 

Pre-Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Late Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Xinmang to the first 

period of Eastern Han 

 

Mural Tomb at Yingchengzi, Dalianjin County, Liaoyang181 (1931) 

Late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mural tombs at Yingshui Temple, Liaoyang 182  (1918), Mural tombs at Nanlinzi, 

Liaoyang183  (1942), Mural tombs at Beiyuan 1, 2 and 3, Liaoyang184 (1943, 1959, 1986), 

Mural tombs at Bangtaizitun 1 and 2, Liaoyang185 (1944, 1957), the No.4 mural tomb of 

the Sandaotian Kiln Factory, Liaoyang186 (1951), the No.2 mural tomb of Zhang Jun187, 

(1953), the No.1, 2 mural tomb of the Sandaotian Kiln Factory, Liaoyang188 (1955), Mural 

tombs at Sandaotian, Liaoyang (1955), Mural Tomb No. 3 at Sandaotou, Liaoyang189 

(1974), Mural Tomb No. 1 at South Xuemei Village, Liaoyang190 (1957), Mural Tomb 

No. 1 at Efang, Liaoyang 191  (1957), Mural Tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty at 

Dongmenli, Old Town, Liaoyang 192  (1983), Mural tomb at Nanhuanjie, Liaoyang193 

(1995) 

 
178  Wang, G. Y. (1975). Brief on the excavation of Han tombs in Qianyang County, Shaanxi Province. 

Archaeology, (3), pp.178-181. 
179 Liu, W. P., Yue, Q., Deng, P., & Wei, B. (2004). Excavation Brief of the Xin Mang Tomb at Dujiabao, Northern 
Suburb of Xianyang City, Shaanxi Province. Archaeology and cultural relics, (3), pp.12-15. 
180 Yin, S. P. (2002). The discovery of a wall-painted tomb in the Eastern Han Dynasty in Xunyi, Shaanxi. 

Archaeology and cultural relics, (3), pp.76-77. 
181 Liu, J. Y. (2002). Excavation Brief of the Slate Tomb at Yingchengzi, Dalian, Liaoning Province. Northern 

Heritage, (2), pp.25-26. 
182 Mu, Q. W. (2009). The discovery and study of the Warring States Tomb at New Town, Liaoyang. Collection, 

p.89. 
183 Zhu. J. (1990). The Han-Jin mural tomb group in Liaoyang. Journal of Liaoning University: Philosophical and 

Social Sciences Edition, (5), pp.113-114. 
184 Zou, B. K. (1980). Three mural tombs discovered in Liaoyang. Archaeology, (1), pp.56-58. 
185 Wang, Z. X. (1960). The second fresco tomb of Bangtaizi, Liaoyang. Archaeology, (1), pp.20-23. 
186 Zhu. J. (1990). The Han-Jin mural tomb group in Liaoyang. Journal of Liaoning University: Philosophical and 
Social Sciences Edition, (5), pp.113-114. 
187 Ibid. 
188 Ibid. 
189 Ibid. 
190 Liu, W. (2003). A study of Han, Wei and Jin mural painting tombs in Liaoyang (Doctoral dissertation). 
191 Li, W. X., Xu, B. K., Sun, S. D., Li, Q. F., Feng, Y. Q., Wang, B. S., ... & Lin, L. (2019). The Han dynasty 

cemetery at Efang, Liaoyang, the excavation brief on 1954, 1955. Collection, p.9. 
192 Liu, J.Y., & Wang, B. Y. (2013). A study of the zoning of Han tombs in Liaonan. Journal of Liaoning Normal 

University: Social Science Edition, (2), pp.285-295. 
193 Liu, W. (2003). A study of Han, Wei and Jin mural painting tombs in Liaoyang (Doctoral dissertation). 
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The Northern 

region 

Pre-Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Late Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

Tomb No. 51, Zhaowan, Baotou, Inner Mongolia194 (1982) 

Xinmang to the first 

period of Eastern Han 

 

Two Han tombs in Bayingal village, Ordos, Inner Mongolia195 (2001) 

Late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

 

 

Eastern Han Mural Tomb No. 1, Fenghuang Mountain, Ortok, Inner Mongolia196 (1990-

1992); Mural Tomb at Toketo, Inner Mongolia197 (1956); Mural Tomb at Hellinger, Inner 

Mongolia 198  (1972); Eastern Han Mural Tomb at Zhanglong Ohdan, Baotou, Inner 

Mongolia199 (1995); Eastern Han Mural Tomb No. 1, Hao Tan, Dingbian, Shaanxi200 

(2003); Eastern Han Mural Tomb No. 1, Yang Qiaobian, Jingbian, Shaanxi201 (2005) 

The Hexi region Pre-Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Late Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Xinmang to the first 

period of Eastern Han 

 

Eastern Han Dynasty Mural Painting Tomb at Wuba Mountain, Hanzuo, Wuwei, Gansu202 

(1984) 

Late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

East Han Dynasty mural tomb at Muzuizi, Wuwei, Gansu203 (1989); East Han Dynasty 

mural tomb at Xiheqing No. 1, Jiuquan, Gansu204 (1956); East Han Dynasty mural tomb 

at Bashanying No. 1, 2 and 3, Minle, Gansu205 (1993) 

 
194 Baotou Cultural Relics Administration. (1981). A brief report on the cleaning of the Zhaowan Han tomb in the 

suburbs of Baotou. p.21. 
195 Xu, L., Li, Q., Ji, R., Ba. Y. E., Yang, T. R., Cao, D., & Li. N. (2021). Excavation brief of the Han dynasty 

tombs at Bayin Wendur, Uttarakhand, Erdos City. Grassland cultural relics. p.66. 
196 Ma, L. Q. (2003). Frescoes from the Han Tomb at Fenghuang Mountain, Inner Mongolia. Archaeology and 

Cultural Relics, (2), pp.60-69. 
197 Luo, F. Y. (1956). Newly discovered Han tomb murals in Toketo County, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region. 

Cultural relics, (9), pp.43-41. 
198 Wu, R. Z. (1974). The social life of the Eastern Han Dynasty as reflected in the wall paintings of the Han tombs 

of Hellinger. Cultural relics, (1), pp.24-30. 
199 Li, H., Zhang, H. B., Li, C. X., Xu, K., Zheng, S. Q., Dong, Y. J., & Liu, Y. D. (1998). The burial of Zhang 

Long Ohdan in the Han tomb of Baotou. Han dynasty burials in south-central Inner Mongolia. p.22. 
200 Lv, Z. R., Zhang, P. C., Hao, Z. G., Zhou, J., Lv, Z. M., Zhang, M. H., ... & Sun, D. L. (2004). The discovery 

of a mural tomb in the Eastern Han Dynasty at Hao Tan, Dingbian County, Shaanxi. Archaeology and cultural 
relics, (5), pp.20-21. 
201 Yin, S. P., Wang, W. S., Qiao, J. J., Sun, X. Z., Wang, M., Wang, X. X., & Zhang, Y. J. (2009). The Eastern 

Han Dynasty wall-painting tomb at Jingbian, Shaanxi. Cultural artifacts, p.2. 
202 Chen, X. R. (1960). Excavations of the Han Tomb at Muzuizi, Wuwei, Gansu. Archaeology, (9), pp.15-28. 
203 Zhu, A., Zhang, Z. H., Han, X. F., Ning, S. Y., Li, S. K., Feng, J. X., & Zhong, Y. P. (2011). Briefing on the 

excavation of the Han tomb at Muzuizi, Wuwei, Gansu. Cultural Heritage, p.6. 
204 Ni, S. X. (1960). Briefing on the Han tomb at Xiheqing, Jiuquan County, Gansu. Cultural relics, (2), pp.55-

56. 
205 Wen, Y. (2014). Report on the archaeological excavation of the Minle Bagua Ying - Han Dynasty cemetery. 

Archaeology, (9), pp.27-28. 
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The Eastern 

region 

Pre-Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Late Western Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

Xinmang to the first 

period of Eastern Han 

 

Eastern Han Dynasty Mural Painting Tomb at Houyinshan, Liangshan County, 

Shandong206 (1954) 

Late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

 

 

Eastern Han Mural Tomb at Huangshanlong, Xuzhou, Jiangsu207 (1958); Eastern Han 

Mural Tomb at Dong Yuan Village, Bo County, Anhui208  (1974-1977); Eastern Han 

Mural Tomb at Qinglong Mountain, Jinan, Shandong209  (1986); Mural Tomb at Old 

Materials Bureau Yard, Dongping County, Shandong210 (2007) 

Comparing the above six archaeological zones with the Han dynasty's human geography, 

customs, and historical and cultural development, we can see that the specific situation is 

relatively consistent. Archaeologists have also pointed out the relationship between 

archaeological zoning and historical and cultural development in historical periods. Xia Nai 

notes that archaeological culture is an indication of the community obindicatesgical sites 

(especially those of primitive societies) 211. According to Xu Pingfang, the archaeological 

subdivisions of China are what Xia Nai refers to as archaeological, cultural subdivisions; 

however, the establishment of a centralized county system after the Qin and Han dynasties led 

to two features of historical, archaeological subdivisions that differ from prehistoric 

archaeological subdivisions: first, the culture of the entire country was dominated by political 

factors, principally the culture of the historic rulers, and only specific differences in folk culture 

and customs remained, and these differences are what constitute historical archaeological, 

cultural subdivisions. These differences are the main elements that make up the cultural 

divisions of historical archaeology212. 

 
206 Guan, T. X, & Ji, G. (1955). The Han tomb at Liangshan. Cultural relics, (5), pp.43-49. 
207 Miao, C. R. (2001). The Han tombs of Xuzhou. Studies in secondary school history teaching, (1), pp.2-3. 
208 Li, X. (2010). Research on Han Dynasty tombs in Anhui (Doctoral dissertation, Anhui University). 
209 Liu, S. Y, & Sun, L. (1989). The Qinglong Mountain Han painting and mural tomb in Jinan, Shandong. 

Archaeology, (11), pp.984-993. 
210 Jiang, Y. F., & Tang, S. H. (1966). The Han tomb at Wang Lingshan, Dongping, Shandong. Archaeology, (4), 

pp.189-192. 
211 Xia, N. (1959). Study on the archaeological nomenclature of cultures. Archaeology, (4), pp.169-172. 
212  Xu, P. F. (1981). Cemeteries in China during the Qin, Han, Wei, Jin and North and South Dynasties. 

Archaeology, (6), pp.521-530. 
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The Roman funeral frescoes examined in this study are part of monumental burial architecture 

from Rome and the surrounding area and the area around Naples, with a large number of tombs 

found in the vicinity of the city of Rome and Pompeii, distributed in the suburbs outside the 

city gates. The majority of Pompeii's burial buildings are concentrated outside the Porta di 

Ercolano and Nocera gates. There is a small distribution outside the Vesuvio and Nola, Stabia, 

which we have divided into the following main areas based on the excavated material from the 

Roman fresco tombs and their distribution. 

 

Table 2.2 The regional distribution of Roman wall-painted tombs mentioned in this thesis 

 

Regions 

 

Period Wall-painted funeral architectures and chronology 

Rome 

 

Late Roman Republic Columbaria of Villa Doria Pamphili213 (1st Century BC) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of T. Statilius, (1st Century AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of the Scipios214 (40 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of the Codini vineyard215 (15 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of Pomponius Hylas216 (30 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of Scribonio Menofilo217 (10 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of via Pescara (120 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Columbaria of Patlacius Maximus (80 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb from necropolis of villa Pamphili218 (10 AD) 

 
213 Fröhlich, T. (2008). Il grande colombario di Villa Doria Pamphilj: architettura e pittura. Ut rosa amoena. 

Pitture e iscrizioni del Grande Colombario di Villa Doria Pamphilj, Roma, pp.22-48. 
214 Ricci, S., & Pietrini, A. M. (2004). Il colombario degli Scipioni a Roma: caratterizzazione delle alterazioni di 

natura biologica. Kermes: la rivista del restauro, 17(54), pp.61-66. 
215 Astolfi, F. (1998). I colombari di Vigna Codini. Sydaco Editrice. 
216 Pavia, C. (1996). Il colombario di Pomponius Hylas. Sydaco Editrice. 
217 Fröhlich, T. (2008). Il grande colombario di Villa Doria Pamphilj: architettura e pittura. Ut rosa amoena. 

Pitture e iscrizioni del Grande Colombario di Villa Doria Pamphilj, Roma, pp.22-48. 
218 Catalli, F. (1997). La necropoli di Villa Doria Pamphilj. Sydaco Editrice. 
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Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Ostiense tomb219 (0?) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Ostiense necropolis220 (80 AD) 

Rome 

 

Late Roman Republic Tomb from necropolis of St. Paul221 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb from necropolis of Porto - Isola Sacra222 (90 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Isola Sacra necropolis, tomb 19223 (2nd Century AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of Via Portuense,224 (end of the 1st Century AD to 2nd half of the 2nd Century AD) 

Rome 

 

Late Roman Republic Tomb of Patron, Via Latina225 (1st Century BC) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of the Nasoni (150 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of Fadilla (150) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of Pancratii226 - First Burial Chamber (2nd Century AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of the Equinoxes (125 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Cestia Pyramid (12 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of the Pancrazi227 (190 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb in the Biopark (210 AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of Ipogeo degli Ottavi228 (first half of the 2nd Century AD) 

Rome 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb in Morlupo229 (1st Century AD) 

Ostia 

 

Early Roman Empire Necropolis of the Via Laurentina230 (1st Century AD) 

 
219 Pellegrino, A. (2001). La necropoli della via Ostiense ad Acilia. na. 
220 Ibid. 
221 Ibid. 
222 Bloch, H. (1944). La Necropoli del Porto di Roma nell'Isola Sacra. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Maj, B. M. F. (1953). Le pitture di una tomba della via Portuense. 
225 Tortorella, S. (2009). Tomba di Patron sulla Via Latina a Roma: frammenti di decorazione pittorica. E. la 
Rocca, S. Ensoli, S. Tortorella, M. Papini (a cura di), Roma. La pittura di un impero, Roma, Scuderie del 

Quirinale, 24, pp.270-271. 
226 Feraudi-Gruénais, F. (2015). The decoration of Roman tombs. A Companion to Roman Art, 97, 431. 
227 Snyder, H. G. (2019). Flavia’s Neighborhood: Further Evidence for a Second-Century Christian Group on the 

Via Latina. In Valentinianism: New Studies. pp.143-170. 
228 Tawfik, M. (2014). L'Ipogeo degli Ottavi. L'Ipogeo degli Ottavi, pp.25-46. 
229 Tammisto, A. (2003). Swamp-Hens (Porphyrio spp.) and Ducks (Anatidae) in the Tomba di Morlupo and Other 

Republican and Early Augustan Romano-Campanian Mosaics and Wall Paintings. Arctos–Acta Philologica 

Fennica, 37, pp.207-250. 
230 Richardson Jr, L. (1960). Scavi di Ostia III. Le Necropoli, Parte I. 
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Ostia 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb from necropolis of the via Laurentina, tomb 34, of the Caecilii231 (1st Century BC) 

Pompeii 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus232  (1st Century AD) 

Sicily 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of Crispia Salvia (2nd Century AD) 

Syria 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb of the Three Brothers233  (2nd Century AD) 

Isreal 

 

Early Roman Empire Tomb at Or ha-Ner234 (1st to 4th centuries AD) 

 

In addition to the main areas listed in the table, some monumental frescoes from Roman tombs 

have been found in other areas. Some of these fresco tombs outside the main excavation areas 

are remote, some are simply decorative motifs, some are few and under-represented, and some 

do not have enough research material to be the most important specimens to study, so this study 

does not separate the area they belong to into a major area to study, but only discusses them in 

the text when needed. The frescoes in the Bayt Ras Tomb in the Jordan region235, for example, 

were built on the ruins of ancient Capitolias, one of the ten cities of the Decapolis League, 

placed by Pliny the Elder in the Hellenistic period. The tomb, which dates back to the 1st 

century AD, contains 64 unique inscriptions in Greek and Aramaic, as well as dozens of 

frescoes representing details of everyday life236. 

The burial chamber at Neuvy-Pailloux in France was very well preserved when it was 

discovered in 1845237, and part of it is decorated with frescoes on the walls and exuberant 

 
231 Ibid. 
232 Mols, S. T., & Moormann, E. M. (1993). Ex parvo crevit: Proposta per una lettura iconografica della Tomba 

di Vestorius Priscus fuori Porta Vesuvio a Pompei. Rivista di studi pompeiani, 6, pp.15-52. 
233 Buisson, N., Burlot, D., Eristov, H., Eveno, M., & Sarkis, N. (2015). The tomb of the three brothers in Palmyra: 

the use of Mimetite, a rare yellow pigment, in a rich decoration. Archaeometry, 57(6), pp.1025-1044. 

234 Michaeli, T. (1998). The pictorial program of the tomb near Kibbutz Or-ha-Ner in Israel. Assaph Studies in Art 

History, 3, pp.37-76. 
235 Zayadine, F., & Bagatti, B. (1976). Une tombe peinte de Beit-Ras (Capitolias). Studia Hierosolymitana. In 

onore del Bellarmino Bagatti. 1. Studi archeologici, 1, pp.285-294. 
236 Ibid. 
237  Eristov, H., & Monier, F. (2013). Interstices et transitions. Le végétal dans l’entre-deux. Archéopages. 

Archéologie et société, (37), pp.18-27. 
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vegetation almost flush with the ground (Figure 2.1238), in contrast to the black background at 

the base. It contrasts with the decorative technique of the scrolls on a red background and the 

vignettes on a black background in the centre of the panels. Everything in this tomb evokes life. 

The painting is now lost; it probably dates from the early first century AD. There are also a 

number of findings of later tomb murals, such as the Tomb of the Busts of Qweilbeh (2nd half 

of the 2nd century AD) mostly in the form of detailed decoration of the tomb's architecture, 

with a few sculptures with colour added to them, and a few more examples with colour in ink 

pen directly on the tomb. The chambers with frescoes are not found throughout the cemetery 

area, some of them are concentrated, and because of their later date, many cemeteries dating 

from after the second century AD or as isolated archaeological examples from a particular area 

are often decorated with simple colours or are illegible, non-thematic motifs that are not 

representative and are not the focus of this study. This also applies to many Han tomb murals, 

as the stone door, the four walls of the front room and the roof of the tomb of the King of 

Nanyue at Xianggang Mountain in Guangzhou (the Western Han dynasty) are also painted, 

and are among the earliest dated Han tomb murals239, but as they are archaeological isolates in 

southern China, and are only painted in red and black with flowing cloud patterns, they are 

non-thematic motifs, and are not the focus of this study. Similarly, there are also the circular 

and rhombic motifs on the upper part of the doorway of the tomb No. 2 at Hanging Bridge in 

Tongguan, Shaanxi240, and the rhombic and scrolling grass motifs in the tomb chamber and the 

interior of the passage in the Eastern Han tomb at Dadaizhuang, Jingxian, Hebei241, all of which 

are non-thematic decorative motifs and are not adopted as major archaeological specimens for 

the study of the zoning of Han funeral murals. 

 

 

238 Ibid. 

239 Wu, H. G. (2000). A study of the tomb owners of the South Yue King at Xianggang. Archaeology and Cultural 

Heritage, (3), pp.72-77. 
240 Wang, Y. Q. (1961). Study on the excavation of the Yang tomb group of the Han Dynasty at Tongguan Hanging 

Bridge. Cultural relics, (1), pp.56-66. 
241  Zhou, Z. (1992). A study of the Feng's tomb group in Jing County, Hebei. Cultural Heritage Spring and 

Autumn, (2), pp.31-36. 
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Chapter 3 Techniques 

 

In the long history of world art, the technique of ancient wall paintings that have survived to 

date can be broadly divided into fresco 242  and fresco-secco 243 . Chinese Han funeral wall 

paintings were created by fresco-secco techniques, while Roman paintings were generally 

created by fresco244 and, in rare cases, fresco-secco245. In the fresco process, the evaporation 

of water allows the pigments to adhere to the surface of the plaster246, causing the particles to 

bond more tightly, creating a seamless surface layer of carbonation. The water in the pigment 

delays the carbonisation process and facilitates the transfer of the saturated calcium hydroxide 

solution to the surface, where it precipitates throughout the pigment layer to form calcium 

carbonate247. As a result, the layer of calcium carbonate on the surface of the fresco is always 

thicker and the pigment particles are completely covered by a film of calcium carbonate. In 

fresco-secco, the pigment is mixed with a binder such as quicklime and applied to the prime-

coat248. The water in the pigment is rapidly absorbed by the plaster layer, which bonds the 

pigment layer to the plaster layer and forms the first layer of carbonation on the surface. The 

evaporation of the water from the pigment surface results in a second layer of carbonisation on 

the surface, where the calcium hydroxide is mainly from the pigment layer rather than from the 

prime-coat layer, so that the second layer on the surface is significantly thinner than the layer 

formed on the prime-coat surface249. 

 

 
242 Guo, Y. P. (1997). Appreciation of Mural Art. Shanxi Education Press, pp.199-207. 
243 Kakoulli, I. (2002). Late Classical and Hellenistic painting techniques and materials: a review of the technical 

literature. Studies in Conservation, 47(sup1), pp.56-67. 
244 Piovesan, R., Mazzoli, C., Maritan, L., & Cornale, P. (2012). Fresco and lime‐paint: an experimental study and 

objective criteria for distinguishing between these painting techniques. Archaeometry, 54(4), pp.723-736. 

245 Ibid. 
246 Mora, P., Mora, L., & Philippot, P. (1984). The conservation of wall paintings, p.326 
247  Ye, X. S. (1995). The Development of Materials and Techniques in Ancient European Fresco Painting. 

Archaeology and cultural relics, (6), pp.52-59. 
248 Ibid. 
249 Chang, J. J. (2010). Raman spectroscopy of pigments and dyes in ancient murals, Changchun: Jilin University. 

p.20. 
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The number of carbonised layers in the wall paintings and the distribution of the microstructure 

is the equitable criteria for recognising between fresco and fresco-secco wall paintings. It is for 

this reason that the grainy texture on the surface of the fresco painting is glittering and 

translucent, with the aesthetics that cannot be presented in other kinds of paintings. If the 

pigment is insoluble in water due to its light specific gravity, it can be diluted by adding an 

appropriate amount of vehicle250. Therefore, compared with the principle of fresco-secco i.e., 

using adhesives, fresco effectively avoids the discolouration of pigment caused by darkening 

and blackening of adhesives251. 

 

The structure of fresco and fresco-secco paintings is the same252, consisting largely of the 

support carriers, the rendering (prime-coat) and the painting layer (Figure 3.1). The main 

discrepancies between them are referred to the making practice and materials: In terms of 

practice, fresco-secco painting is executed after the thoroughly dried prime-coat, while the 

fresco wall painting is different; it is painted on the wet state of the prime-coat253. Based on 

this difference, researchers can adapt the modern instrument to reveal and analyse the 

combination of the painting layer with the prime-coat (section microscopic analysis) to identify 

ancient fresco-secco paintings from fresco paintings254. 

 

There are three main processes to create fresco wall paintings255. The first step is to make the 

support carrier, the second step is to make the rendering layer established on the support carrier, 

and the final step is to draw, this is the most conventional and complete process256, and also 

the dominant method of funeral wall paintings in Ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty of China. 

Besides, ancient painters occasionally depicted directly on the prepared support carrier, while 

 
250  Ye, X. S. (1995). The Development of Materials and Techniques in Ancient European Fresco Painting. 

Archaeology and cultural relics, (6), pp.52-59. 
251 Barilaro, D., Crupi, V., Majolino, D., Barone, G., & Ponterio, R. (2005). A detailed spectroscopic study of an 

Italian fresco. Journal of applied physics, 97(4), 044907. 
252 Guo, H. (2004). The identification of ancient fresco and fresco-secco. Zhong Yuan Cultural Relics, (2), pp.76-

80. 
253 Jin, L. (2018). The technical of ancient fresco and fresco-secco. Meiyushidai, p.6. 
254 Liang, Y. Q. (1984). Materials and techniques of wall paintings. Fine Arts, p.8. 
255 Ibid. 
256 Ibid. 
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only appeared in a few burial chambers of the Han Dynasty of China, and the support carrier 

was polished and smooth stones. The main structure of the funeral wall painting of Ancient 

Rome and the Han Dynasty of China are: 

 

＋ ＋  

＋ ＋  

＋ ＋  

              ＋  

 

3.1 Support Carriers 

In practice, the service of the wall is for the tomb is not specifically for the painting, while it is 

used as a carrier that behind the prime-coat and have a substantial repercussion on the prime-

coat and even on the painting layer. The support carrier is the essential part of a wall painting 

and the prerequisite for drawing. The painting layer is above the prime-coat and the support 

carrier and the relationship between these three is solid and inseparable. Till the choice of the 

support carriers is straight relevant to the rendering effect of the colourant257. On the whole, 

from the 2nd century BC to the 2nd century AD, the dominant support carrier for funeral wall 

paintings in Ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty of China is pretty similar, which chiefly 

subsists of three sorts of elements: stone, brick and integrated materials. The support carrier is 

desired to be stable and exhaustive to avert the repercussions of water vapour and weathering. 

Tables 3.1 and 3.2 lists the leading support carriers of some tombs in Luoyang and Pompeii, 

respectively. 

 

 

Table 3.1 Main support carriers of funeral wall paintings in Luoyang 

 

 
257 Jin, L. (2018). The technical of ancient fresco and fresco-secco. Meiyushidai, p.6. 

Support Carriers (stone) Rendering (prime-coat) Painting layer 

Support Carriers (brick) Rendering (prime-coat) Painting layer 

Support Carriers (integrated materials) Rendering (prime-coat) Painting layer 

 
Support Carriers (stone) Painting layer (the Han Dynasty) 
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Date 

 

location Wall-painted tombs Support Carriers Materials 

The Early Western 

Han dynasty (202-

104BC) 

 

Shaogou 

village 

Pu Qianqiu fresco tomb of the Western 

Han dynasty unearthed in 1976258. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Early Western 

Han dynasty (202-

104BC) 

 

Qianjingtou 

village 

The fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed at Qianjingtou village 

in 1992259. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Early Western 

Han dynasty (202-

104BC) 

 

Shaogou 

village 

No.61 fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty discovered at Shaogou in 

1978260.  

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Middle to late 

Western Han dynasty 

(17 BC-8 AD) 

 

Balitai village The fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed in Balitai, Luoyang in 

1920s and collected by the Museum of 

Fine Arts, Boston261. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Middle to late 

Western Han dynasty 

(17 BC-8 AD) 

 

Cijian town，

Xin’an county 

The fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed at Cijian town in 

2000262. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Middle to late 

Western Han dynasty 

(17 BC-8 AD) 

 

Unearthed in 

Luoyang and 

collected by 

the British 

Museum 

 

The fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed in Balitai, Luoyang 

and collected by the British Museum in 

1920s-1930s263. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Middle to late 

Western Han dynasty 

(17 BC-8 AD) 

 

The New City 

of Luoyang 

The fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed in New City of 

Luoyang in 2009264. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks and rectangular 

bricks 

The Middle to late 

Western Han dynasty 

(17 BC-8 AD) 

Unearthed in 

Luoyang and 

collected by 

the Royal 

Ontario 

Museum of 

Canada 

 

The fresco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed in Luoyang and 

collected by the Royal Ontario Museum 

of Canada in 1931265. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

 
258 Luoyang (2010). Luoyang City Cultural Relics Administration and Luoyang Museum of Ancient Art (ed.), 

Luoyang Ancient Tomb Mural, Zhongzhou Ancient Books Publishing House, p.32. 
259 Ibid, p.44. 
260 Ibid, p.54. 
261 Ibid, p.68. 
262 Ibid, p.74. 
263 Ibid, p.88. 
264 Ibid, p.92. 
265 Ibid, p.100. 
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The Xin Mang period 

(9-25) 

 

Xin village, 

Yanshi county 

The fresco tomb of the Xin Mang period 

unearthed at Xin village in 1991266. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Xin Mang period 

(9-25) 

 

Yanshi county The fresco tomb of the Xin Mang period 

unearthed in Yanshi county in 2009267. 

Bricks double-layer hollow “ ” 

shape bricks 

The Xin Mang period 

(9-25) 

Yin village，

Yiyang 

county 

 

The fresco tomb of the Xin Mang period 

unearthed in Yiyang county in 2003268. 

Bricks Rectangular bricks 

The Xin Mang period 

(9-25) 

 

Jinguyuan 

village, 

The fresco tomb of the Xin Mang period 

unearthed Jinguyuan village in 1978269. 

Bricks Rectangular bricks 

The Xin Mang period 

(9-25) 

 

Xin’an county The fresco tomb of the Xin Mang period 

unearthed Xin’an county in 1984270. 

Bricks Rectangular bricks 

The Early Eastern Han 

dynasty (26AD-40AD) 

the Northern 

outskirts of 

Luoyang 

 

The fresco tomb of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed in the Northern 

outskirts of Luoyang city in 1987271. 

Bricks Rectangular bricks 

The Early Eastern Han 

dynasty (26AD-40AD) 

Jinguyuan 

village, 

The fresco tomb of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed at Jinguyuan village in 

1982272. 

 

Bricks Rectangular bricks 

The Early Eastern Han 

dynasty (40AD-

220AD) 

Luoyang 

Locomotive 

Factory 

The fresco tomb of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed at Luoyang 

Locomotive Factory in 1990273. 

Integrated with 

brick and stone 

(brick outside and 

stone inside) 

 

Rectangular bricks and 

limestones 

The Early Eastern Han 

dynasty (40AD-

220AD) 

Xingyuan 

village,Yanshi 

The fresco tomb of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed at Xingyuan village in 

in 1984274. 

Integrated with 

brick and stone 

(brick outside and 

stone inside) 

 

Rectangular bricks and 

limestones 

The Early Eastern Han 

dynasty (40AD-

220AD) 

Zhucun 

village,Yanshi 

The fresco tomb of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed at Zhucun village in 

1991275. 

Integrated with 

brick and stone 

(brick outside and 

 stone inside) 

 

Rectangular bricks and 

limestones 

 
266 Ibid, p.104. 
267 Ibid, p.178. 
268 Ibid, p.114. 
269 Ibid, p.150. 
270 Ibid, p.168. 
271 Ibid, p.182. 
272 Ibid, p.200. 
273 Ibid, p.200; Wang (2001: 50). 

274 Ibid. 

275 Ibid, p.242; Wang (2001: 50). 
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Table 3.2 Main support carriers of funeral wall paintings in Pompeii 

 

Date 

 

location Primary Occupants Support Carriers 

62-70 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei Tomb of Marcus Cerrinius Restitutus276 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Ercolano277 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei Tomb of Gnaeus Vibrius Saturninus278 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

50-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei Tomb of Numerius Vclasius Gratus279 stone 

50-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei Tomb of Salvius ?280 stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Ercolano281 stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Ercolano, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Ercolano282 stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta del Vesuvio, Pompei Tomb of Marcus Veius Marcellus283 stone 

75-76 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta del Vesuvio, Pompei Tomb of Gaius Vestorius 

Priscus284 

stone 

14-54 AD 

Early Empire 

Porta di Nola, Pompei Tomb of Marcus Obellius Firmus285 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

 
276 Mau (1908: 408-409); Toynbee (1971: 122); Kockel (1983: 47-51, Taf. 4); Richardson (1988:367); Franklin 

(2001:180); Hackworth-Petersen (2006: 72-73); Emmerson (2011). 
277  Mau (1908: 418); Toynbee (1971: 124); Kockel (1983: 70-75, Taf. 15-17; Curtis (1988b); Richardson 

(1988:247); Campbell (2008: 40, 2010). 
278 Mazois (1812: 20); Mau (1908:424); Toynbee (1971: 119); Kockel (1983: 109-111, Taf. 23); Richardson (1988: 
367); Graham (2005a: 58-59). 
279 Mau (1908: 445); Toynbee (1971: 123); Kockel (1983: 168-173, Taf. 67-68; 180); Emmerson (2011). 
280 Mau (1908: 445); Toynbee (1971: 123); Kockel (1983: 168-173, Taf. 67; 179-180). 
281 Mazois (1812: 33-34); Mau (1908: 434-437); Toynbee (1971: 123); Kockel (1983: 159-161, Taf. 55-56); 

Richardson (1988: 366); von Hesberg (1994:169-170). 
282 Mau (1908: 434); Kockel (1983: 152-159, Taf. 51-54); Richardson (1988:364). 
283 Spano (1910b: 403-404); Franklin (2004: 27-28); Emmerson (2011). 
284 Spano (1910b: 402-403); Spano (1943); Dentzer (1962); Richardson (1988: 363); Mols and Moormann (1993-

1994; 1995); Cicirelli (1998); Clarke (2003: 187-202); Hackworth Petersen (2006: 69). 
285 De Franciscis (1976); De Caro (1979: 65-79); Richardson (1988: 258). 
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62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Nola286 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

27 BC- 14 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei Tomb of Lucius Cellius287 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Nola288 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

54-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei Tomb of Gaius Cuspius Cyrus289 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

25-50 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Nola290 Integrated with brick 

and stone 

50-60 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei Tomb of Aulus Veius Atticus291 stone 

50-60 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei Tomb of Gaius Munatius Faustus292 stone 

14-50 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Nola293 stone 

50-1 BC 

Late Republican  

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei Tomb of Vein Barchilla294 stone 

62-79 AD 

Early Empire 

 

Porta di Nola, Pompei A unnamed tomb in Porta di Nola295 stone 

 

It can be seen that the leading support carrier of the frescoes of the tombs in the Han Dynasty 

of China is brick. In the late period of the Han Dynasty, on the one hand, the integrated structure 

 
286 D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 2EN); Richardson (1988: 363); Jacobelli (2003: 97) 
287 Della Corte (1958: 140, 144, 148); D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 4EN); Richardson (1988: 251); Varone 

(2002: 112). 
288 D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 44EN) 
289 D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 17ES); Richardson (1988: 364-365).  
290 Della Corte (1958: 157-158); D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 13ES); Richardson (1988: 250). 
291 Della Corte (1958: 156); D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 11ES); Richardson (1988: 258); Franklin (2004: 

27); Hackworth Petersen (2006: 74-75); Emmerson (2011). 
292 Della Corte (1958: 146-147, 155-156);  D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 9ES); Richardson (1988: 258); Clarke 

(2003: 184-185); Hackworth Petersen (2006: 66-69, 74-75); Emmerson (2011). 
293 Della Corte (1958:  155); D’ Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 7ES). 
294 D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1983: 3ES); Richardson (1988: 253-254); Franklin (2001: 21-23) 
295 D’Ambrosio and De Caro (1987: 204-205) 



99 

 

of bricks and stones appeared as the support carriers, and the main structure is that the bricks 

for the outer layer, while the inner layer is the polished and smooth stones. In contrast, both 

stones and bricks are widely used as the support carriers in tombs during the Roman period. As 

a matter of fact, bricks are commonly used as the support carriers for funeral wall paintings 

both in ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty of China, since the industry of making bricks has 

been flourished at that time, which could be produced in batches with less labour and cost. In 

addition, a considerable amount of clay with high clarity, outstanding viscosity, and excellent 

tenacity is distributed in the two regions, which is an ideal material for making bricks. In the 

other hand, because of its perfect properties that can better resist various natural erosion and 

human-caused destruction, the stone is often used as the underlying material for support 

carriers296 , although it is not as convenient to transport and use as the brick. Campania 

distributed countless rocks with ample spectrums of essences and are assuredly ideal materials 

for support carriers. The locals have a plentiful demand for various types of rocks297, which 

also drives to the regional mining industry expanded markedly. Whereas with the economic 

advancement, the mining industry has been further grown, the stone was gradually used in the 

tombs in the late Han period of China, but only the wealthy dignitaries and nobles can employ 

it. 

 

3.2 Rendering Coats 

Generally speaking, the funeral wall painting is composed of three essential parts: the support 

carriers, the rendering coat (prime-coat) and the painting layer. The rendering coat is a 

necessary part between the support carriers and the painting layer, which is profoundly 

remarkable for painting. The purpose of making the rendering coat is to provide the basis for 

drawing, and lasting colour always exists on the exquisite rendering coat. Whether it is the 

stone or brick support carriers, the surface is very uneven or unsteady, which is unacceptable 

for sketching directly. Only by making the rendering coat on the support carriers with the usage 

 
296 Chang, S. H. (1958). Study on ancient fresco techniques. Heritage, (11), pp.36-39. 
297 Campbell, V. (2014). The tombs of Pompeii: organization, space, and society. Routledge. pp.30-37. 
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of tools, materials and craftsmanship. The rule can keep the wall paintings preserved for a long 

time which is based on repeated experiments by the ancient craftsmen and painters298. 

 

James Ward described the design of the rendering coat in Roman fresco as follows: The first 

coating of rough plaster is composed mainly of well-washed river sand, mixed with ox-hair, or 

white cut into small bits, so as to bind the mixture more effectually299. For this first coating of 

plaster, the usual proportions are one part of lime and two parts of the gritty sand; it should be 

about three-quarters of an inch in thickness. The last coating of plaster on which the painting 

is to be executed, which is known as the Intonaco. The proportions of lime and sand for the 

Intonaco is, one part of lime and three parts of find and well-washed river sand (can't use the 

sea sand with salt) 300. This is a relatively complete introduction to the rendering coats of 

ancient European murals that can be found in the existing publications, that is customarily akin 

to the practice of the wall paintings of the tombs in the Han Dynasty, also very similar to today's 

European fresco paintings. Furthermore, in the undercoats of Roman fresco, this was routinely 

sand and fine gravel, incorporated in the ratio of two or three to one (as in mortar used for 

bonding purposes) 301; in the finishing coat or coats, where a delicate white appearance was 

desired, it was frequently some form of powdered limestone or (ideally) marble dust, 

incorporated in the ratio of one or two to one302. Another material occasionally added was 

crushed brick or powdered pottery. Above the undercoats of mortar, which is the part of the 

plaster layer, that is the most demanding prerequisite for drawing. Thus, Roman fresco 

paintings are even called Paintings on Plaster; the plaster was based on slaked lime (calcium 

hydroxide) which, when mixed with water to produce a creamy suspension or putty, gradually 

'sets' by taking up carbon dioxide from the air and drying out to form calcium carbonate, 

chemically the same thing as limestone and marble. The lime putty was invariably mixed with 

 
298 Jin, L. (2018). The technical of ancient fresco and fresco-secco. Meiyushidai, p.6. 
299 James, W. (2012). Fresco Painting, Its Art and Technique. With Special Reference to the Buono and Spirit 

Fresco Methods (Classic Reprint), pp.14-15. 
300 Ibid. 
301 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. p.198-200. 

302 Ibid. 
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some form of gritty material to give it body and to allow the ingress of air for the setting 

process303. 

 

Lime (calcium carbonate) obtained by heating limestone or marble was used to manufacture 

the plaster in Ancient Rome. It had already been used in this way for several thousand years, 

so the Romans adopted and extended an existing technology. The process involved mixing the 

lime first with water (to obtain slaked lime) and then with a filler such as sand, before applying 

it to the wall. Drying and hardening occurred through the evaporation of the water, and reaction 

with carbon dioxide in the air, to produce lime plaster. The plaster mix was applied in layers, 

the first of which was usually relatively coarse and was applied directly to the wall to provide 

a level base304. A more exceptional mix that might contain crushed marble to give a translucent 

white finish was then applied over this base305. There could be more than one layer of the coarse 

plaster and the more nuanced mix, and finally, a very thin layer of almost pure slaked lime was 

frequently applied as surface preparation 306 . The dressing was also often smoothed and 

polished, thus giving some painted schemes an exceptionally fine surface307 (Figure 3.2). 

 

With regard to the work of making the rendering coat, the quality of Roman mortar is largely 

attributable to the careful selection of the raw materials and the proper combination of their 

components. The Romans used lime of high purity. This would be all right if the best lime, 

taken in lumps, is slaked a good while before it is to be used308, so that if any lump has not 

been burned long enough in the kiln309, it will be forced to throw off its heat during the long 

course of slaking in the water310. and will thus be thoroughly burned to the same consistency. 

When it is taken not thoroughly slaked but fresh, it has little crude bits concealed in it, and so, 

 
303 Pratt, P. (1976). Wall painting. Strong and Brown, pp.223-229. 
304 Ling, R. (1976). Stuccowork. Roman Crafts, London, pp.209-221. 
305 Davey, N., & Ling, R. (1982). Wall Painting in Roman Britain. p51-60 
306 Adam, J. P. (2005). Roman building: materials and techniques. Routledge. p.452-464 
307 Frizot, M. (1975). Mortiers et enduits peints antiques. Étude technique et archéologique (No. 4). pp.33-40 
308 Donati, A. (Ed.). (1998). Romana pictura. Elemond-Electa. p.104-105. 
309 Ling, R. (1976). Stuccowork. Roman Crafts, London, pp.209-221. 
310 Ibid. 
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when applied, it blisters. When such bits complete their slaking after they are on the building, 

they break up and spoil the smooth polish of the stucco311. 

 

The intensive use of masonry and lime mortar could only lead the Romans to incorporate these 

techniques, resulting in the proper use of both protective and decorative wall rendering coats312. 

Before drawing, the Roman plasterers and painters paid great attention to the quality of the 

walls313. They had to apply multiple layers of plaster to cover up the unevenness of the surface, 

and the application was also mixed with crushed brick powder314. The object of multiple layers 

was partly to smooth out irregularities in the wall-fabric (for the first coats Vitruvius insists on 

careful checking with rule and line, plumb-bob and set-square) but mainly to create a well-

compacted and homogeneous mass which would present the optimum conditions for 

painting315. Each new coat was applied before its predecessor was quite dry, and the later coats 

were made progressively thinner. These measures ensured that the moisture in the plaster was 

initially drawn inwards by capillary action, thus helping to bond the coats together. In contrast, 

the lower ones were thick enough to prevent the porosity of the wall-fabric, especially in 

masonry walls, from drying out the material too speedily316. By the time the last coats were 

going, on the whole, was firm enough to withstand the pressure which had to be exerted to 

achieve a smooth and durable finish. Ultimately, when the plastering was executed, the 

moisture within the wall would be drawn back to the surface, providing the ideal conditions for 

the painters. There was obviously a grand quantity of thick rendering coat that consisting of 

several layers of mortar in Campania in the second century BC. During this period, many 

examples of funeral fresco paintings survived in the changes of the times in Pompeii which can 

prove its preferable quality. Such as the tombs of Gaius Munatius Faustus317 (Figure 3.3), Gaius 

 
311 Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1984). La peinture murale romaine de la Picardie à la Normandie, sl. pp.17-30. 
312 Donati, A. (Ed.). (1998). Romana pictura. Elemond-Electa. pp.104-105. 
313  Ye, X. S. (1995). The Development of Materials and Techniques in Ancient European Fresco Painting. 

Archaeology and cultural relics, (6), pp.52-59. 
314  Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale romaine. 

Mélanges de l'école française de Rome, 84(2), 935-1070. 
315 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.204. 
316 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press.p.198-200. 
317 Campbell, V. (2014). The tombs of Pompeii: organization, space, and society. Routledge. p.173. 
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Cuspius Cyrus318  (Figure 3.4), Marcus Obellius Firmus319 (Figure 3.5), and Lucius Cellius320  

(Figure 3.6). 

 

To understand the technique used to paint a wall in a lasting way, the starting point is the 

observation of Roman decorations, Vitruvius and Elder Pliny both mentions this technique of 

painting walls. "... When no less than three layers of sand mortar have been applied, in addition 

to the plaster, at this point you have to spread layers of coarse-grained marble powder ... Like 

this... the walls will not be covered with cracks or some other imperfection321. Once their 

compactness has been consolidated with the pressure of the fractals and smoothed with shiny 

and durable marble, the walls would be radiated the most dazzling shine after, together with 

the final finish, the colours have been smeared. As for the colours, when it has been the 

carefulness to smear them on the coating still damp, they do not come off, but remain fixed 

forever... ". The definition of fresco paintings in his book can be summarized as follows: it is 

the realization of the artwork on the plaster of lime and sand still fresh, which, drying, fix the 

colours. The evaporation of water from the mixture migrates the Ca (OH)2 calcium hydroxide 

to the surface through the paint layer. It reacts with the carbon dioxide of the CO2 air by 

producing CaCo3 calcium carbonate322. 

 

As we have sometimes observed, the interpretation of an ancient surviving fresco is very 

instructive for the follow-up of Vitruvius' text; he attributes these defects to the imperfect 

technique of applying colour, and to the plaster being too thin: "... As a result, properly made 

coatings do not peel over time or when cleaned, unless they have been applied with great care 

and the surface has dried. Thus, when the coatings on the walls follow the procedure described 

above, they will not only be strong, but also have a splendid appearance and excellent quality 

that is destined to last for some time. However, when you stretch out a layer of mortar and have 

 
318 Ibid., p.238. 
319 Ibid., p.206. 
320 Ibid., p.212. 
321 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.204. 

322 Davey, N., & Ling, R. (1982). Wall Painting in Roman Britain. p.51-60. 
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only a fine marble, this coating is subtle, has less resistance, cracks easily and due to the thin 

thickness does not acquire the necessary shine after polishing...323 

 

The Romans applied up to six preparation layers of mortar before painting (three medium- to 

fine-grained layers called arriccio, and three more fine-grained layers called intonacco), 

according to Vitruvius, in some tombs of the nobles, notwithstanding, the stucco of the fresco 

paintings became even thicker, and specific high-quality decorations of the ancient Roman 

period measured up to Vitruvius's ideal. Conservators have been able to recognise examples of 

the six-layer technique in many Roman tombs324. With three undercoats composed of a mixture 

of lime, sand and pozzolana and three coats of lime, sand and either marble-dust or alabaster-

dust325. And among the funeral wall paintings in the tombs in Pompeii, during the First and 

Second Styles, multi-layer techniques can also be recognized intuitively. One example of the 

First Style is precisely comparable to Vitruvius's description, with a render coat in a kind of 

cob (clay mixed with sand and lime), three coats of plaster containing sand, and three coats of 

plaster containing marble-dust. But the majority of wall plasters, both at Pompeii and elsewhere, 

are simpler. A reasonable norm would be two undercoats containing sand, and a finishing coat 

containing limestone or the like. But sometimes this would be reduced to a single undercoat 

and topcoat, or even, in inferior work, to an undercoat with a simple whitewash326. Vitruvius 

himself admits that there is a gap between his ideal and practice, as he specifically warns of 

possible errors "when applying only one coat of sand and marble powder."327 

 

In practice, the Roman craftsmen had a great deal of freedom of action. Archaeologists have 

found that at Pompeii the plastering procedure has been greatly simplified. Six to five layers 

of coating were reduced to three or two. The first was a mixture of lime and sand, the other two 

 
323 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.204-205. 
324 Ibid. 

325 Ling, R. (1976). Stuccowork. Roman Crafts, London. pp.209-221. 
326  Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale 

romaine. Mélanges de l'école française de Rome, 84(2), pp.935-1070. 
327 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.204. 
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were lime and calcite. Another simplification: for economic reasons, marble disappeared. But 

the fact remains that these preparations were prepared with the utmost care and that the quality 

of this preparation goes some way to explaining the exceptional resistance of Pompeian 

painting, which may seem to be a miracle328. 

 

On some of the Pompeii frescoes it is possible to see the artists applying plaster to the walls. 

Tectoria sketched out the outlines on the painted plaster (several of the frescoes unearthed were 

only sketched out before they could be painted, in a similar way to the sketches found in the 

Chinese Han tomb frescoes) and then painted. The modern scientists manifest that a multi-layer 

technology characterised the plasters; the scratch coat was made with lime mortars mixed with 

a pozzolanic lightweight aggregate and cocciopesto, required ingredients providing a quick-

setting and a better adhesion with the support. As far as the arriccio layer is concerned, the mix-

design is a lime mortar with volcanic sand as the aggregate and a minor content of pozzolan 

and/or cocciopesto to enhance the workability of the mortar in order to correct any error due to 

the roughness of the scratch coat329. The plaster was the removable support in case of mistakes 

and gave a lighter colour to the preparation layer of the frescoes330. The last thin layer, prepared 

with lime mortars and a carbonate aggregate, is characterised by low porosity in order to avoid 

pigment adsorption331. 

 

The rendering coat of the wall paintings of the Han and Roman tombs are not precisely the 

same. Except that they are painted with a plaster layer, the Han craftsmen also employed clay 

as the ground of the painting layer332. The sample of rendering coat in the tombs in Xunyi333, 

Shaanxi mainly contains quartz, illite, calcite, clinochlorite, feldspar, and kaolinite; these are 

 
328 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. De Boccard. pp.56-59. 
329 Adam, J. P. (2005). Roman building: materials and techniques. Routledge. p.452-464. 
330 Ibid. 
331 Izzo, F., Arizzi, A., Cappelletti, P., Cultrone, G., De Bonis, A., Germinario, C., ... & Morra, V. (2016). The art 

of building in the Roman period (89 BC–79 AD): Mortars, plasters and mosaic floors from ancient Stabiae (Naples, 

Italy). Construction and Building Materials, pp.117, 129-143. 
332 Wang, W. F, Li, M., & Xia, Y. (2014). A preliminary study of ancient Chinese funeral mural techniques. 

Cultural Heritage, (5), pp.88-93. 
333 Yin, S. P. (2002). The discovery of a mural tomb in the Eastern Han Dynasty in Xunyi, Shaanxi. Archaeology 

and Cultural Heritage, (3), p.76. 
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the common mineral element of clay334. The rendering coat of the mural fragments unearthed 

from the ruins of the old capital of the Qin Dynasty in Xianyang, Shaanxi Province is about 

0.5 cm thick and mixed with plant fibre, and the surface is a thin layer of lime on which the 

painters painted335. Based on this, it can be inferred that the ex-craftsmen had consciously 

employed the rendering coat in the wall paintings and this kind of technique was further 

advanced in the Han Dynasty336, the recipe that the plant fibre mixed clay formed a preliminary 

strategy especially in the Eastern Han Dynasty and such trait of the wall is needed for 

drawing337. Whether the mural on the wall can be painted well and kept for a long time depends 

on the employment of the support carriers and the rendering coat338, so it needs to be processed 

by the local experienced and skilled craftsmen. The funeral wall paintings can be drawn only 

after professional processing of the wall339. 

 

Moreover, such processing includes flattening the cracks in of the surface, applying coarse and 

fine-grained clay, and then levelling the surface. To be more specific, first, filling the gaps in 

the support carriers with coarse- and fine-grained clay, the thickness is about 3 cm. After drying, 

applying the soil in the same way again on the uneven area340. The undercoat of the rendering 

coat in the Han Dynasty can also be divided into two types: arriccio and thin intonaco341. The 

former is made from lime slurry mixed with fine quartz sand and water, fine quartz sand and 

water, the latter is made only with lime slurry. The lime adopted for the rendering of the Han 

Dynasty is the water-soluble quicklime, and then storing it in the ash pit after filtering. It will 

be chemically changed for a long time, and the heat of the lime will be gradually eliminated, 

 
334 Hui, R., Liu. C., & Yin, S. P. (2007). Research on the Pigments of the Eastern Han Mural Tombs in Xunyi, 

Shaanxi. Archaeology and Cultural Relics, (3), pp.105-112. 
335 Yin, S. P. (2002). The discovery of a mural tomb in the Eastern Han Dynasty in Xunyi, Shaanxi. Archaeology 

and Cultural Heritage, (3), p.76. 
336  Liu, Q. Z. (1980). Mural Paintings at the No.3 Palace Site in Xianyang, the Capital of Qin. Journal of 
Humanities, p.6. 
337 Jin, L. (2018). An analysis of the techniques of making ancient fresco and fresco-secco. Fine Arts and Times 

(Part 2), (6), p.9. 
338 Wang, W. F, Li, M., & Xia, Y. (2014). A preliminary study of ancient Chinese funeral mural techniques. 

Cultural Heritage, (5), pp.88-93. 
339  Ye, X. S. (1995). The Development of Materials and Techniques in Ancient European Fresco Painting. 
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340 Dong, X. W. (1990). The form and production techniques of wall paintings. Fine Arts Research, (1), pp.14-18. 
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the colourant is not easy to disappear with such materials. The craftsmen are accustomed to 

first applying a layer of arriccio on the wall with a trowel (trulla), and then applying a finer 

second layer of intonaco342. Since ancient technology has a sequential order from coarse to fine 

materials, this was an institutional approach at the time and was decidedly effective343. This 

proposition can make arriccio and intonaco closely integrated and more durable in a 

straightaway344. Most of the existing fresco-secco paintings of the Han tombs remain in the 

Central Plains of China through gritty and sandy soil is rich in alkaline substances and will not 

corrode the painting layer, it was coated on the rough wall by the craftsmen as the rendering 

material345. In the ordinary way, the materials for the rendering coat of the wall paintings of 

the Han and Roman burial chambers are often regional elements, in this way can the wall 

paintings consolidate with the surrounding natural environment, keep a balance with the local 

ecology, and enable to last for a long time. 

 

Limited by the environment and natural condition, the divergence of materials and techniques 

of the funeral paintings lead to the distinct thickness and strength346, to ensure that the painting 

layer did not become moldy and deteriorated in the underground tombs of the humid situation, 

the rendering coat material consists of a large amount of lime with strong absorption that can 

keep the wall dry. Additionally, lime is more satisfied for the smooth propertie before it dries, 

and it is effortless to propel the brush and other tools after finished. As a matter of fact, the 

plaster is more comfortable to smooth out in a semi-dry state, and it is easy to apply the 

pigments on, after the completed layer347. Thus, there are still many funeral plaster-painted 

walls so far, dressing as the rendering coat under certain circumstances348. The following table 

summarizes the techniques of murals in tombs of the Han Dynasty of China: 

 

 
342 Liu, L. C. (1984). The production and techniques of traditional murals. Fine Arts Research, (1), pp.30-34. 
343 Wang, W. F, Li, M., & Xia, Y. (2014). A preliminary study of ancient Chinese funeral mural techniques. 

Cultural Heritage, (5), pp.88-93. 
344 Liu, L. C. (1984). The production and techniques of traditional murals. Fine Arts Research, (1), 30-34. 
345 Jin, L. (2018). An analysis of the techniques of making ancient fresco and fresco-secco. Fine Arts and Times 

(Part 2), (6), p.9. 
346 Wang, C. Y., Li, M., Xia, Y., Fu, Q. L., Wang, W. F., & Jin, B. H. (2014). A study of mural painting techniques 

in ancient Chinese caves. Wenbo, (4), pp.74-78. 
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Table 3.3 The techniques of murals in tombs of the Han Dynasty of China 

 

Wall-painted tombs 

 

Date Structure 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed in Dongping, Shandong349. 

 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Stone support carriers + Painting layer350 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed in the south-central part of Inner 

Mongolia351 

 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han Dynasty 

unearthed at Xin’an county in 1984352. 

 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed at Qianjingtou village in 1992353. 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

 

Pu Qianqiu fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed in 1976354. 

 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed in Balitai, Luoyang in 1920s and collected 

by the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston355. 

 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

 
349 Chinese Academy of Sciences Institute of Anyang Archaeological excavation team. (1976). Yin Ruins in 

Anyang of the newly discovered in 1975. Archaeology, p.4. Wang, B. M. (1982). History of Chinese painting. 

Shanghai People's Fine Arts Publishing House. p.28. Xu, J. P., Lu Y. L, Song Pengyao, Wang Yunfeng, & Zong 

Shu. (2009). A Preliminary Study on the Craftsmanship of the Mural Paintings of Han Tombs in Dongping. Wenbo, 

(6), pp.211-215. 

350 Wiedemann H G, Berke H. (1999). Chemical and physical investigations of Egyptian and Chinese blue and 

purple. Proceeding of the Conference the Polychromy of Antique Sculptures and the Terracotta Army of the First 

Chinese Emperor. Xi’an, China. pp.154-170. 
351 Xu, J. P., Lu, Y. L., Song, P. Y., Wang, Y. F., & Zong S. (2009). A Preliminary Study on the Craftsmanship 

of the Mural Paintings of Han Tombs in Dongping. Wenbo, (6), pp.211-215. 
352 Xu, G. J. (2011). Complete Collection of Unearthed Murals in China. (5) Henan. p.31. 

353 Lu, J. S. (1993). Brief Report on Excavation of Western Han Mural Tombs at Qianjingtou, Luoyang. Cultural 

Relics, (5), pp.1-16. 

354 Huang, M. L. (1977). A brief report on the excavation of the Mural Tomb of Bu Qianqiu in the Western Han 

Dynasty in Luoyang. Cultural Relics, (6), pp.1-12. 

355 Su. J. (1984). Research on the Murals of Luoyang Han Tombs Preserved in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, 

USA. Original Chinese, (2), pp.22-25. 
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The fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed at the Affiliated Primary School of Xi 'an 

Jiaotong University356. 

 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed at Xi'an University of Technology357. 

The Western Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the late Western Han 

Dynasty unearthed in Wuwei, Gansu358. 

 

The late Western 

Han Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (arriccio, 

intonaco and lime) + Painting layer 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed in Etoke, Inner Mongolia359 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

 

Stone support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed in Haotan, Shaanxi province360. 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Stone support carriers+ Rendering coat (plant fiber 

mixed clay and lime) + Painting layer 

 

The tomb of the late Eastern Han dynasty unearthed in 

Liangshan, Shandong361. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers+ Rendering coat (lime) ++ 

Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed in Jinan County, Shandong362. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Stone support carriers + Rendering coat (arriccio, 

intonaco, and lime) + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed in Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu county, Shanxi 

province363. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (plant fiber 

mixed clay and lime) + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed in Xia Conuty, Shanxi province364. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (plant fiber 

mixed clay and lime) + Painting layer 

 
356 Yan, J., Li, J. J., Zhao, X. C., & Zhou, Y. (2015). An investigation of the murals of the Western Han tombs in 

Xi'an. Protection of human cultural heritage, p.23. 

357 Kou, X. S., Hu, A. L., Wang, B. P., Wang, L., Chen, B., Sun, F. X., ... & Zhang Xiangyu. (2006). Excavation 

of Mural Tombs Xi'an University of Technology in the Western Han Dynasty. Cultural Relics, (5), p.5. 

358 Xu, G. J. (2011). Complete Collection of Unearthed Murals in China. (9). p.23. 

359 Ma, L. Q. (2003). Two topics on wall paintings of Han tombs in Fenghuangshan, Inner Mongolia. Archaeology 

and Cultural Relics, (2), pp.60-69. 

360 Yin, S. P. (2002). The Eastern Han Mural Tomb was discovered in Xunyi, Shaanxi. Archaeology and Cultural 

Relics, (3), p.76. 

361 Guan, T. X., & Ji, G. (1955). Liangshan Han Tomb. Cultural Relics, (5), pp.43-49. 

362 Liu, S. Y., & Sun, L. (1989). Tomb of Han Dynasty Portrait Stone Murals in Qinglong Mountain, Jinan, 

Shandong. Archaeology, (11), pp.984-993. 

363 Yang, M. G., & Xie, X. G. (1959). Murals of Han Tombs in Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu, Shanxi. Archaeology, 

(9), pp.462-463. 

364 Gao, L. S., & Liu, Y. S. (1994). The Eastern Han Mural Tomb in Wang Village, Xia County, Shanxi. Cultural 

Relics, (8), pp.34-46. 



110 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at the East Gate of the Old City in 

Liaoyang365. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Stone support carriers + Painting layer 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Xiaobanshen Village, Xindianzi Town, 

Helinger County, Inner Mongolia366 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Xingyuan village in in 1984367. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Cijian town368. 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (arriccio, 

intonaco, and lime) + Painting layer 

 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Zhucun village in 1991369. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (plant fiber 

mixed clay and lime) + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed Xin’an county in 1984370. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers+ Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Baoan Mountain in Yongcheng, Henan 

province371. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Stone support carriers + Rendering coat (arriccio, 

intonaco, and lime) + Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Luoyang Locomotive Factory in 1990372. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Jingbian, Shaanxi province373. 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

 

 
365 Feng, Y. Q., Han B. X., Liu, Z. C., Zou, B. K., Liu, C., & Xiao, S. X. (1985). Excavation report of the Eastern 
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366 Xu, G. J. (2011). Complete Collection of Murals Unearthed in China. (3) Inner Mongolia, pp.67. 

367 Xu, D. K. (1985). An Eastern Han Mural Tomb in Xingyuan Village, Yanshi, Henan. Archaeology, (1), pp.18-
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368 Shen, T. Y. (2006). Several Han Tomb Murals Preserved in Luoyang Museum. Archaeology and Cultural 
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369 Shi, J. Z. (1992). An excavation report of the Eastern Han Mural Tomb in Zhu Village, Luoyang City. Cultural 
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370 Huang, J. B, Wang, J., Yu, F. W., & Gao, H. (2002). An Excavation report on the Han tomb of Tietashan, 

Xin'an County, Luoyang. Cultural Relics, (5), pp.33-38 

371 Wang, L. T. (2007). Research on Murals of Han Tombs in Shiyuan. Journal of Shangqiu Normal University, 

23(11), pp.16-19 

372 Xie, H. J., Gao, H., & Shang, Q. Y. (1992). The Eastern Han Mural Tomb of Luoyang Locomotive Factory. 

Cultural Relics, (3), 27-34 

373 Yin, S. P., Wang, W. S., Qiao, J. J., Sun, X. Z., Wang, M., Wang, X. X, & Zhang, Y. J. (2009). The Eastern 
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The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Baizi Village in Xunyi374. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + arriccio, intonaco, and lime 

The fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Anping, Hebei province375. 

 

The Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer+ Painting layer 

The No.2 fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han 

dynasty unearthed at Wangdu376. 

 

The late Eastern Han 

Dynasty 

Brick support carriers + Rendering coat (lime) + 

Painting layer 

 

As can be seen from the table, the rendering coat of the wall paintings in the Han tombs are 

mainly arriccio, intonaco, and lime, each grave is marginally different to be more specific, the 

preference of materials for the rendering is approximately similar with moderate variates 

regardless as it is in ancient Roman or the Han dynasty of China, further, the rendering coat of 

the Han tomb is covered with a thin layer of lime or plaster as the difficulty of preserving in 

damp atmosphere, that usually no more than 3 mm thick, In contrast, the clay layer (arriccio, 

intonaco) is around 1- 2 cm thick. There are several cases that painted directly on the brick or 

stone wall with a thin layer of lime or even neither the clay layer nor the plaster coat, which 

was trendy in the Western Han Dynasty. 

 

The techniques for the making of the rendering coat in the Roman frescoes seem to rarely 

change or it exists a stereotypical and fixed standard that not necessarily constant advanced, in 

the period of the 2nd century BC to the 2nd century AD. There were at least a consistent and 

highly uniform technique for rendering or plastering that has been circulating in the same area 

with few variables and based on the exact search for superb adhesion. For example, although 

the number of layers of the rendering coat found in Roman painting is not as many as that 

suggested by Vitruvius377, but usually is two or three at the most. Practically all the examples 

examined by N. Davey were applied in two coats: a thick undercoat or levelling-coat, and a 

 
374  Xing, Y. T. (2011). The occupant of the mural tomb in Baizi Village, Xunyi, Shaanxi, and the era and 

"Tianmen" issue (Doctoral dissertation). p.78. 

375 Liu, L. C. (1989). A brief report on the excavation of the fresco tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty in Anping. 

Cultural Relics Spring and Autumn, (1), pp.70-77. 

376 Kang, J. (1959). Wangdu No. 2 Han Tomb. Archaeology, (11), pp.639-640. 
377 Barbet, A., & Allag, C. (2000). La pittura romana: dal pictor al restauratore. University Press Bologna, pp.12-

16. 
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finer surface-layer378. Sometimes the undercoat was involved in two layers. but Augustin 

observations at Pompeii shows that the majority are very similar to work in Britain, with either 

a first layer 3 to 5 cm thick and a finishing-coat 0.75 mm to 1.3 cm thick379, or two undercoats 

respectively 2 to 4 cm and 5 mm to 1 cm thick and a finishing-coat 2-5 mm thick380. 

 

The techniques and materials of the rendering coat of the tomb murals in the Han Dynasty of 

China equipped distinct characteristic due to the disparate periods and regions. Specifically, 

many of the tomb murals in the Western Han were painted with a layer of lime or plaster on 

the support carrier in a straight way. In contrast, the practice of applying the clay layer or the 

mixture of clay-plant fibre were widely adopted in the Eastern Han Dynasty. Overall, there are 

three main modes as following: 

 

The first mode is to make a thick rendering coat on the intact support carriers (stone, brick or 

integrated materials), and then the technician laid a layer of lime or plaster above, and finally 

drew the contour and applied the colourant. This is the most conventional and complete 

process381. Take the fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty unearthed in Jinan County, 

Shandong Province as an example (Figure 3.7). The craftsman spread a layer of clay about 0.5 

cm thick on the surface of the stone wall, then a layer of lime of 0.2-0.3 thickness, and finally 

left an outermost thin layer of lime382. The second example is the fresco-secco tomb of the 

Eastern Han dynasty unearthed in Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu county, Shanxi province. The 

interior walls of this tomb are fully covered with colourful paintings (Figure 3.8). The 

craftsmen first set a layer of clay with wheat bran on the wall that about 0.5-1 cm thick, then 

spread a layer of plaster on it, and finally painted on the evenly surface383. The third example 

is the fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty unearthed at Baoan Mountain in 

 
378 Davey, N., & Ling, R. (1982). Wall Painting in Roman Britain. pp.51-60 
379 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. pp.198-200. 
380 Pratt, P. (1976). Wall painting. Strong and Brown, pp.223-229. 
381 Wang, W. F., Li, M., & Xia, Y. (2014). A preliminary study of ancient Chinese mural techniques. Cultural 

Heritage, (5), pp.88-93. 
382 Liu, S. Y., & Sun, L. (1989). The Qinglong Mountain Han painting mural tomb, Jinan, Shandong. Archaeology, 

(11), pp.984-993. 
383  Yang, M. G., & Xie, X. G. (1959). The mural painting Han tomb at Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu, Shanxi. 

Archaeology, (9), pp.462-463. 
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Yongcheng, Henan Province, this is a stone cliff tomb. The grave was dug in a cave while the 

walls were not polished and uneven, the painters first created a layer of clay on the uneven wall, 

and then painted. There are two types of rendering coats: one is applied a thin clay layer on the 

relatively evenly bedrock foundation, while on the uneven area, the craftsmen reduced the 

weight of the clay layer by the embedding wood chips so that it would not fall off after drying. 

Thus, the thickness of the clay layer (rendering coat) is also different. The thin area is about 2-

3 mm that can reach several centimetres. The original excavation report notes the rendering 

coats as "pure clay and sand, without any fibrous substances, of grey-white colour and fine 

particles384". The ratio of clay to sand is roughly 3:2 (volume ratio) on measurement. The fourth 

example is the fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty unearthed in Xia County, Shanxi 

province (Figure 3.9). There was riddled residuum of paintings on the brick walls of the tomb 

except for the exterior wall of the north wing room, before drawing, the painters first applied 

one to two layers of lime with a thickness of 0.5 to 2 cm that mixed with hay and wheat bran 

on the brick wall, and then brushed a thin layer of dilute lime slurry as the canvas385. The fifth 

example is the fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty unearthed at Baoan Mountain in 

Yongcheng, Henan province (Figure 3.10). The craftsmen first used an iron chisel to level the 

stone wall of the tomb to get the rough uniformity. Then mix a certain amount of clay and water 

with various mineral rock fragments and spread this on the stone wall of the tomb as a rendering 

coat of 0.2-0.3 cm thick customarily386. 

 

 
384 Zheng, Q. S. (2006). A Preliminary Discussion on the Painting Art and Cultural Connotation of the Murals of 

Han Tombs in Shiyuan, Yongcheng. Proceedings of the 10th Annual Conference of the Chinese Han Painting 

Society, Hubei People's Publishing House. p.9. Chen, J. L, (2001). Report on the Revealing of the Murals of the 

Han Tombs in Shiyuan, see Appendix 1: The Cemetery of King Liang of the Western Han Dynasty in Mangdang 

Mountain, Cultural Relics Press. pp.12-16. 

Yan, G. Q. (2001). The Cemetery of King Liang of the Western Han Dynasty in Mangdang Mountain. Cultural 

Relics Publishing House. p.35. 

Wang L. T. (2007). Research on Murals of Han Tombs in Shiyuan. Journal of Shangqiu Teachers College, 23(11), 
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385 Gao, T. L., & Liu, Y. S. (1994). The Eastern Han Dynasty mural tomb at Wangcun, Xia County, Shanxi. 

Cultural relics, (8), pp.34-46. 
386 Zheng, Q. S. (2002). An analysis of the mural paintings in the Han tomb of Kakeyuan, Yongcheng, Henan. 

Zhong Yuan Cultural Relics, (6), pp.63-66. 
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The clay used in the wall paintings of the tombs in the Han Dynasty is generally deep-seated 

and not the surface soil, which known as mellow clay by folks that contains corrosive 

substances and other impurities, such as human and animal excrement and other chemical 

substances from nature. It is not suitable to use ground or surface soil to make a rendering coat 

for the reason that the chemical changes and rapid swelling would happen when exposed to 

water, even the salt will be separated out and lead to discolouration of the paintings. 

Notwithstanding, the deep-seated raw clay is generally of uniform and stable texture, the 

craftsmen mix it with water and storage it for more than a day to remove the "hardness", and 

then incorporated with dissected hay straw (the average length is 3cm). It is worth noting that 

to prevent the component from drying out during the storage period, the mixture needs to be 

injected with an appropriate amount of water from time to time. Additionally, craftsmen 

commonly cover the stack with wheat straw. In the folks, it is a "skilled task" to spread clay 

smoothly on the wall, which is not an unprofessional person can complete, especially for broad 

walls. The fundamental point is about the water content in the blend (wheat straw and clay). 

Excess aqua can result in the diluted mixture, that is effortless to address, and the surface would 

be smoothly, but it will be cracked, flaked, disrupted, powdered, and even detached quickly 

after the dry, due to loss of moisture. In principle, the wet gratification should be as little as 

possible in order to reduce the shrinkage rate; in this way, the rendering coat will be sturdy, 

durable and hard to crack. On the order of applying the mixture, the craftsmen of the Han 

Dynasty generally started to cover with the trowel (trulla) from the top of the wall as the 

Romans, so that the water seeping out of the commixture would be absorbed by the wall. After 

applying a unit, the craftsmen need to devote the next square from the beginning instead of the 

back in cycles, to avoid the moist seeping from above diluting the concoction below and having 

a repercussion on the quality of the rendering coat. It is also indispensable to have a transition 

for the joints of applying every time, and the latter layer should be above the former to make 

the rendering a whole. Such a procedure is no different from the operation of a Roman painter. 

The main functions of the mixture layer (clay with wheat straw) are: (1) fills the gaps, crack, 

roughness to form a permanent and evenly surface of the wall (support carrier); (2) forms a 

transition of the mechanical properties between the different substances of the support carrier 
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and the painting layer; (3) It plays a bonding role between the support carrier and the rendering 

coat for the lime without bonding properties. 

 

The second mode is to paint on the plaster layer directly on the stone or brick support carriers 

without making the rendering coat; for example, The murals of the fresco-secco tomb of the 

Western Han dynasty unearthed at Qianjingtou village in 1992 387  (Figure 3.11), and Bu 

Qianqiu fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han dynasty unearthed in 1976388 are both based on 

a layer of plaster (Figure 3.12). 

 

The mural in the tomb of the Xi'an University of Technology is made by first smoothing the 

interior walls and applying a layer of plaster on the undercoat389  (Figure 3.13), and then 

sketching and drawing on the surface. There are still original sketch or modified ink lines which 

can be seen (Figure 3.14). The thick rendering coat in this tomb covers the gaps of the tomb 

bricks and provides a material basis for the sophisticated style and painting. The same method 

of production was used in the tomb of the primary school attached to Xi'an Jiaotong University 

in the same city390 (Figure 3.15), suggesting that the same production methods were often 

circulated in the same region, echoing the highly consistent production methods of fresco 

painting spreading in Roman regions and provinces. 

 

About the techniques of wall painting in the tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty unearthed in 

Etoke, Inner Mongolia, this tomb was excavated in a red sandstone cave, and the craftsmen 

applied a layer of lime or plaster of about 0.5 cm thick on the wall (Figure 3.16). Noticing the 

fresco-secco tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty unearthed at Luoyang Locomotive Factory in 

1990. The craftsmen cover coat plaster about 0.3-0.4 cm thick on the tomb wall from the 

 
387 Lu, J. S. (1993). A Brief report on the excavation of the Western Han mural tomb at Qianjingtou, Luoyang. 

Cultural Relics, (5), pp.1-16. 
388 Huang, M. L. (1977). A brief report on the excavation of the Mural Tomb of Bu Qianqiu in the Western Han 

Dynasty in Luoyang. Cultural Relics, (6), pp.1-12. 
389 Kou, X. S., Hu, A. L., Wang, B. P., Wang, L., Chen, B., Sun, F. X., ... & Zhang, X. Y. (2006). Briefing on the 

excavation of a Western Han mural tomb at Xi'an University of Technology. Cultural artifacts, p.5. 
390 Yan, J., Li, J. J., Zhao, X. C., & Zhou, Y. (2015). The investigation and study on the murals of the Western 

Han tombs in Xi'an. Collection, p.8. 
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beginning391. It is worth noting that the painted mural is dressed by a layer of plaster about 0.1-

0.3 cm thick as the painting was finished (Figure 3.17). plus, the painters used cinnabar to draw 

a vertical column about 9 cm wide at intervals (the height of the column is unknown due to the 

wall damaged) 392. There are many similar cases, like the wall-painted tombs in Dongping393, 

(Figure 3.18), in Xingyuan village394  (Figure 3.19), in Xin’an county395  (Figure 3.20), in 

Jingbian 396 , (Figure 3.21) and in Anping, Hebei province 397  (Figure 3.22), the necessary 

procedure of techniques is to cover a thin layer of lime on the brick wall. 

 

The third mode is to draw lines and apply colourant directly on the rough support surface398. 

Most of the wall paintings in the stone chamber tombs of the Western Han Dynasty unearthed 

adopted this mode399. Such a support carrier is usually stone. Plus, the images were painted 

after the stone tomb was built. For the stone chamber, a layer of the foundation must be applied 

as the stone surface is not levelly enough and the frame would be smoothed before covering 

lime and accordingly draw the paintings if the surface is markedly uneven400. Whereas, if the 

surface is smooth enough, there is no need to lay the foundation and the illustrations can be 

drawn instantaneously with ink and colourant on the wall (support carrier); The deficient of 

this technique is that the pigments are challenging to preserve and more likely to come off by 

the external element401.  

 
391 Feng, J., & Xia, Y. (2012). Pigment analysis of the Western Han mural tomb at Xi'an University of Technology 

Qujiang Campus. Journal of Northwestern University: Natural Sciences Edition, 42(5), pp.771-776. 
392 Cheng, L. Q., & Zhang, X. Y. (2006). An analysis of Han Dynasty mural tombs in the Guanzhong region. 
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393 Song, A. P. (2019). Mural paintings from the Dongping Han tomb in the Shandong Museum. Chunqiu, p.2. 
394 Xu, D. K., & Cao, G. J. (1987). Research on the cleaning and copying of the mural paintings in the Eastern 

Han Dynasty tomb at Heng Yuan, Yanshui. Archaeology, (10), pp.945-951. 
395 Huang, J. B., Wang, J., Yu, F. W., & Gao, H. (2002). Report on the excavation of the Han tomb at Tietashan, 

Xin'an County, Luoyang. Cultural relics, (5), pp.33-38. 
396 Wang, W. S. (2009). The discovery and study of the Eastern Han Dynasty fresco tomb at Jingbian, Shaanxi. 

Qin and Han Studies. p.36. 
397  Liu, L. C. (1989). Briefing on the excavation of the Eastern Han Dynasty mural tomb in Anping. 

Wenwuchunqiu, pp.70-77. 
398 Wang, W. F., Li, M., & Xia, Y. (2014). A preliminary study on the production process of ancient Chinese tomb 

murals. Wenbo, (5), pp.88-93. 
399 Wang, C. Y., Li, M., Xia, Y., Fu, Q. L, Wang, W. F., & Jin, B. H. (2014). A study on the production process 
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117 

 

 

Although this technique is a widespread practice in the early Eastern Han to the Wei dynasties 

in the Liaoyang area of Northeast of China402, and the murals unearthed in this area are mostly 

poorly preserved403. In other places, like the Central Plains, this technique is infrequently 

employed, and the wall-painted tomb in Qujiangchi is a particular case (Figure 3.23), the 

painters used merely white pigment to outline the portrait without adding other colourants404, 

which is contrasting from other murals and the support carrier is not covered with plaster, and 

the murals are straightly painted on the wall that made by immature raw soil. In comparison, 

the wall paintings in the tomb unearthed in the south-central part of Inner Mongolia were 

painted directly on the brick walls405 (Figure 3.24). Some murals are precisely painted on the 

clay wall in the passage, which tends to collapse and cause efflorescence. Since the material 

and properties of various support carrier and rendering coat, the adhesion of the painting layer 

tends to be greatly different406. 

 

Overall, the tombs of the Western Han Dynasty are repeatedly coated on an extremely thin 

layer of lime407. While in the Eastern Han Dynasty, the craftsmen tend to apply a mixture of 

clay with plant fibre, the availability of such rendering coat is conducive to the preservation of 

the paintings. Obviously, the techniques became more complete with progressions regarding 

to the materials. The methods of the funeral wall paintings were coordinated with the 

contemporary construction and painting techniques, which accompanies the rule that from 

uncomplicated to sophisticated408, from preliminary to elaborate and there were a standardized 

practices of funeral wall paintings in the late Eastern Han Dynasty of China409. 

 
402 Zhu, J. (1990). The Han and Jin mural painting cemeteries in Liaoyang. Journal of Liaoning University: 
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404 Wang, B. P., Chen, B., Hu, A. L., Wang, Z. H, Luo, D., Cheng, L. Q., ... & Guo, Y. Q. (2010). Excavation 

Brief of the Western Han Dynasty Mural Painting Tomb at Cuizhuyuan, Qujiang, Xi'an. Cultural Heritage, p.1. 
405 Wei, J. (1998). Han Dynasty tombs in south-central Inner Mongolia. Encyclopedia of China Press. p.67. 
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University: Humanities and Social Sciences Edition, 32(1), pp.187-189. 
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The bond between the rendering coat and the support carrier would deteriorate under the 

unaccommodated or unbalanced dryness and humidity conditions, In the process of making 

wall paintings in ancient Rome as well as the Han Dynasty of China. As a matter of fact, the 

combination of the several layers of rendering coats themself is crucial and they would come 

off with weak integration410. In this regard, the Han craftsmen would apply the second layer 

that stays appropriately hydrated, as the first layer is half-dry, neither too wet nor too dry411. 

While, if the successive layer is applied after the previous layer that is completely dry, the 

layers will fall off under the long-term force from external factors like water and moisture, 

especially in the condition of dryness and reduplicated humidity changes412. 

 

The thickness of the plaster layer for Roman frescoes decreases from the base to the surface 

(Figure 3.25). The first layer, which usually consisted of lime and unscreened sand to maintain 

a certain or absorption and to ensure an acceptable adhesion to the support carrier (Figure 3.26), 

varied considerably in thickness due to the nature and irregularity of the surface to be 

covered413 (about 3 to 5 cm). As this first layer of skin was sometimes considered too smooth, 

the masons specialising in rendering414, known as tectorii, used their small trowels to create 

random or ordered lines of relief on it to promote maximum adhesion to the next layer415 (figure 

3.27). On smooth surfaces, there were some forms of key that had to be prepared (figure 3.28). 

The main evidence for this comes from daub or cob walls416, which were scored or imprinted 

(figures 3.29 and 3.30) and, when still soft, with criss-cross or herring-bone or footprint 

patterns417 (figures 3.31). Similar preparations are sometimes carried out on rendered layers. 

However, when the underlying surface was hard or dry, mainly when a new layer of plaster 

was applied over the existing decoration, the key was prepared by tapping the surface with a 

 
410 Gan, X. Y. (2013). Study on the art of mural painting in Han Dynasty tombs. Journal of Changchun Normal 

University: Humanities and Social Sciences Edition, 32(1), pp.187-189. 
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415 Adam, J. P. (2005). Roman building: materials and techniques. Routledge. p.445. 
416 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. pp.205-223. 
417 Ibid. pp.198-200. 
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pick or similar tool418. Traces of this process, like the more common herring bone keying, can 

often be seen in relief on the backs of plaster fragments, even if the walls themselves have 

perished. It is noteworthy that there are similarities regarding this feature in the wall paintings 

of Han dynasty tombs in China. Scholars have verified that some of the intact support carrier 

with the dense criss-cross marks in the Han tombs, which is conducive to the solid junction 

with the rendering coat419.For example, from the murals in the cliff tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of 

Guihuacun in Minzhu Town420 (Figure 3.32), and in Dongpingxian421 (Figure 3.33), we can 

see the extremely dense patterns. In fact, the surface of the support carrier of the mural tombs 

of the Han Dynasty has been manually chiseled and polished. Before the applying of rendering 

coat, the rock mass was chiseled into a rather evenly and cross-patterned surface, which should 

be especially for "hanging" the rendering coat422. Judging from the shape, the pattern is all 

elongated and distributed in a uniform mode. In this way, the contact surface between them is 

enlarged; even the combination is more integrated. This is the technique called Etching, Incised, 

Corrosion Intaglio Bottom Concave423. It can be seen from the mural investigation of the Tomb 

at Xi'an University of Technology424, that there are obvious traces of polished bricks where the 

murals fell off, and the polished lines on two bricks are continuous (Figure 3.34). 

 

The thickness of the second coat in the rendering layer of the Roman wall paintings is often 

similar to or thinner than the first (2 to 4 cm) and was done with a more-refined mortar made 

with sifted sand. Its surface was not treated to give it a relief but was smoothed with a float or 

boat (liaculum)—this made it possible to apply the fine-grained finishing coat425. The last layer, 

which could be as subtle as 1 or 2 mm thick, was often made of pure lime that had been carefully 
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the Mural Paintings of Han Tombs in Dongping. Wenbo, (6), pp.211-215. 
422 Gan, X. Y. (2013). Study on the art of mural painting in Han Dynasty tombs. Journal of Changchun Normal 

University: Humanities and Social Sciences Edition, 32(1), pp.187-189. 
423 Ibid. 
424 Kou, X. S., Hu, A. L., Wang, B. P., Wang, L., Chen, B., Sun, F. X., ... & Zhang, X. Y. (2006). Study on the 

excavation of a Western Han mural tomb at Xi'an University of Technology. Cultural Heritage, p.5. 
425 Adam, J. P. (2005). Roman building: materials and techniques. Routledge, pp.452-464. 



120 

 

thinned426. When it was in the form of mortar, the sand was finely sifted or could be replaced 

(according to ancient recommendations) by limestone, gypsum or powdered marble. 

Depending on the quality or the location of the wall, this surface might remain bare, in which 

case it preserved its original colour, or was given a coloured pigment, or pigments, as 

decoration. The Necropoli di Santa Rosa in the Vatican427, the Ostiense Sepulchre in Rome, the 

Columbaria near the mausoleum of the Scipios and the tomb of the imperial freedman Ti. 

Claudius Nicanor on the via Nomentana provide excellent examples (Figures 3.35, 3.36, 3.37, 

3.38 and 3.39), with multiple layers of rendering coat. The first two layers have uneven surfaces 

for adhesion: the first is furrowed and the second contains broken fragments. Its structure can 

be intuitively understood in the mural. 

 

In order to make the support carrier and the rendering coat more closely integrated and to 

prevent it from cracking and falling off, the craftsmen in the Han Dynasty also mixed the clay 

with a proper amount of hair and plant fibres, like straw, hay chaff and bran428, etc., which 

were stirred into a porridge-like with a wooden stick and applied to the support carrier. This 

was a common practice in the Eastern Han429. 

 

Significantly, rendering coat that mixed with hay are discovered in abounding murals of tombs, 

such as the wall-painted tombs in Haotan430, in Xia County431, in Zhucun village432 and in 

Wangdu433 as listed in the table 3.1. Additionally, straw was detected in wall-painted tomb in 

Zaoyuan Village. Similarly, it is found that the mortar layer between the support and the plaster 
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Santa Rosa (Municipio XIV). Bullettino della Commissione Archeologica Comunale di Roma, 118, pp.355-360. 
428 Wang, W. F., Li, M., & Xia, Y. (2014). A preliminary study on the production process of ancient Chinese tomb 
murals. Wenbo, (5), pp.88-93. 
429 Ibid. 
430 Lv, Z. R., Zhang, P. C., Hao, Z. G., Zhou, J., Lv, Z. M., Zhang, M. H., ... & Sun, D. R. (2004). The discovery 

of a mural painting tomb in the Eastern Han Dynasty at Hao Tan, Dingbian County, Shaanxi. Archaeology and 

cultural relics, (5), pp.20-21. 
431 Gao, T. L., & Liu, Y. S. (1994). The Eastern Han Dynasty wall-painting tomb at Wangcun, Xia County, Shanxi. 

Cultural relics, (8), pp.34-46. 
432 Shi, J. Z. (1992). Briefing on the excavation of the Eastern Han Dynasty mural painting tomb in Zhucun, 

Luoyang. Cultural relics, (12), pp.15-20. 
433 Kang, J. (1959). The second Han tomb of Wangdu. Archaeology, (11), pp.639-640. 
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layer is made of clay and plant fibre434 (straw or hay) from some examples of Roman fresco 

paintings. And even the adoption of hair and wood elements (wood grain and sawdust) were 

identified, which were deliberately added to the rendering coat for better grip, as a means of 

binding and strengthening the mixture, especially in the thick undercoats (Figures 3.40 and 

3.41). As mentioned earlier, James Ward proposed many fibre ingredients, added for a different 

purpose, like ox-hair435, was used (the first coating of rough plaster: well-washed river sand, 

mixed with ox-hair, or white cut into small bits, so as to bind the mixture more effectually. For 

this first coating of plaster, the usual proportions are one part of lime and two parts of the gritty 

sand; it should be about three-quarters of an inch in thickness). 

 

In addition, Roman plasterers added crushed marble436, silicate sand and crushed ceramics to 

the plaster437 in order to increase the roughness of the groundwork, a method still used by the 

plasterers of Naples, apparently to enhance the effect of this thick rendering, to keep it solid 

during the setting process and to prevent the thick mortar from cracking and improve the 

adhesion of the groundwork. A similar situation can be observed in Roman frescoes in Slovenia, 

where crushed dolomite or calcite grains are characteristic of the upper mortar layers from 

Celeia, followed by predominantly silicate grains in the successive layers438. On the other hand, 

fluvial dolomite sand with the addition of crushed ceramic, or in some cases crushed coarse-

grained calcite, prevails in wall painting mortars of the Roman villa rustica bath complex near 

Mosnje, in northern Slovenia439. 

 

As previously mentioned, the use of local raw materials is a key feature of both Han and Roman 

wall paintings, and the Han craftsmen can quickly obtain the plant fibres that used in the 

 
434  Yang, M. G., & Xie, X. H. (1959). The wall-painted Han tomb at Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu, Shanxi. 
Archaeology, (9), pp.462-463. 
435 James, W. (2012). Fresco Painting, Its Art and Technique, With Special Reference to the Buono and Spirit 

Fresco Methods (Classic Reprint), pp.14-15. 
436 Schiavon, N., & Mazzocchin, G. A. (2009). The provenance of sand in mortars from Roman villas in Italy: a 

chemical–mineralogical approach. The Open Mineralogy Journal, 3, pp.32-39. 
437 Piovesan, R., Siddall, R., Mazzoli, C., & Nodari, L. (2011). The Temple of Venus (Pompeii): A study of the 

pigments and painting techniques. Journal of Archaeological Science, 38(10), pp.2633-2643. 
438 Gutman, M., Zanier, K., Lux, J., & Kramar, S. (2016). Pigment analysis of Roman wall paintings from two 

Villae Rustucae in Slovenia. Mediterranean Archaeology & Archaeometry, 16(3). pp.193-206. 
439 Ibid. 
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rendering coat. Roman plasterers also applied locally available materials (both inert as well as 

reactive) employed as fillers. 

 

3.3 Drawing Process 

In general, the drawing process of the funeral wall painting of the two countries can be 

approximately arranged into five parts: positioning, draft, colouring, details attaching and 

protective methods. The painter's extraordinary grasp of the texture of the painting content will 

be expressed through the treatment of extra instruction, and the ultimate detail processing is to 

scrutinise the comprehensive consequence of the murals. 

 

Before painting a decorative scheme on the spot, the Roman craftsmen would mark it out or 

insert reference points carefully on the surface 440 . This was done sometimes by “line-

slapping”441, that is holding a cord against the damp plaster, then drawing it back and letting it 

rebound to leave an imprint. But typically guide-lines would be scored with a pointed 

instrument442, especially in repeating patterns where it was essential to achieve a regular 

spacing and constant size of the elements. Other uses for guide-lines were to mark the upper 

edge of the dado443, to provide a reference-point for motifs within the dado, to mark the spine 

of a garland or the stem of a candelabrum, and to indicate the curvature of the volutes in a 

continuous scroll. There is no evidence of preliminary sketches for figures, such as exist in 

 
440  Varone, A., & Bearat, H. (1997). Pittori romani al lavoro: materiali, strumenti, tecniche. Evidenze 

archeologiche e dati analitici di un recente scavo pompeiano lungo Via dell'Abbondanza (reg. IX ins. 12). 

In Roman wall painting: materials, techniques, analysis and conservation. Proceedings of the international 

workshop, Fribourg, 7-9 March 1996, pp.199-214. 
441  Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale 

romaine. Mélanges de l'école française de Rome, 84(2), pp.983-1044. 
442 Davey, N., & Ling, R. (1982). Wall Painting in Roman Britain. p.51-60.  
443  Neal, D. S., & Allen, M. J. (1996). Excavations on the Roman villa at Beadlam, Yorkshire. Yorkshire 

Archaeological Society, Prehistory Research Section. p.151. 
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paintings in Roman Italy; Nor is there any evidence for designs in red ochre (the sinopia), 

although these frequently occur at Pompeii444. 

 

The Han funeral paintings also handled with line-slapping to determine the position of the 

drawing. what is worth noting that the practice of the painted murals on the hollow bricks 

ordinarily requires a layer of lime or plaster on the bricks before the tomb was built, plus, It is 

needed to mark the number on each block, and settled these bricks together into a full picture, 

then outline the contour lines with ink on the image conferring to the motifs of the pattern-

book, painted with mineral colour pigments in the following step, and finally, the bricks are 

laid in the order of numbering according to the design plan445. Take the murals on the ceiling 

of the main chamber of the tombs in Buqianjiu446  and Qianjingtou447  that all the funeral 

painting are conducted in this way (Figures 3.42 and 3.43). The frames of the funeral 

decorations are made up of multiple rectangular bricks that marked with codes that was clearly 

visible as the murals were excavated. What is more, it can be seen that the design of the portrait 

and the drawing method, and the trace and sequence of assembling the painted bricks into the 

tomb are all deliberately arranged ahead of schedule448. There is also a record of the procedure 

of ascertaining the position of the mural recorded in the Official Post of the Han Dynasty. It 

mentioned the adoption of purple or cyan pigments to signify the numbers on the support 

carriers449. 

 

 

444 Davey, N., & Ling, R. (1982). Wall Painting in Roman Britain. p.60, see also Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). 

Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale romaine. Mélanges de l'école française de 

Rome, 84(2), pp.983-1044. 

445 Li, S. P. (2009). Preliminary analysis of the techniques of ancient Chinese murals. Chinese Cultural Relics 

Science Research, (2), pp.89-92. 
446 Huang, M. L. (1977). Study on the excavation of Bu Qianqiu's mural tomb in the Western Han Dynasty, 

Luoyang. Cultural relics, (6), pp.1-12. 
447 Lv, J. S. (1993). Study on the excavation of the Western Han fresco tomb at Asajintou, Luoyang. Cultural 

relics, (5), pp.1-16. 
448 Wu, W. (1998). The techniques and copying of traditional murals. National Art Research, (3), pp.36-41. 
449 Li, S. P. (2009). Preliminary analysis of the techniques of ancient Chinese murals. Chinese Cultural Relics 

Science Research, (2), pp.89-92. 
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Depending on the case, the Roman craftsman uses, on the still soft mortar, lines marked by a 

string 450 , geometric patterns with tip or compass 451 , or a real sketch with ochre452 , the 

sinopia.453 As respects the execution, or the Roman painting itself, it was at first of one colour 

only, and the figures were sketched with mere lines of a single colour454, which was usually 

red, either cinnabar or red lead455. Occasionally, instead of red, white was used, as Zeuxis was 

accustomed to paint456. This kind of painting was called Monochrome457, that is, paintings in 

one colour. Found in the ancient city of Pompeii, red ochre or sinopia was frequently used in 

the drawing of sketches458. 

 

The red ochre used by Roman painters for sketching is red clay that containing iron element. It 

is the more rust-like colour than earth brown that involves more rust substance. Technically 

speaking, it is essentially full of hematite. Ochre as the red colour in many rock paintings. The 

characteristic red and purple soil in some areas is due to the high content of iron and its oxides 

in the soil-raw ochre colour. Derived from Italian clay rich in iron elements, this brown-yellow 

pigment is universally used in Roman frescoes459. This pigment has a unique granular texture 

and is suitable for landscape painting460. 

 

For the sketches of the Han Dynasty and ancient Roman murals, only one colour was used in 

the initial drawing, and the mineral colour was used to paint directly, which is also harmonious 

 
450  Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale 

romaine. Mélanges de l'école française de Rome, 84(2), pp.983-1044. 

451 Ibid. 
452 Ibid., p.1044. 
453 According to Alix Barbet; Claudine Allag, (1972: 983-1044). The sinopia (originally anointed Sinope land in 

the Ponto Eusino) is the preliminary design of complex motifs, subsequently hidden by the last support plaster of 

the painting. This technique continues well beyond antiquity.  

454 Winckelmann, J. J. (1880). The history of ancient art (Vol. 2). Boston: JR Osgood and Company, p.105.  
455  Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale 

romaine. Mélanges de l'école française de Rome, 84(2), p.1044. 
456 Ibid, pp. 983-983, p.1044. 
457 Sampaolo, V., & Donati, A. (1998). Romana pictura: la pittura romana dalle origini all'età bizantina. p.105-

110. 
458  Allag, C., & Barbet, A. (1972). Techniques de préparation des parois dans la peinture murale 

romaine. Mélanges de l'école française de Rome, 84(2), p.1044. 
459 Ibid. 
460 Sampaolo, V., & Donati, A. (1998). Romana pictura: la pittura romana dalle origini all'età bizantina. p.105-

110. 
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and has a special effect. The sketches of the painting contents were contour lines with a single 

colour. According to the plan and design, the Han painters used pointed objects or branches to 

inscribe the draft with ochre461. It can be seen the structure lines and traces of alteration when 

the draft was finished, as well as the suppressed imprinting of lime or plaster. In the late Han 

Dynasty, "Puzi"462 was used, that is the cartoons drawings with a lot of repeated holes that 

pierced along the ink lines on the original white-drawn paper manuscript, people pounce it 

against the wall, and pat with white powder, such pigment would be goes through the holes 

and leaves the design on the paintings, corresponding to the colour points finalize the 

manuscripts on the wall. Some use sheepskins (the British Museum keeps the original) to 

conduct this process, the manuscripts do not have small holes or hollow points, but on the back 

of the manuscript, the ultramarine is painted without glue and spread on the wall, by using a 

pointed object or hard branch to inscribe the lines, so the design could be transferred, moreover, 

red clay has also been used463.  

 

What is noteworthy is that such method was also widely adopted by the Romans, After the 

plaster was applied the design was transferred using cartoons drawings on paper the contours 

of the figure are incised into the wet plaster sometimes a piece of wood a different technique 

 
461 Wang, C. Y., Li, M., Xia, Y., Fu, Q. L., Wang, W. F., & Jin, H. B. (2014). Research on the techniques of 

ancient Chinese murals. Wenbo, (4), pp.74-78. 
462 The Puzi used in the Han Dynasty is a kind of Fenben as it mentioned above. The preparation of "Puzi" is to 

transfer the precise design of drawings on hard white hemp papers or sheepskins and follow the ink lines of the 

pictures. The process of piercing continuous small holes commonly known as "Piercing Puzi" or “Pouncing Puzi”. 

The Han planters could post Puzi on the wall, and then use a little cloth pocket filled with white powder (or red 

clay powder) and pat along the lines, so the powder will leak along the pinhole. On the wall, after uncovering, the 

images of the design cartons would appear on the wall. So, the jargon is called "Leak Puzi". After the outline of 

the drawing is “leaked” on the wall, the lines can be drawn according to the traces of the powder. The murals of 

northern China in the Han Dynasty were painted with a gray layer, called "Diaozao" in the jargon. On the surface 

of the gray base, the white spots on the white powder are more visible. If it is a white wall surface, the red clay 

powder could be used for the above operations. After the powder goes through the holes and leaves the design on 

the paintings, the Han painters could start to drop the ink (ie. draw outline) and colour. Another way to use the 

powder is to use the “masking-out” method, that is, first use a charcoal strip on the back of the Puzi, trace it 

according to the lines and patterns, turn it over and spread it on the wall, wipe it hard on the front with a soft dry 

cloth, and after uncovering, the image of the character is printed on the wall. 
463 Zheng, L. J. (2008). Discussion on the "Fenben" Design of Stone Relief in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Nanjing 

University of the Arts: Fine Arts and Design Edition, (4), pp.49-53. 
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is used to outline the detail around the face in a painting the other technique is called the 

pouncing technique in English, Roman painters make a series of small holes along the lines in 

certain very key points, we see the eyes the nose the mouth the ears the throat in the figure 

images and then takes a little sack of charcoal or some powdered pigment and the pigment goes 

through the holes and leaves the design on the fresco. 

 

The paint used to draw preliminary sketches in Rome is usually red, either cinnabar or red lead. 

Occasionally, it was red that not used, instead of white colour, as Zeuxis is widely used in 

paintings, these paintings show white outlines on dark backgrounds. This painting method has 

appeared very early. This kind of painting is called monochromatic, namely monochromatic 

painting464 (Figure 3.44). It can now be seen that there are many such monochrome sketches in 

Naples, (Figures 3.45). Among the indoor frescoes in Pompeii, there are even murals that have 

not been completely painted by the yellow stone sketch picture (Figure 3.46). In comparison, 

most of the sketches of the Han Dynasty murals were drawn in ink, such as the painting of 

Door Guardians and Mythical Animal (Figure 3.47) and the painting of Ascending Fairland 

(Figure 3.48) unearthed from a mural tomb at Yingchengzi of Dalian465, Liaoning, in 1931. 

Preserved on the original site. They are all monochromatic paintings. Compared with the 

preliminary sketches of Roman frescos, they have very obvious and distinct traces and outlines. 

In addition, there is a few murals that used red paint to draw the preliminary sketches in the 

Han Dynasty have also been preserved. A representative example is the cliff tomb No.l at 

Bailinpo of Qijiang in Santai, Sichuan466 (Figure 3.49). The sketching technique of this mural 

is very similar to many Roman murals, known as monochrome painting with red mineral 

pigments. 

 

Of the second kind of Monochromes, or those which are painted with red alone. Winckelmann 

list four paintings on plates of white marble preserved in the Herculaneum Museum which 

 
464  Ye, X. S. (1995). The Development of Materials and Techniques in Ancient European Fresco Painting. 

Archaeology and Antiquities, (6), pp.52-59. 
465 Liu, L. L. (2009). A study on Yingchengzi Mural Tomb. History and Geography of Northeast China, (3), 

pp.23-25. 
466 Zhong, Z., Zhou, K. H., & Li, S. (2005). Excavation Brief of Tomb No. 1 at Berlin Slope, Qiangjiang Cliff 

Tomb Group, Santai, Sichuan. Cultural Heritage, p.9. 
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proved that this, the earliest and original painting modes, have been steadily retained467. As he 

shows, the red colour of these four pieces has turned to black under the glowing discharges 

from Vesuvius, yet in such a manner that the ancient red colour can be discerned here and there. 

468 In fact, earth red was mostly the dominant tone of the murals of the two countries, with a 

lime-based pure white, which bring people a cheerful and warm sensitivity, but without losing 

a sense of mystery. In terms of colouring, the content of the murals is not overly gorgeous and 

exaggerated. It looks more natural, elegant and gentle. The unique Pompeii Red and the fairy 

landscape of the tomb murals in Luoyang in the Han Dynasty are like this469. The earth 

vermilion red colour creates a warm-hearted and mellow atmosphere, which enhances the 

magnificent visual effect470 (Figure 3.50). 

 

It was the highly skilled painters that designed the original drafts of the murals in ancient Rome 

and the Han Dynasty of China. They laid the foundation for the layout, content, style and tone 

and accordatura of the overall composition of the entire wall, just like the design scheme we 

call today. In the majority of cases, the artist was proficient enough to carry out the design “at 

a single stroke”, who nevertheless made it more accessible by using preparatory outlines made 

with a cord or a rule, at least for positioning the axes and the divisions of the walls471. The cord 

and the compass were also used for the circular and the symmetrical motifs found particularly 

on painted ceilings. Eventually, create a draft on the mural with a sharp point or rough brush 

strokes before being delicately painted some simple mural profile and content472. 

 

A Han dynasty painter painting on a wall, the jargon being "Tanhuoer"473. In the beginning, 

the painters used a kind of fine charcoal-fired with wicker to sketch the drew on the wall 

 
467 Winckelmann, J. J. (1880). The history of ancient art (Vol. 2). Boston: JR Osgood and Company, p.114. 
468 Ibid. 
469 Giachi, G., De Carolis, E., & Pallecchi, P. (2009). Raw materials in Pompeian paintings: characterization of 

some colors from the archaeological site. Materials and Manufacturing Processes, 24(9), pp.1015-1022. 
470 Sun, Z. Y. (1977). An interpretation of the wall paintings from the tomb of Bu Qianqiu in the Western Han 

Dynasty, Luoyang. Cultural relics, (6), pp.17-22. 
471  Ye, X. S. (1995). The Development of Materials and Techniques in Ancient European Fresco Painting. 

Archaeology and Antiquities, (6), pp.52-59. 
472 Ibid. 
473 Zhang, J. W. (2003). A study and review of wall painting techniques in Han Dynasty tombs. Decoration, (12), 

pp.30-31. 
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directly. With a charcoal strip in one hand and a handkerchief in another hand, painters could 

made changes while painting474. With the rich imagination of the artists, the contents of the 

paintings would be unfolded scene by scene. After the painting was finished, the artists will 

look at the full size of the pictures and make minor modifications as needed and started to apply 

ink and colourant475. 

 

The jargon "Ink dropping (Luomo)" is to draw the outline. The expert painters were responsible 

for this task. The black line is drawn according to the outline of the preliminary sketch by 

charcoal476. and the painters would correct it in the process of drawing the line as there was a 

need to modify. Colouring is called "Complete the work (Chenghuoer)" in jargon. There is a 

proverb called "one charcoal, two ink, three pigment", which means that the first step is to 

design a rough draft, the second step is trace the contour477, and the third step is to apply the 

colours. In the first stage of colouring, the chief painter in charge of the sketch stipulates the 

layout and tone of the comprehensive composition on the entire wall according to the plot of 

the picture, and decides the colour arrangement conferring to the needs of the subject characters 

and plot. This process is very important, which is the key to determining the overall tone of the 

mural and the overall artistic effect of the full painting478. 

 

In fact, the content of murals is generally very sophisticated and plump replete with vast and 

spectacular composition. A large mural on the whole wall often requires many persons to 

participate in the drawing at the same time. Based on this necessity, the main painters in Rome 

and the Han dynasty have to look at the overall situation and stipulate the pictorial subjects and 

the colours that should be equipped and mark the characters on the picture, their names and 

codes, so that the assistant painters could track and help keep the invisible visible in their mind. 

The so-called "code" is a symbol that represents a kind of colour, some are expressed in 

abbreviation of Chinese characters, and some in numbers, such as the previous example, the 

 
474 Ibid. 
475 Wu, W. (1998). The techniques and copying of traditional murals. National Art Research, (3), 36-41. 
476 Zhang, J. W. (2003). A study and review of wall painting techniques in Han Dynasty tombs. Decoration, (12), 

pp.30-31. 
477 Ibid. 
478 Ibid. 
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murals on the top ridge of the main chamber of the Tomb of Buqianqiu and Qianjingtou in 

Luoyang and of Tomb No.61 in Luoyang, Shaogou, the painters of the Han Dynasty tended to 

use the simplified character "工" (gong) instead of “红” (red) and green with "六" (six) instead. 

These simplified symbols are served for saving the time of writing the traditional Chinese 

characters. There are some examples as follows: blue-7; yellow-8, purple-9, black-10, beige-1, 

light cyan-2, dark brown-3, pink-4, light purple-5. the chief painter uses codes to mark the 

characters with the ink lines according to the needs of different characters’ status. For example, 

if the clothes of the person in the painting need to be painted blue, they are marked with a 

"seven". If it is light blue, marked with "two seven" (meaning slightly lighter), the lighter blue 

is marked with "three seven" (lighter than "two seven"); if the dark green is marked with a 

"six", then lightly marked with "two six", and the following is “three six”, “four seven”. Deep 

red with "da gong (大工)", regular red with "gong (工)", light red with "two gong (二工)" and 

so forth. The assistant painters can trace the codes to assign various colours and paint 

separately479, so as not to ask the master painter about the tone of each part or each character. 

Painters call such assembly line method and flow process as "Conveyer System"480. 

 

After the sketch was finished, the Roman painters applied a smooth fine stucco layer on the 

part of the mural, then filled in the outline of the position with charcoal, and then drew the first 

draft of the sketch with ochre. Finally, mixed the paints with water or lime water to paint 

colours when this fine plaster rendering coat in a semi-dry state. The colour of the pigment 

mixed with water is more transparent than that of the pigment mixed with lime water, and the 

pigments used were still mainly mineral pigments. Since the plaster rendering coat was in a 

moist state when the fresco painting was drawn, the pigments were only mixed with water, and 

the particles penetrated the rendering coat to a certain depth, unlike the Han Dynasty murals 

that solely relied on glue to bond; also, the pigment particles rely on wet plaster. The Calcium 

hydroxide (Ca (OH)2) in the layer, after the ground layer was dried, the Calcium hydroxide will 

 
479  Chen, H. J. (2009). An analysis of the composition form of Han Dynasty tomb wall painting. Popular 

Literature and Art: Academic Edition, (24), pp.115-117. 
480 Wu, W. (1998). The techniques and copying of traditional murals. National Art Research, (3), pp.36-41. 



130 

 

form a transparent Calcium carbonate (CaCO3) film on the surface of the pigment layer under 

the action of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the air to fix the pigment particles. In this way, the paint 

and the plaster are integrated into one, with an artistic effect of crystal clear and transparent481. 

 

The procedures and techniques for making murals in the early Han Dynasty are not perfect. 

According to the observations from the unearthed murals, most of the murals in the Western 

Han Dynasty were painted with a layer of glue on the bricks, then a layer of lime or plaster was 

applied, and a thin layer was used based on it. Ochre powder then paints in various colours of 

paint. The most important feature of the Eastern Han murals is that the materials were earned 

locally, and there was no uniform rule for the usage of material. The rendering coat of the 

mixture of clay with plant fibre is thin but not very evenly, and some have a layer of fine clay 

in the cyan colour that produced locally on it482. The other practice is to grind a particular 

mineral of cyan colour into powder, filter and dilute it into a paste and then apply it on the 

ground layer. Compared with the lime or plaster layer applied to other murals, it appears rough 

and dull483. Furthermore, there are traces of branches or pointed objects on the pictures, which 

indicates that the layout of the patterns in the Eastern Han has been planned in advance484. For 

example, the murals of the Western Han tombs of Xi’an Jiaotong University485 were outlined 

in ink and powder and white according to the content of the picture (Figure 3.51). In contrast, 

the murals of the Eastern Han tombs in Liangshan County486, Shandong province are all 

outlined with ink lines (Figure 3.52). While the murals unearthed from an Eastern Han Tomb 

at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi province without any trance of contour, the painter applied 

colours directly on the wall487  (Figure 3.53). These cases reflect the inconsistency in the 

 
481 Lu, H. N. (1956). The method of making Chinese painting walls. Cultural Relics, (8), pp.15-17. 
482 Zhang, J. W. (2003). A study and review of wall painting techniques in Han Dynasty tombs. Decoration, (12), 

pp.30-31. 
483 Ibid. 
484 Ibid. 
485  Hu, L. G., & Zhong, W. L. (1990). Xi'an Jiaotong University Western Han mural tomb. Xi'an Jiaotong 

University Press, 1(9), p.9. 
486 Guan, T. X., & Ji, G. (1955). The Han tomb at Liangshan. Cultural relics, (5), pp.43-49. 
487 Yin, S. P. (2002). Eastern Han Dynasty mural tomb discovered in Xunyi, Shaanxi. Archaeology and cultural 

relics, (3), p.76. 
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production of tomb murals in the Han Dynasty, from this aspect, besides the uniform 

practices488. 

 

Roman paintings are characterized by fine lines, with bright colours and rarely dark shades, 

which looks brilliant and colourful. This is relevant to the geographical environment and 

people's appreciation styles. Based on this, pure and plain colours are broadly used, and 

"intermediate colours" occupy a secondary position489. The colouring process of Roman fresco 

is done under the traditional method, and there are definitive rules. Still, the number of colours 

is not fixed that depends on the final overall effect490. The proceeding of applying paint is 

essentially based on mineral pigments491 . The raw materials of this mineral pigment are 

collected, sifted, polished, filtered, precipitated, and other complicated processes to prepare 

bright tints. The colour application process is divided into the flat coating, base colour and 

blooming492. The flat coating is customarily in the order from top to bottom, from left to right, 

and the same colour is completed in the horizontal coating493. 

 

Take precedence of applying the dark colours over the light colours, with such consequences, 

these areas filled in the lightest colours that easy to stain and fade, so they are never prior to be 

painted. Take the mural in the Patron's tomb in via Latina as an example494 (Figure 3.54), the 

painter first starts to apply pigment and flat colouring on the background of the picture. The 

colours in the background are successively used as the sky, clouds, landscape, flowers, trees, 

animals and other scenery and set off the environment giving to the demands. The sky is painted 

flat with blue and light cyan, and the lower part is lighter, the cloud and fog are used as a white 

 
488 Zhang, J. W. (2003). A study and review of wall painting techniques in Han Dynasty tombs. Decoration, (12), 

pp.30-31. 
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background. Corresponding to the colours of the picture, blue or yellow should be controlled 

along the edge of the cloud and fog inward, from deep to shallow. The grass is flat painted with 

green, and the earth would be smudged with dark green or light brown; The lawn and green 

leaves are mostly coloured in different shades of green, and the grass is dotted with small 

flowers of different shades of colour, giving the whole background a colourful and realistic 

feel. 

 

The different grasp of texture in the content of paintings by ancient Roman and Han painters 

is expressed through the treatment of detail. For example, the textiles are usually depicted with 

a slight baking in the folds or other textures to show the bumpiness of the objects (Figure 

3.55)495, but this 'bumpiness', i.e. the focus on painting the light and dark side, also focuses on 

the 'decorative style', as long as the colours can sharply set off the effect of the subject496. After 

the folds have been baked and dyed, they are often re-sketched on the line with "similar 

colours", which makes the objects crisper and more prominent and enhances the impact of the 

image497. 

  

Distinctive from the stereoscopic perspective of Roman paintings objects, which is secondary 

to the Han Dynasty paintings, that emphasized the flat surface effect, the final detail processing 

was to check the overall effect of the picture498. After the entire wall painting was drawn, the 

painters would observe the overall result, and adjust the colours and lines, objects and 

backgrounds in the picture to be harmonious and unified499. For example, the inconsistent areas 

drawn by the decorative patterns in the pictures must be re-adjusted and improved500. The 

detailed processing also includes depicting the five senses. In ancient Roman murals, drawing 

the facial features requires a painter with many years of experience and superb skills. 

 
495 Mols, S. T., & Moormann, E. M. (1993). Ex parvo crevit: Proposta per una lettura iconografica della Tomba 
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Shandong University of Technology: Social Science Edition, 23(3), pp.97-100. 
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According to the position of the facial features with the strict measurement ratio, the painters 

drew the shape of the eyes, the eyeliners the eyebrows, the nose, the mouth, and the lips with 

strict measurement scale in sequence, according to peculiar character types by consulting 

related pattern-books and applying colours (Figure 3.56). Different characters have different 

painting methods. It can be seen from the different characters depicted in the mural of the tomb 

of Patron, via Latina 501  (Figure 3.57), and the murals unearthed from tomb M1 at the 

construction site of Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian502, Shandong (Figure 3.58). 

The drawing of the characters in the Han murals is very primitive503 and there is no concept of 

realistic and strict measurement of the facial features of the characters as in ancient Roman 

(Figure 3.59). However, the painters of the Han Dynasty paid great attention to the drawing of 

the eyes of the characters. After the facial features were drawn, the last and most important 

step is the "eye-opening" in traditional Chinese painting (Figures 3.60), which was the detailed 

processing of the most important and vivid parts of the entire picture that must be done by a 

skilled painter who often leaves the eyes unpainted and finds the right time to depict504 (Figure 

3.61). 

 

After the application of the ground-colours, the Roman painter would have polished the surface 

of the fresco with a float or similar tool: Vitruvius shows that, however, has been rendered 

solid by working over with floats and smoothed till it has the firm whiteness of marble the 

walls will have a brilliant lustre when the colours are laid on and polished505. 

 

Roman painters used polishing techniques to create mirror-like surfaces during the making of 

the murals in many tombs. However, the murals in the tombs of the Han Dynasty did not have 

this procedure, and the Han painters were used to painting on non-smooth surfaces. Since the 
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Roman painters used rollers or other polishing tools such as thorough polishing, the wall has a 

hard and smooth foundation (Figure 3.62). The walls had a hard base and when the pigments 

were carefully applied to the still wet substrate, they did not fade but remained in vibrant 

colour506. 

 

This is because the lime, having been burnt out of its water in the kiln, becomes porous and 

loses its strength, and its drying causes it to absorb anything that may come into contact with 

it. In mixing with seeds or elements from other substances, it forms a solid mass with them, 

whatever the composition may be at the time, and obviously, on becoming dry, it must possess 

qualities peculiar to its own nature507. As a result, the rendering coat of Roman fresco will not 

become rough over time, nor will they lose their colour when wiped, unless they have been 

carefully laid on after drying. Thus, when the plaster on the walls is made as described above, 

it will have strength and brightness and will have excellent properties that will last to a very 

long time. If, however, only one layer of sand mortar and one fine layer of marble is laid, its 

thin layer will easily crack for lack of strength and, for lack of thickness, it will not produce 

the brilliance it should have from polishing508. 

 

Just as a silver mirror made up of thin plates reflects an unclear light509, whereas a substantial 

silver mirror can have a high polish and reflect a bright and clear image when one sees it, so is 

the case with stucco510. When the material forming the stucco is thin, it not only cracks but 

quickly fades; however, when it has a solid base of sand mortar and marble, applied thickly 

and compactly, it not only remains bright after repeated polishing but also reflects a clear image 

from its surface511. 
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During polishing, the elastic plaster is compressed, and calcium hydroxide forms a compact 

layer of calcium carbonate. Invaluable for the final effect is also the use of crushed marble as 

the sole aggregate in the upper plaster layer512. This assists in the production of a compact 

surface with an attractive glitter and shine. The polishing process of the rendering coat makes 

the colour of the paintings of the optical beauty, which is not achieved by the works drawn by 

the fresco-secco technique in the Han Dynasty. 

 

When the plaster layer was polished and not completely dry (70% to 80% dry), the Roman 

painter would paint over it and give the rest of the unpainted surface a second base, then paint 

the surface with pigments dissolved in water or lime water on the wet plaster, which would 

become very pale as it dried, and the painter would carefully consider the consistency when 

colouring. When colouring on a wet lime wall, the pigments are prepared in water and the lime 

on the wall absorbs carbon dioxide from the air and transforms into calcium carbonate, which 

forms a thin film of crystals on the surface of the painting, in which the pigments are held in 

place513. 

 

The pigments form a crystalline layer that is not only chemically reactive to the surface of the 

fresco, but also highly durable to changes in temperature and humidity in the air. As a result, 

the colour of the pigments remains as long as it did at the time of production. It is only when 

the entire painting is done using this technique that it is truly a fresco. 

 

The pigments used in Han dynasty frescoes were alkali-resistant, as some of the pigments were 

chemically reactive when coloured on a wet lime base, causing discolouration. For example, 

blue azurite would consequently turn green514. Lime has strong alkalinity, so it can only be 

used with alkali-resistant pigments 515 , and would be limited to the use of alkali-resistant 
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pigments combined with the white of the moist lime base, as to achieve the painter's expected 

painting effect516, which can be considered as a distinctive feature of Roman frescoes. In 

comparison, the fresco-secco technique of the Han Dynasty chiefly performs painting 

operations on the ground layer after the water evaporated. The paints used for painting are 

mostly natural mineral pigments, additives (usually water) and adhesives (glue) are required. 

The pigment layer can be closely combined with the ground layer. Generally, animal glue or 

vegetable glue is selected as the binder for the blending of the pigments, and the pigments are 

evenly blended for the production of murals517. 

 

Roman plasterers painted the frescoes with mortar and sanded them into many layers to make 

them strong and the work durable. The lime slurry and the lime water absorb the carbonic acid 

from the air and turn it into insoluble calcium carbonate, the pigment powder penetrates into 

the damp lime, the pigment and the lime water penetrate each other, and when it dries, the 

painting and the wall are solidified as a single unit, thus being very strong and not afraid of 

dampness or rain518. As mentioned before, Roman plasterers used mortar mingled with marble 

chips, terracotta silicate sand and crushed ceramics, which were adapted to the hot, dry and wet 

conditions, and which continued to harden in air and water, resisting moisture and corrosion, 

and were used to create layers that would keep the pigments intact over time. This refinement 

of the rendering coats shows the financial power of the owner. Some frescoes, however, have 

a very simple and crude coats, which is a commonplace and economical practice519. 

 

The choice of different methods of rendering coats for Roman and Han dynasty tomb paintings 

was the result of mutual adaptation to the local geographical and climatic environment. Han 

fresco-secco tends to flake off over time because the pigment does not bond effectively with 

the skin. The Roman fresco technique, however, used partial painting, it is a need to assess and 

estimate and the workload that can be completed in advance, so that the workers only apply 
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the part that can be done within a day. 

 

Plasters merely conserve their optimal characteristics for use as a background in Roman fresco 

paintings for a very short time (6-8 h), called the ‘golden-hour', during which they have a high 

degree of humidity520. For this reason, the plaster is therefore applied only to the part of the 

wall to be painted on the same day521, the unit of time being also the unit of space, and it is 

then theoretically possible to determine the working day corresponding to the painter for each 

area. Calcium carbonate is formed in gypsum, through the reaction between the lime water 

(water saturated with calcium oxide) and dissolved carbon dioxide in the atmosphere to ensure 

that the pigment is bound to the surface522. If the lime base area is overly vast and the painting 

processing is not finished within a day, then the colourant would not be absorbed by the dried 

lime, when the artist continues to paint the unfinished part the next day. Since the fresco 

technique requires that the wall can only be painted as it is in a wet state and the desiccation 

and anhydration of lime is invariably at a rapid rate.523 Moreover, Roman painters usually 

painted in a sequence starting at the top left and ending at the bottom right. 

 

However, with the ancient Roman fresco technique, once a mistake occurs and it is necessary 

to modify it, the only way is to remove the surface of the fresco and paint again. Thus, a painter 

needs to have relatively high painting skills, not only to paint quickly but also to foresee the 

final effect. The technique is more complicated and challenging to conduct. Therefore, the 

production complexity and special artistic effects of fresco paintings established its prominent 

position524. The difference is that the fresco-secco paintings in the tombs of the Han Dynasty 

of China can be modified without removing any layers. If the painters of made mistakes during 
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the process or because of the variation come from their employers, they could scrape off the 

colourant and re-paint them based on the original manuscript525. 

 

On the east wall of the Han tomb at the infrastructure construction site of Xi'an University of 

Technology526, Shaanxi, there is a painting of Hunting and Shooting (Figure 3.63). Under the 

special environment, some lines of the preliminary sketch of the portrait appear faintly after 

two thousand years (Figure 3.64). The front legs of the horse were originally stowed backwards, 

but when finalizing the draft, the painter changed the front legs to extend forward in parallel. 

In this way, the horse's dynamics became more intense and obvious. Such modifications will 

not have any impact on the theme and the concepts expressed527. It can be speculated that the 

method of making the tomb murals is as follows: after building the tomb with bricks, the inner 

wall is pre-polished to make it level, and then a layer of white plaster is painted on the tomb 

wall and ceiling. Then draw with ink lines on the surface, and finally use paints with cementing 

materials to paint. Because the paint is applied when the ground layer is completely dry, it does 

not become a part of it. Fresco-secco painting is very fragile due to the external factors; the 

colourant tends to change or even fall off easily, with the advantages of longer working time, 

modifiable and amendable. In addition, the traces of image scrutiny and modification seen in 

the tomb show the painter's exploration of painting.  

 

Wax was the most widely used protective medium for Roman frescoes528. This derives from 

the Roman custom of protecting paintings from air or moisture, and Winckelmann suggests 

that this was done by means of wax, to which a coat of wax was applied529. As Vitruvius 

mention530, which not only protected the picture but also heightened at the same time the 

brilliancy of the colours. Proof of this may be seen in some rooms in the buried architectures 
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of the ancient town of Resina, situated near the ancient Herculaneum. On the walls were 

compartments painted in the scarlet of such beauty that it appeared purple; but when they were 

brought near the fire for the purpose of detaching the crust deposited on them, the wax melted 

with which the paintings were coated531.  

 

About the quality of Roman painting, the liveliness of its colours and the extraordinary polish 

of its surfaces, led to numerous theories about the material formulations used in mortar. For 

example, the use of encaustic, wax and various other organic materials is mentioned. Vitruvius 

does indeed recommend532, after the application of vermilion, rendering coat the wall with wax 

and oil, then after its impregnation, rubbing it with a cloth soaked in candle-grease. This 

treatment, designed to make the colours more vivid and to protect them, is perfectly reasonable, 

and other methods can be used for the same purpose. It has not been demonstrated that waxes 

and soaps are introduced in the preparation of these colours, as these products may not be 

compatible with the fresco technique533. 

 

The service of wax seems to produce a dull lustre, while the Pompeian case has an excellent 

lustre. Mora believes that Boli or clay (such as kaolin) is added to the pigment to make it easy 

to polish534. But the theory is partially based on a mistranslation by Vitruvius535, Klinkert 

suggests rubbing a mixture of large and small water and marble powder on the painting536. 

 

In addition to wax, gum Arabic was also used extensively in Roman frescoes, where its 

properties provided transparency, a quality needed for the varnish and the velature, and 

excellent adherence for the application of gold leaf. Pliny referring to panel paintings by 
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Apelles-mentions the use of a secret varnish with excellent properties537. Vitruvius 538 records 

the use of a coating made of melted Pontic wax and oil, to be applied as a protection layer over 

a surface when cinnabar is used (a pigment is known to alter when exposed to sunlight). The 

utilization of varnish over the surface of paintings appears to have been an Egyptian innovation. 

 

Furthermore, egg tempera was identified in many Roman wall-painted tombs. Throughout 

history, egg tempera has probably been the most widely used binding medium for painting in 

secco. Owing to its nature, it forms very stable paint layers with rather different optical 

properties than gum Arabic; egg tempera is more matte and opaque539. 

 

In the ordinary way, murals are consisting of the support carrier one or more rendering coat 

and the painting layer, and the support carrier and rendering coat are bonded by the bonding 

material, which can be divided into organic and inorganic ones. Organic binders include 

proteins, sugars and lipid compounds, they are customarily controlled on fresco-secco painting. 

The application of medium for fresco-secco painting is the basis of the essence that are widely 

used540. Since mineral pigments are in the form of powder particles, the glues play a decisive 

role in fixing the colourants on the wall541. 

 

The glue and water used in Chinese Han paintings as to integrate the colour powder with 

paint542; in Roman frescoes, water, and sometimes lime water was used to mix the pigments to 

make the colours dip into the plaster. Although Pliny reveals about the fresco technology of 

paint processing and mural making. Romans used animal and vegetable glue as a medium to 
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reconciled mineral pigments for painting543. When the wall is dry out completely, the colour 

and the plaster layer will undergo a chemical reaction and merge to produce a dazzling colour 

that can be maintained for more than a thousand years544. 

 

Some additives used by Roman painters were also widely used by painters in the Han 

Dynasty545. The glue used in the paint layer of the fresco-secco paintings in the Han Dynasty 

is generally natural organic compounds, and there are three main categories546. In addition to 

the eggs that are often used in Roman murals, animal glue and vegetable glue are also widely 

used as additives, which is corresponding to what is Pliny reveals (On the wet lime-textured 

wall base, animal and vegetable glue were used as a medium to reconciled mineral pigments 

for painting). To be more specific, animal glue is broadly used in the Han mural paintings, 

among which isinglass, donkey skin glue and bone glue are the most used. Most of the Han 

murals were applied animal skin glue or bone glue. Moreover, vegetable glue has a long history 

of being used as a medium. Including peach gum, gelatin and so forth, which are processed and 

refined from the resin secreted by plants, among which peach gum is the most universally used. 

Gelatin is a granular yellowish translucent made from animal skin and bone. By using 50 to 60 

degrees of warm water to dissolve, boil on low heat, the fire must be intense otherwise could 

cause the adhesion of the glue impoverished, the adhesive material must not burn, if not, the 

viscosity will be weakened, and finally the cotton gauze would be handled to filter the 

impurities. Peach gum typically refers to the resin produced by various fruit trees, which is 

easily soluble in water and accessible to dispose without boiling. However, although peach 

gum is relatively transparent, its viscosity is not as good and reliable as animal glue. It has 

many impurities and needs to be filtered when used. Gelatin generally can only be used for two 

days in summer and four days in winter. After a long time, it is perishable and has a peculiar 

smell. After the glue is boiled, put the colour powder into the dish, dissolve it with a few drops 
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of glue, grind it with fingers, and water can be added if it is too thick547, and slowly let the 

pigment powder and glue fully melt. In the mural production process, the painting layer is 

closely incorporated with its support carrier due to some human factors548. 

 

Additionally, gelatin water is a frequently used material in the process of drawing traditional 

strong-coloured painting in ancient China549. Painters not only use it to blend the paint but also 

need to spread several layers of glue on the skin of the mural before and after applying the 

colour to the wall. This method can make the colour layer firm and become the protective layer 

of the painting. In the mural production process of different periods, the amount of cementing 

agent also varies greatly. The blackening and fading of the murals are partly due to the 

oxidation of the pigments and partly due to the weathering of the cement. The fresco-secco 

painting of the Han Dynasty employed organic binders and pigments to fuse them, and after 

they were evenly blended, they were painted on the foundation. In this process, some will adopt 

egg yolk, because the yolk would polymerize during the oxidation process, causing the mural 

more waterproof and enhancing the durability of the mural. Sometimes fig stem and leaf pulp 

are added into the egg liquid550. This pulp contains enzymes that can change the structure of 

the protein, break the original chain, form a more robust link, make the surface of the rendering 

coat smoother, and delay the colour from drying out, that can also be fresh and preserved551. 

 

When the murals are finished entirely, they would be carefully checked by the painters, and 

the ancient employers further carried out detailed inspections. When we wondered how 

employers did not know how to paint, but how they checked after each step of the process, 

many researchers did this description: employers would come to check every part of the 

painting 552 , and they would promptly introduce statement problems when they discover 
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problems. Although employers don’t know how to paint, they see the content of the mural very 

well, rely on various experiences and pattern-books and other aspects of the wall and compare 

the pictures of the murals with detail-oriented. After the completion, if there is no problem, 

painters would polish the murals and apply the protective layer of the image553. In ancient 

Rome, polishing or using wax, varnish, tempera, as the protective material of the picture, which 

can make the murals be preserved for a more extended period554. In the Han Dynasty, organic 

adhesives such as eggs, animal glue and vegetable glue were used555. First, a layer of thinner 

glue was applied to stabilize the colour. The protective layer brushed in the mural should be 

clean, light and thin, and evenly and brightly painted in the direction and tendency of up to 

down, left to right, such technique also mentioned by Roman artists. 

 

Painters of ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty of China must have been influenced by 

territorial culture. They need to have a unified system of creative artistry not only to meet the 

demands of employers but also for the succession and inheritance. They repeatedly 

communicate with each other in their creative capacity and expertise. There must be a kind of 

"Formulas" or pattern-books that are in line with the mainstream of that stage, and prominent 

patterns or styles. These "experience" is continuously being flourished in innovation, 

significantly reforming the work efficiency, although the bias of conventionalist is becoming 

progressively universal, painters are not altered by the original" template". they still have a lot 

of insight and imitativeness. 

 

Many Roman frescoes decorated not only the tombs of the deceased, but also the spaces within 

private homes and public buildings. Depending on the function of the crypt or different 

residential spaces, the walls may have been painted with imaginary architecture, still life, 

mythical scenes or purely decorative motifs. Many of these motifs come from pattern books 

showing the fashions of the time carried by artists who moved around. This illustrates the 
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Archaeology and cultural relics, (6), pp.52-59. 
554 Ibid. 
555 Zhang, J. W. (2003). A study and review of wall painting techniques in Han Dynasty tombs. Decoration, (12), 

pp.30-31. 
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spread of different styles and the similarity of decoration in different parts of ancient Rome556. 

While the ancient Chinese equivalent of the pattern book was the Fenben557, which is a general 

term for the sketches or samples for the ancient folk painters and even adopted for painting 

currently. Some Fenbens were used to teach techniques, others were used as small catoon books. 

The first drafts of this pattern book were created by master painters, with vivid figures, neat 

and detailed scenery, and high artistic standards, and apprentices took the pattern book as a 

model for learning, and a set of pattern books could often be used for many years, passed on 

from father to son, teacher to apprentice, and regarded as their wealth. would also change its 

content as times evolved558. 

 

The primary service of the pattern-book should be to keep the freshly drawn paintings similar. 

Whether as an honoured or folk painter, they tend to adopt the existing pattern-books as a hint 

of the massive wall paintings, and then computed the characteristics of the times and folk 

customs. 

 

For entire underdrawings and drafts, the painter broke up the whole into parts, which are easy 

to carry and use, and for the paramount figure in the picture accompany with comprehensive 

patterns that mutually complementing. Painters adopted the first type of pattern book in the 

overall layout and design of the murals, and then tracked the second type to produce 

complicated portrait of the specific objects in the picture. As for the source of the pattern books, 

there may be two ways: the ancients’ hand down one, and the second is the mural works that 

the predecessors have drawn successfully and shorthand for it. Hence, the painters at that time 

created improved styles based on the pattern-books and mainstream tastes that left by famous 

forerunners and pioneers. 

 

 
556  Pye, E. (2000). Wall painting in the Roman empire: colour, design and technology. Archaeology 

International, 4. pp.24-27. 
557 Ibid. 
558  Zhang, P. (2005). "Fenben", "Template" and the Creation of Ancient Chinese Murals-Also on the Art 

Education of Ancient China. Meiyuan, (1), pp.55-58. 
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Notwithstanding, the painters can sometimes drew slightly individually based on their training 

or another textual connection. This is an unavoidable adjustment when the book illustration is 

used as a pattern book in the tomb murals. This inflection reveals to us a message in the value 

of the funeral pattern book; that is, it will be handled to preserve the image of the funeral 

paintings, which is distinct from that of non-funeral pattern books.  

 

Considering the relationship between templates and flexibility and freedom of creative spark, 

Roman painters enjoyed greater autonomy and broader latitude, there are strict norms for the 

representation and formula of images of cosmic gods in the Han funeral art due to the deep-

rooted of Confucian and Taoist cultures. Thus, such pattern books also have mainstream 

sophistication and distinctions. Painters do not have much space for artistic creation to some 

extent559. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
559  The comparison between Roman pattern books and Chinese Febens was presented by the author in a 

contribution in the First Conference on Doctoral Studies in Art and Musicology that takes place at the Department 

of Art and Musicology of the Autonomous University of Barcelona, on December 16-17, 2020, and that will be 

published in the near future. 
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Chapter 4 Paintings 

 

4.1 Colours and Pigments 

The actual use of colour by the ancestors of the Han dynasty, although it had been practised for 

a long time, had not yet developed a relatively well-developed chromatology compared to the 

adoption of colour by the Roman painters. The development of chromatics in ancient Rome is 

concerned. Although the ancient Greeks were more concerned with the pursuit of 'form' than 

with 'colour', which as a manifestation of the changing appearance of 'form', has been the 

subject of two inferences as to its cause. As Baldes mentions, Democritus was the first to draw 

two interpretations about the causes of colour. He argued that all objects illuminated by optical 

emit particles of colour and travel in straight lines, i.e. the particle theory of optics560. Mac 

Lean has documented Aristotele's theory that light is coloured and that the reflected decay of 

light waves produces different colours, which are related to light and darkness. Although the 

two theories differ, they both explore the causes of colour from a scientific perspective, 

emphasising that the discrepancies in objects themselves determine colour561.  

 

Looking at the development of colour in ancient Rome and the Han dynasty of China, we can 

see that Roman artists' knowledge of colour has always been from a scientific perspective, 

constantly exploring issues such as the causes, changes and classification of colour, and at a 

later stage, the symbolism of colour, emotion and its various effects on the psyche, and the 

emergence of a scientific chromatographic system. It can be said that ancient Roman 

chromatology has been systematically researched and interpreted from scientific, philosophical, 

and humanistic aspects and that it has assembled a relatively mature chromatics system. In 

contrast, the trajectory of the development of colour perception in the Han dynasty differs from 

 
560 Baldes, R. W. (1978). Democritus on the Nature and Perception of 'Black' and 'White'. Phronesis, pp.87-100. 
561 Mac Lean, J. (1965). De kleurentheorie van Aristoteles. Scientiarum Historia: Tijdschrift voor de Geschiedenis 

van de Wetenschappen en de Geneeskunde, 7(1), pp.109-117. 
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that of ancient Rome in terms of its preoccupation with the metaphysical and spiritual aspects 

of colour562, with the focus not being on the colour itself, but the 'human' as the epicentre of 

colour563, contrasting to the Roman model. The development of their understanding of colour 

has always revolved around beliefs, concepts, culture, history and other factors. It is 

characterised by a complex, diverse and scattered nature, with a lack of systematicity. 

 

About the categories of colour in Han paintings, from the actual excavation of existing funeral 

murals, principally involve the fundamental colours of black, red, white, yellow, cyan, purple 

and brown and the various compound colours they produce by blending or diluting each 

other564. It is worth highlighting the presence of blue and green colours in the Han murals. 

However, it is clear from the documentation that the Han people did not make a strict 

distinction between blue and green565. The concept of cyan here is therefore a relatively broad 

colour category, so we still classify blue, green, etc. as cyan colours566. Of course, the use of 

colour in the Han dynasty was characterised by colour blending, dilution and a variety of 

painting methods that induced variation in colour, as well as some inevitable colour fading over 

the ages of the murals, and differences and variations in colour during observation, so there is 

an extremely complex and varied range of colours in examples of Han paintings. However, in 

order to better analyse and explore the use, patterns and characteristics of colour, we can still 

categorise the main colours used into the seven types listed above, taking into account that, 

although they may show some subtle differences, they do not affect the general orientation of 

the colours. Again, these are the types of colours that appear most frequently in Han tomb 

murals. 

 

 
562 Yang, J. W. (2006). Chinese folk colours and customs in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Yancheng Normal 

University (Humanities and Social Sciences Edition), 1. pp.56-71. 
563 Gong, C. (2015). Discussion on the relationship between the colour of Han tomb murals and traditional colour 

concepts. Art Technology, 6, pp.108-110. 
564 Zhou, Y. X. (2003). Research on the Chinese Five Elements Chromatic System formed in the Han Dynasty. 

Decoration, (4), pp.86-87. 
565 Sun, D. L. (2005). An overview of the colour and colouring of the wall paintings of Han tombs. Wenbo, p.6. 
566 Feng, J., & Xia, Y. (2012). Study on the Pigment Analysis of Mural Tombs of Western Han Dynasty in Qujiang 

Campus of Xi'an University of Technology. Journal of Northwest University: Natural Science Edition, 42(5), 

pp.771-776. 
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Roman wall paintings were applied either to dry lime plaster or using the fresco technique567. 

In the case of the fresco technique, a very fine-grained pigment dispersed in water was laid on 

a fresh fine-grained plaster. Pliny divides the range of pigments into two categories: ‘florid’ 

pigments, the rare and expensive materials, and the more common pigments, which he called 

‘austere’ or sombre568. The florid pigments, which Pliny lists as being, for instance, vermillion, 

azurite, malachite and indigo569 , were purchased and provided by the patron at his own 

expense570. The remaining austere pigments were provided by the artist within the cost of the 

commission, and these included ochres, green earth, chalks and Egyptian Blue. Taking both 

kinds together, some are native colours, and others are artificial571. This demonstrates the 

degree of order that trading in a range of pigments brought to the subject572. Art was becoming 

much more organised. 

 

According to Pliny, Red is the most common colour used, in Pompeii, and it appears in samples 

from all three insulae—XVII, XXVII and XXVI. For all of the red-painted samples, red applied 

using the fresco technique served as a background colour. Sometimes, pigments were mixed to 

obtain differences in hues, for instance, in some blue layers. In comparison, in the red-painted 

layers, it is always the case that only red ochre appears, while for the green colour, green earth 

was used alone. Blue was found only in insula XVII. Yellow, green, grey, pink, black and white 

are not so frequent and, except for yellow and grey, are not represented in all three insulae573. 

 

Remains of paint layers and materials were found as well as pigments in painters’ workshops. 

An example of this is on show at the British Museum - six pottery bowls containing blue, red 

 
567 Piovesan, R., Mazzoli, C., Maritan, L., & Cornale, P. (2012). Fresco and lime‐paint: an experimental study and 

objective criteria for distinguishing between these painting techniques. Archaeometry, 54(4), pp.723-736. 
568 Pliny. HN, 35. 
569 Augusti, S. (1967). Colori pompeiani. p.24. 
570 Gutman, M., Zupanek, B., Lesar Kikelj, M., & Kramar, S. (2016). Wall paintings from the Roman Emona 

(Ljubljana, Slovenia): characterization of mortar layers and pigments. Archaeometry, 58(2), pp.297-314. 
571 Augusti, S. (1967). Colori pompeiani. p.24. 
572 Omarini, S. (2012). Notes on colours and pigments in the ancient world. JAIC-Journal of the International 

Colour Association, 8. pp.61-67. 
573 Gutman, M., Zupanek, B., Lesar Kikelj, M., & Kramar, S. (2016). Wall paintings from the Roman Emona 

(Ljubljana, Slovenia): characterization of mortar layers and pigments. Archaeometry, 58(2), pp.297-314. 
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and yellow ochre, madder rose and white lead oxide used by a fresco painter in a Hawara574, 

Egypt tomb during the first century AD575.  Other tombs, at Herne-St- Hubert near Tongres, 

Belgium, and at Nida-Heddernheim576 in the suburbs of Frankfurt, Germany, have yielded sets 

of cylindrical paint-pots. 

 

Colour theory during the Han dynasty had an unprecedented degree of importance and 

development. The relatively well-preserved colour of the Han tomb murals is evidence of the 

high level of sophistication of the Han dynasty, both in terms of the development of colour 

theory and traditional thought and culture577. As the Han inherited the Qin system578, colour 

was perpetuated as a symbol of power and social status, particularly in the context of the rulers' 

belief in and worship of the 'Five Virtues' theory of dynastic change579. As a whole, therefore, 

the Han dynasty was a successor to the Qin system and the inheritance of traditional ideology580, 

which led to some correspondence among the traditional yin-yang581 'five elements' and the 

'five colours' and 'five virtues'582, as well as the influence of critical historical events and feudal 

hierarchies583, gradually stabilised the concept of colour and formed the basic rules for the use 

of colour in wall painting584. From the point of view of cultural transmission, the Han ruling 

class was partly of Chu origin and was influenced by the culture of Chu585, so that it was 

 
574 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress (PHI 2019), Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
575 Ibid. 
576 Barbet. A. (1998). A. La tombe du peintre de Nida-Heddernheim. pp.73. 
577 Yang, J. W. (2006). Chinese folk colours and customs in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Yancheng Normal 

University (Humanities and Social Sciences Edition), 1. pp.56-71. 
578 Zhu, J. Q. (1936). Art History of Qin-Han, Beijing: Commercial Press. p.30 
579 Xu, X. (2016). Discussion on the relationship between traditional yin-yang and five-element thoughts and the 

colour of Han tomb murals. Collection, 4. pp.9-11. 
580 Chang, R. X. (1955). Study on the Art of Han Painting, Shanghai: Shanghai Publishing Company. pp.23-32. 
581 Liu, H. X. (2019). Study on the yin and yang colour concept in the tomb murals of the Han Dynasty. Western 

Leather, 3. pp.89-96. 
582 Zhou, Y. X. (2003). A brief discussion on the development of the five-colour aesthetics in the Han Dynasty. 

The original text of the Chinese version, 5, pp.73-78. 
583 Xu, X. (2016). Discussion on the relationship between traditional yin-yang and five-element thoughts and the 

colour of Han tomb murals. Collection, 4. pp.9-11. 
584 Gong, C. (2015). Discussion on the relationship between the colour of Han tomb murals and traditional colour 

concepts. Art Technology, 6, pp.108-110. 
585 Yang, J. W. (2006). Chinese folk colours and customs in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Yancheng Normal 

University (Humanities and Social Sciences Edition), 1. pp.56-71. 
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inherited, popularised, and developed586. On the other hand, there is the development of colour. 

It is a development in the context of heritage. At the beginning of the Han dynasty587, for 

example, the element of water was necessary, so black was popular588, the element of earth was 

valued, and yellow was revered since the reign of Emperor Wu589, while in the Eastern Han 

dynasty, the element of fire was valued and red was revered590. However, apart from the 'five 

colours', other colours remained subordinate591. The rapid spread of tomb murals during the 

Han dynasty was due in large part to the Han rulers' promotion of filial piety and the 

development of the concept of gods and ghosts, which led to the prevalence of the elaborate 

funeral592. Synchronously, the ruler's strategy of internal and external Confucianism593, notably 

Emperor Wu's idea of 'dismissing all schools and respecting only Confucianism'594, led to a 

more detailed ritualistic content being given to colour at this time595. All of this contributed to 

the flourishing of the Han funeral culture, and colour became an indispensable vehicle for 

expressing this content596 

 

The Han dynasty's understanding and use of colour was not simply a matter of aesthetic demand 

but encompassed many cultural factors, such as the traditional concept of the five elements of 

yin-yang597, Confucianism598, primitive Taoism and the heritage of the Chu culture. From 

ancient texts, it is easy to see that whatever the cultural effects on colour, they all reflect the 

 
586 Xu, X. (2016). Discussion on the relationship between traditional yin-yang and five-element thoughts and the 

colour of Han tomb murals. Collection, 4. pp.9-11. 
587 Zhou, Y. X. (2003). A brief discussion on the development of the five-color aesthetics in the Han Dynasty. 

The original text of the Chinese version, 5, pp.73-78. 
588 Ibid. 
589 Ibid. 
590 Ibid. 
591 Zhou Y. X. (2003). Interpretation of Chinese Five-Colour Aesthetics. Fine Arts, 11. p.3. 
592 Gan, X. Y. (2013). Research on the art of tomb murals in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Changchun Normal 

University: Humanities and Social Sciences Edition, 32(1), pp.187-189. 
593 Chen, L. G. (2015). Taoist Thought in the Han Dynasty. pp.67-70. 
594 Chen, G. Z, Sun, Y. K, & Liang, Z. H. (2004). Taoism and Chinese Philosophy: Han Dynasty Volume (Vol. 

2). People's Publishing House. p.331. 
595 Chen, J. X. (2008). Research on the influence of Confucianism and Taoism on the colour of the wall paintings 

of the Han Tomb in Luoyang. The Great Han Style-Proceedings of the 11th Annual Conference of the Chinese 

Society of Chinese Painting, pp.1-11. 
596 Xu, X. (2016). A preliminary exploration of the historical background of the formation of the colour concept 

of the Han tomb murals. Art Technology, p.180. 
597 Huang, G. S. (2000). Five colours and five elements. Journal of Suzhou Institute of Silk Technology, p.2. 
598 Ji, W. C., & Yang, J. H. (2012). An analysis of the establishment and influence of the orthodox position of 

Confucianism in Han Dynasty. Hua Zhang, p.16. 
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importance that the Han artists dynasty attached to colour599, which could be described as the 

implementation of 'colourism'. It was the great unification of the Han dynasty, with its 

prosperous economy and powerful national strength, that provided a good opportunity for the 

convergence and collision of many ideas. It can be said that the Han dynasty not only inherited 

the traditional idea of the five elements600, but also incorporated the Han aesthetic sentiment601.  

Colour played a remarkable role in the many cultural encounters. It was due to the flourishing 

of Taoist602 thought and the formation of ideas such as the 'Chinese ink dividing into five 

colours’603 that the status of colour changed604  and the concept of colour was vigorously 

explored in a different form and connotation605. The concept of colour in the Han dynasty is 

therefore a vital chapter in the Chinese colour system, a significant era in the development of 

Chinese chromatology that emphasises colour and even gives the colour a mythical status606. 

 

Likewise, the use of colour in ancient Rome was influenced by others, with many pigments of 

Greek and Egyptian origin. This is not surprising because the Greek conquered Egypt in 323-

330 BC. 607 during the Ptolemaic period. Rome was enriched by Greco-Egyptian practices and 

experiences and spread them through the Roman territory. Delamare and Guineau claim that 

pigments and painting techniques used by artists were uniform throughout the Roman 

Empire608, they find the same Alexandrian blue (later known as Egyptian Blue), the same green 

 
599 Chen, G. Z, Sun, Y. K, & Liang, Z. H. (2004). Taoism and Chinese Philosophy: Han Dynasty Volume (Vol. 

2). People’s Publishing House. p.153. 
600 Huang, G. S. (2000). Five colours and five elements. Journal of Suzhou Institute of Silk Technology, p.2. 
601 Chen, G. Z, Sun, Y. K, & Liang, Z. H. (2004). Taoism and Chinese Philosophy: Han Dynasty Volume (Vol. 

2). People’s Publishing House. p.153. 
602 Chen, G. Z, Sun, Y. K, & Liang, Z. H. (2004). Taoism and Chinese Philosophy: Han Dynasty Volume (Vol. 
2). People's Publishing House. p.420. 
603 Yu, W. W, & Zhou, W. Z. (2007). The View of Five Colours and the Phenomenon of Traditional Chinese 

Colours. Hundred Artists, 5, pp.138-140. 
604 Sun, D. L. (2005). An overview of the colour and colouring of the wall paintings of Han tombs. Wenbo, p.6. 
605 He, T. (2013). Research on the Mural Tombs of the Han Dynasty. Jiannan Literature: Classical Reading, (1), 

pp.125-126. 
606 Jiang, M. Z. (2019). Research on the characteristics and achievements of the tomb murals in the Han Dynasty. 

Daguan. pp.15-19. 
607 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress, Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
608 Delamare, F., & Guineau, B. (2000). Colors. The story of pigments and dyes. Harry N. Abrams Inc.: New York, 
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earths. Almaden cinnabar (or vermillion)609, aragonite white, and yellow ochres610 in Brittany, 

Gaul, Romania, Scandinavia, the Near East, and North Africa611. They also name pigments 

used in Pompeii mural paintings such as in a wall painting found in the ‘House of the Vetti’-

rose madder lake612, Alexandrian blue and cinnabar red (vermillion)613. Architectural elements 

were painted adopting rectangular compositions. Myths and landscapes were inset in coloured 

panels such as yellow ochre and red ochre (natural or by heating yellow). 

 

However, Delamare and Guineau claim that the pigments and painting techniques used by 

artists were uniform throughout the Roman Empire614, that is, the same pigments were used 

throughout the first and second centuries AD. On the other hand, different colour schemes were 

popular at different times in ancient Roman frescoes, specifically. In the first century BC the 

second Pompeian style dominates and the saturated colours, cinnabar red, burgundy red, green 

and purple. The workmanship is smooth with delicate brushstrokes. As in the republican 

sanctuary of Brescia, in the Second Pompeian style, from 50 BC. At the end of the first century 

BC and at the beginning of the first century AD under the emperor Augustus, a new fashion 

that today we call the third Pompeian style is imposed for tones that are always saturated, but 

also for the use of sweet colours in a very rich range of blue, violet, purple violet, mauve and 

pink, which contrast with yellows and a tender green. The workmanship is smooth with very 

fine brushstrokes. In the mid-first century and with Nero's advent, tones and red on a black and 

white background became fashionable, in charged compositions typical of the fourth Pompeian 

 
609 Rozenberg, S. (1997). Pigments and fresco fragments from Herod’s Palace at Jericho, in: Bearat, H., Fuchs, 

M., Maggetti, M. & Paunier, D. (Eds.), Roman Wall Painting: Materials,Techniques, Analyses and Conservation., 

Proceedings of the International Workshop, Fribourg 7-9 March 1996., Institue of Mineralogy and Petrology, 

Fribourg University. pp.63-74. 
610 Eastaugh, N., Walsh,V., Chaplin,T. & Siddall, R., (2004). The Pigment Compendium: Optical Microscopy of 

Historical Pigments., Elsevier - Butterworth Heinemen. p.499. 
611 Delamare, F., & Guineau, B. (2000). Colors. The story of pigments and dyes. Harry N. Abrams Inc.: New York, 

p.26. 
612  Daniels, V., Deviese, T., Hacke, M., & Higgitt, C. (2014). Technological insights into madder pigment 

production in antiquity. pp.13-28. 
613  Eastaugh, N., Walsh,V., Chaplin,T. & Siddall, R., (2004). The Pigment Compendium: A Dictionary of 

Historical Pigments., Elsevier - Butterworth Heinemen. p.499. 
614 Delamare, F., & Guineau, B. (2000). Colors. The story of pigments and dyes. Harry N. Abrams Inc.: New York. 
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style615. In this regard, we can observe the House of Loreius Tiburtinus, in Pompeii, in the 

Third Pompeian style616. In the second century, the palette again uses contrasting colours, often 

violently harmonious. The details are rendered by allusive coloured touches on a striped 

background and the colour is positioned through mixtures whose relief animates the surface. 

 

The multiplicity of cultures is what constituted the complex conception of colour in the Han 

and Roman periods. It is easy to imagine that this concept of colour had a subtle influence on 

the artisans who painted the frescoes. In other words, the use and presentation of colour in 

frescoes should be a complete reflection of the aesthetic pursuits of the Han and ancient 

Romans at the intersection of their many cultures, in keeping with their aesthetic qualities. 

 

The pigments used in Roman and Han frescoes were both mineral and artificial pigments617. 

Mineral pigments, such as hematite and ochre, had long-lasting colour and a relatively rich 

source of raw materials. From Egypt, India and China, mineral pigments became the basic 

pigments most often applied by ancient artists from all countries. The fact that hematite 

pigments are unaffected by alkalinity has kept them as the dominant shade in all forms of 

artwork throughout the ages. The ancient Egyptians were the principal discoverers and 

contributors of mineral pigments. The Egyptians have been processing and manufacturing 

pigments since around 4000 BC. They processed the primary pigments to increase their purity 

and chromatic intensity. 

 

At the same time, they also used new pigments, such as Egyptian Blue (CaCuSi4O10). Egyptian 

Blue618 is strongly stable, and to this day, the colours of frescoes using Egyptian Blue remain 

 
615 Moormann, E. M. (1998). La pittura romana fra costruzione architettonica e arte figurativa. pp.14-32. 

616 Allag, C. (2003). Peinture antique en Bourgogne: actes du XVIe séminaire de l'Association française pour la 

peinture murale antique, Auxerre (24-25 octobre 1997) (p. 1). RAE. 
617 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. Editions De Boccard. II. Les matériaux. Les supports et 

la question de la fresque. p.23-40. 

618  Varone, A., & Bearat, H. (1997). Pittori romani al lavoro: materiali, strumenti, tecniche. Evidenze 

archeologiche e dati analitici di un recente scavo pompeiano lungo Via dell’Abbondanza (reg. IX ins. 12). In 

Roman wall painting: materials, techniques, analysis and conservation. Proceedings of the international 

workshop. pp.199-214. 
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as brilliant as they were in those days. The Egyptians extracted the oldest green pigments, 

malachite and greenish-blue pigments, from blue bronze ore. These two pigments are 

chemically similar, containing alkaline copper carbonate (2CuCO3·Cu (OH)2). In addition to 

this, the Egyptians extracted bronze, red and yellow colours619 from realgar, cinnabar and 

orpiment respectively620. In fact, the use of pigments in the Han dynasty predated that of ancient 

Rome. The use of cinnabar, for example, in China predates Rome by 2000 years. Cinnabar is 

a red pigment that comes mainly from natural cinnabar ore, which is crushed, cleaned and 

heated to obtain the vermilion pigment621. The greatest Roman contribution to the pigment was 

the discovery of Tyrian purple622. Originally extracted mainly from edible shells or conch shells, 

Tyrian purple was a higher grade of purple or crimson pigment623. Also, the Romans extracted 

indigo624 from plants and blue-green625 and lime green pigments from the patina of copper 

mine626. 

 

The distribution range of mineral pigments in ancient China was mainly according to the 

mountains, showing an overall pattern of more in the south and less in the north. Although 

there were scattered sources of mineral pigments from the Hexi Corridor to the Western 

Regions, these were far from sufficient to support the supply needs of the areas along the Silk 

Road. In particular, Hebei, Shanxi, Shandong and Henan, where the Han fresco tombs are more 

 
619 Radpour, R., Fischer, C., & Kakoulli, I. (2019). New Insight into Hellenistic and Roman Cypriot Wall Paintings: 

An Exploration of Artists’ Materials, Production Technology, and Technical Style. In Arts. Multidisciplinary 

Digital Publishing Institute. Vol. 8, No. 2, p.74. 
620 Siddall, R. (2018). Mineral pigments in archaeology: their analysis and the range of available materials. 

Minerals, 8(5), p.201. 

621 Painting in Rome and Pompeii, Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, New Series, Vol. 45, No. 3 

(Winter, 1987, 1988), pp. 3-16. 

622 Radpour, R., Fischer, C., & Kakoulli, I. (2019). New Insight into Hellenistic and Roman Cypriot Wall Paintings: 

An Exploration of Artists’ Materials, Production Technology, and Technical Style. In Arts. Multidisciplinary 

Digital Publishing Institute. Vol. 8, No. 2, p.74. 
623  Siddall, R. (2018). Mineral pigments in archaeology: their analysis and the range of available 

materials. Minerals, 8(5), 201. 
624 Omarini, S. (2012). Notes on colours and pigments in the ancient world. JAIC-Journal of the International 

Colour Association, 8. pp.61-67. 

625 Pliny. HN, 35.12.30. Pliny describes in great detail how these colours were mined and manufactured in HN, 

33.56.158 through 33.57.164. 
626 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. Editions De Boccard. II. Les matériaux. Les supports et 

la question de la fresque. p.23-40. 
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concentrated, were not the main sources of mineral pigments, but were the capital city or the 

metropolitans of economic and cultural prosperity. These were the main areas of consumption 

of pigments for paintings, and most of the pigments were circulated from other places. In 

summary, the demand for fresco painting in the north at the time led to the circulation of 

pigments and even the emergence of a market for pigments in some areas, and these areas of 

fresco consumption also attracted artists and painters from all over the region, gradually 

forming a regionally distinctive style of fresco colour627. 

 

In contrast, some of the fresco pigments of the ancient Roman period are natural products found 

in fixed places and unearthed there, while others are artificial compounds of different 

substances treated and mixed in the right proportions so as to be equally serviceable. (Pliny 

and Vitruvius list many pigment origins for pigments). Some natural colours, such as yellow 

violet, were broadly scattered in many provinces of ancient Rome, including Italy, but Attic, 

which is the best, is not now, for when there were slaves in the silver mines of Athens they 

would dig galleries underground to find silver. Whenever a vein of violet was found there, they 

followed it like silver, so the ancients had a good supply for the polished finishing of their 

stucco work. Red earths are found in abundance in many places, but the best in only a few, for 

instance at Sinope in Pontus, in Egypt, in the Balearic Islands of Spain, as well as in Lemnos, 

an island the enjoyment of whose revenues the Senate and Roman people granted to the 

Athenians628. Paraetonium white gets its name from the place where it is dug up. The same is 

the case with Melian white, because there is said to be a mine of it in Melos, one of the islands 

of the Cyclades629. Green chalk is discovered in numerous places, but the best at Smyrna. This 

kind of chalk was first identified on the estate of a person named Theodotus. Orpiment, is dug 

up in Pontus. Sandarach, in many places, but the best is mined in Pontus close by the river 

Hypanis630. 

 
627 Jiang, M. Z. (2019). Research on the characteristics and achievements of the tomb murals in the Han Dynasty. 

Daguan. pp.15-19. 
628 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.214. 

629 Ibid. 

630 Ibid. 
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Pigments were already circulating as a commodity during the Han and Roman periods, the 

opening of the Silk Road made it possible to trade pigments between ancient Rome and the 

Han Dynasty631, and in addition to using local pigments, painters in both regions would use 

imported ones632. Evidence of this trade has been found in many shipwrecks, pigments were 

expensive to transport, local artists began to make their own through the migration of people 

carrying the knowledge from one area to another. The production of white lead (also known as 

ceruse) began in Greece but travelled to Italy, specifically around the Venice area, while the 

manufacture of Egyptian Blue moved from Alexandria to Naples and then to Gaul633. 

 

The evidence of material culture and manufacturing technologies of painting materials during 

the Greco-Roman period supported by primary written sources suggests multiple trade 

channels, with both direct and indirect transmissions via the Silk Road. Based on prevailing 

stylistic and iconographic similarities, areas in Central Asia seem to have been directly 

influenced by Greco-Roman painting traditions, while further east the paintings developed a 

more independent style. The quasi-Greco-Roman paintings in a Buddhist temple at Milan in 

China, for example, although strongly echoing Gandharan and Hellenistic influences in 

iconography and style, display technical features characteristic of an Asian-wide painting 

tradition634.  

 

The direct artistic influence of the Roman period between the Mediterranean Near East and 

Asia has been expressed through evidence of trade in painting materials635. Attributions of 

influence remain reserved to manifest the parallel technical achievements, both in the 

 
631 Kakoulli, I. (2002). Late Classical and Hellenistic painting techniques and materials: a review of the technical 

literature. Studies in Conservation, 47(sup1), pp.56-67. 
632 Kakoulli, I. (2006). Intercultural links and trade of painting materials in the Greco-Roman period. In Mural 

paintings of the Silk Road: Cultural Exchange of the East and West, Proceedings of the 29th International 

Symposium on the Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Property, pp.24-26. 

633  Roman commerce in pigments, retrieved from: https://edu.rsc.org/resources/roman-commerce-in-

pigments/1959.article. 
634 Wong, L. (2009). Mural Painting of the Silk Road: Cultural Exchanges between East and West. pp.279-281. 
635 Guo, X. H. (2011). Ancient Rome's eastward exploration and the Silk Road (Doctoral dissertation). p.21 
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Mediterranean and in distant China although there were no direct Hellenistic connections. Thus, 

the pigment trade in the areas of Central Asia linking the western and eastern ends of the Silk 

Road was crucial to the extent and means by which the artistic style of fresco painting of the 

Han-Roman period was developed and spread. Furthermore, rationing was carried out by 

itinerant painters who carried pattern books showing current fashionable designs, suggesting 

the dissemination of different styles and the comparability of decoration in different parts of 

the empire. Painters may have brought some of their pigments with them, particularly the more 

unusual or expensive ones. Still, they could have relied on local sources for the regularly 

occurring materials636. 

 

The price of the pigments that used by the ancient painters in the murals varied great, compared 

with different types of pigments such as cinnabar, lapis lazuli, azurite and Verdigris, the price 

of cinnabar is the highest, followed by lapis lazuli, azurite and verdigris, the price reflects the 

difficulty of making the pigments, in fact, the higher the price of a pigment the rarer and more 

valuable it is, while the more commonly available and easily accessible pigments tend to be 

less expensive. The price of the same pigment varies according to the grade of the pigment, 

indicating that the pigment has been developed in a sophisticated manner and can be divided 

into several grades according to the needs of the picture, with different grades of pigment giving 

diverse colour effects637. 

 

According to archaeological findings, 22 pigments were actually used in the pre-Qin and Han 

dynasties, while Almost 40 pigments were described by the Roman authors of the four known 

treatises that have survived from the first centuries BC and AD (Figure 4.1). To them the third 

century treatise by a pupil of Aristotle can also be added, making up all that is known about 

the pigments used by Greek and Roman classical painters638. The descriptions of the pigments 

by Theophrastus, Vitruvius, Pliny and Dioscorides are given in full, making this little volume 

 
636 Ibid. 
637 Goldman, R. B. (2013). Color-Terms in Social and Cultural Context in Ancient Rome. Gorgias Press. pp.2-10. 
638 Tite, M. S., & Hatton, G. D. (2007). The production technology of, and trade in, Egyptian Blue pigment in the 

Roman world. In Communities and Connections: Essays in Honour of Barry Cunliffe. Oxford University Press 

Oxford. pp.75-92. 



158 

 

a complete primary source on pigments employed in fresco and panel painting639. It is possible 

to compare these colours and pigments under the seven main categories in antiquity. Analysis 

of these frescoes from different geographical areas reveals similar patterns across time and it 

is conceivable to find that many of these pigments are very similar in chemical composition. 

 

4.1.1 Main Colours and Pigments 

We have divided the colours of the Han and Roman funeral murals into seven broad colour 

families, including red, black, white, yellow, cyan, purple and brown. It can be seen that the 

pigment palette was already largely complete at the time, and a discussion of the categories 

based on these palettes attempts to clarify the many issues that arise in the colour palette. By 

comparing a number of representative cases, these include the types of colours, pigments and 

the different symbolic meanings; the location, size, area, regularity and frequency of colour 

use; the common content involved in colour use; the regional differences in colour under the 

influence of concepts; the variation of colour in time sequences, and many other issues. 

 

(1) Red 

Red was one of the most used colours in Roman and Han frescoes, with its extremely rich 

spectrum, often used for colour contrast and to highlight images. In funeral paintings, ancient 

painters' preference for this colour was due to the fact that, like blood640, it had an intuitive feel 

that symbolised life and vitality641. 

 

Red is the colour of life. The Roman and Han worship and affection for the colour red-stemmed 

from the colour of blood, which was considered to be full of life and tension. During the Han 

Dynasty, red was not only comprehensively used in frescoes, but also had an extraordinarily 

high position among the imperial family of the emperor, also, red was one of the main colours 

 
639 Ibid. 
640  Zeng, L. (2017). The red symbol in the mysterious consciousness of the Qin and Han Dynasties. 

Historiography Monthly, 1. pp.45-49. 
641 Liu, H. Y. (2008). The Colour View of Han Dynasty Painting. Hundred Artists, 3, pp.227-228. 
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in the system of the five elements642, and later moderately became the colour reserved for the 

Emperor in the Han system643. The Han people believed that everything had a spirit, that the 

sun brought them light, and that fire brought them warmth, and that this had a vital impact on 

the survival of mankind644. It was therefore natural for people to worship the sun and fire, 

which had mysterious powers. Red is deep and mysterious645, so places, where the gods appear, 

are often coloured in red646. During the Yin and Shang periods, the people had strict rules for 

the offerings used in divination. They chose red offerings for their ancestors as a sign of respect 

for them647. Apart from the pure red, other colours in the red family, such as pink and rose, 

were considered the secondary colours and were treated in a derogatory manner648. 

 

In ancient Roman times, the colour red symbolised war or battle. According to Roman 

mythology, red also represented Mars, the god of war. The colour was even used by the Romans 

for make-up, especially by women to colour their lips. In Roman frescoes, red pigment was 

used in any decorative motif or background, while in Han dynasty frescoes, red was commonly 

used in flat colours for costumes and more often in depictions of auspicious gods, goddesses 

and beasts. Moreover, red in the Han dynasty had a strong sense of hierarchy and was used on 

a large scale on walls to indicate the dignity of status. 

 

Three distinct red pigments were identified as the most used by Roman and Han painters within 

the paintings: a hematite-rich red ochre649, red lead and cinnabar650, with hematite-rich red 

ochre and cinnabar being the most adopted 651 , the two colours having a different colour 

 
642 Wang, W. J. (2005). Five Elements and Five Colours. Art Observation, 3, pp.81-87. 
643 Liu, X. M. (1990). A Brief Talk on Murals in the Han Dynasty. Historiography Monthly, 5. p.67. 
644 Ibid. 
645 Yang, J. W. (2006). Chinese folk colours and customs in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Yancheng Normal 
University (Humanities and Social Sciences Edition), 1. pp.56-71. 
646 Xu, X. (2016). A preliminary exploration of the historical background of the formation of the colour concept 

of the Han tomb murals. Art Technology, p.180. 
647 Ibid. 
648 Zhang, J., & Zhang, W. (2010). Inheritance and development of the traditional colour concept of "Five 

Elements Theory" (Doctoral dissertation). p.33. 
649 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, pp.39-46. 
650 Neiman, M. K., Balonis, M., & Kakoulli, I. (2015). Cinnabar alteration in archaeological wall paintings: an 

experimental and theoretical approach. Applied Physics A, 121(3), pp.915-938. 
651 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, p.20. 
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rendering. Cinnabar is the purer and is primarily a bright red colour in the murals652. Hematite 

is also more common and accessible to mine, and due to the degree of oxidation653, it tends to 

take on different reddish hues654, such as vermilion, orange, earthy red, ochre and brown655. 

Another type of red is red lead, which was synthesised in ancient times656. The more expensive 

cinnabar red is imported from Italy or Spain; it is often placed on yellow ochre or red ochre 

substrate657 (Figure 4.2). 

 

Haematite 

Also known as hematite (Fe₂O₃) (Figure 4.3). Due to its wide distribution and ease of extraction, 

hematite was used by ancient painters early on658, and it was presumably the earliest red 

pigment used in antiquity659. Huiren conducted a chemical analysis of pigments from the 

Eastern Han wall paintings at Xunyi, Shaanxi, and conclude that the main chromogenic phase 

of the brown-red sample was hematite, which also contained clay components such as quartz, 

illite, clinochlore, calcite and a small amount of associated iron spinel 660 . The figurine 

excavated from the Yangjiawan Han tomb in Xianyang, was also confirmed to have a deep red 

pigment on the surface of its robe as hematite661. Meanwhile, in addition to cinnabar662, 

 
652 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.215. 

653 Radpour, R., Fischer, C., & Kakoulli, I. (2019). New Insight into Hellenistic and Roman Cypriot Wall Paintings: 

An Exploration of Artists’ Materials, Production Technology, and Technical Style. In Arts (Vol. 8, No. 2, p. 74). 

Multidisciplinary Digital Publishing Institute. 
654 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. Editions De Boccard. II. Les matériaux. Les supports et 

la question de la fresque. p.23-40. 
655 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, p.20. 
656 Ibid. p.27. 
657 Moormann, E. M. (1998). La pittura romana fra costruzione architettonica e arte figurativa. pp.14-32. 

658 Yu, B. (2011). The use of minerals in art paints. Youth and Society: Chinese and Foreign Educational Research, 

(6), pp.18-19. 
659 Zhu, D. Z. (1993). Natural mineral pigments. Jiangsu Geological Science and Technology Information, (4), 

pp.1-2. 
660 Hui, R., Liu, C., & Yin, S. P. (2007). Research on the Pigments of Eastern Han Mural Tombs in Xunyi, Shaanxi. 

Archaeology and Cultural Relics, 3, pp.105-112. 
661 Yang, B. L., Shi, Y. K., & Liu, X. H. (1996). Discussion on the costumes of the terracotta warriors in the Han 

tombs of Yangjiawan, Xianyang. Wenbo, 6, pp.38-45. 
662 Wang, B. P., & Ma, Y. Y. (2000). Painted pottery figurines unearthed from the burial tomb of Hanyang 

Mausoleum. Collector, 12. pp.10-16. 
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hematite was also present in the pigments of the painted terracotta figurines from the Hanyang 

tomb663. 

 

In Roman frescoes (Figure 4.4), hematite can be applied pure or in mixtures to produce tones 

of red, reddish orange, pinks, purples664, and flesh colouration665. It was used as the main 

pigment in geometric patterns, animals, furniture, floral decoration, marble imitation, and 

figurative paintings (flesh and garments)666. It also most likely served as the colourant in the 

pink wash of the plasters of decorated fragments from the House of Orpheus667. 

 

Cinnabar 

Cinnabar has been used as an essential mineral pigment for thousands of years. Due to its 

brilliant colour, it was the most popular red pigment among artists in ancient times (Figure 4.5). 

Its use not only has a long history but is also widespread. Roman writers found red and orange 

pigments in Hungary, Romania, southern Germany and Slovenia668; both the Chinese and the 

Romans used them extensively as pigments in their artworks, and at least by the second century 

BC, it was possible to synthesise a red mercury sulphide by heated and mixed669, and it was 

also possible to produce shades of orange-red670, pure red and deep red, known as yellow, red 

and black cinnabar671. This pigment was detected in the frescoes in the House of the Vettii672, 

 
663 Zuo, J., Zhao, X. C., Wu, R., Mao, Z. W., Xu, C. Y., & Wang, C. S. (2002). Raman Spectroscopy Analysis of 

Painted Pigments for Pottery Figurines in Hanyang Tombs (Doctoral dissertation). p.12. 
664 Augusti, S. (1967). Colori pompeiani. p.24. 
665 Mazzocchin, G. A., Agnoli, F., & Salvadori, M. (2004). Analysis of Roman age wall paintings found in 

Pordenone, Trieste and Montegrotto. Talanta, 64(3), pp.732-741. 

666 Fuchs, M., & Béarat, H. (1997). Analyses physico-chimiques et peintures murales romaines à Avenches, 

Bösingen, Dietikon et Vallon. In Roman wall painting: materials, techniques, analysis and conservation. 

Proceedings of the international workshop, pp.181-191. 

667 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress (PHI 2019), Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
668 Archeologica di Roma, S. (1996). Antiche stanze: un quartiere di Roma imperiale nella zone di Termini. Museo 

Nazionale Romano Terme Diocleziano, Roma, p.223. 
669 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, p.20. 
670  Xu, M. Y., Cui, S. T, & Zhang, M. (1999). The processing method of cinnabar in the past (Doctoral 

dissertation). 
671 Ibid. 
672 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. pp.200-221. 
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and the House of Augustus673; Moreover, cinnabar674 was also identified in the funeral tomb at 

Xi'an University of Technology and in the tomb at Shiyuan, in Henan province675. 

 

To produce this pigment, which was one of the purest, brightest reds, the Romans washed and 

heated the ore, most famously in factories near the temples of Flora and Quirinus in Rome. But 

cinnabar was unstable, turning black in sunlight, which was why Vitruvius warned against its 

use for open apartments such as peristyles or exedrae676. As a solution for those determined to 

use the colour outdoors, he suggested treating the completed paintworks with a mixture of 

melted pontic wax and oil buffed with linen cloths and sealed with candle wax677. But despite 

the emphasis on the desirability of cinnabar based vermillion, modern analysis has proven that 

it was rarely used in its pure form678. Instead, the Romans mixed cinnabar with other pigments 

to cut the expense and conceivably stabilise the colour. Vitruvius mentions lime as one such 

additive, but Edreira et al679. and Siddall680 have shown that the Romans cut pure cinnabar with 

the cheaper red oxide-based pigments such as hematite and red ochre681. 

 

It was due to the reverence for the colour red among the Romans and Han Chinese that cinnabar 

with its brilliant hue and delicate texture, met the quest for its colour quality682. It is worth 

noting that a substitute for cinnabar also appeared during the Han Dynasty, namely Yinzhu683 

(also known as the vermilion used by the Romans), which was a red pigment formed by the 

 
673 Ibid. 
674 Feng, J., & Xia, Y. (2012). Study on the Pigment Analysis of Mural Tombs of Western Han Dynasty in Qujiang 

Campus of Xi’an University of Technology. Journal of Northwest University: Natural Science Edition, 42(5), 

pp.771-776. 
675 Zheng, Q. S. (2002). An analysis of the wall paintings of Han tombs in Shiyuan, Yongcheng, Henan. Chinese 

original text, 6. pp.3-9. 
676 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.215. 
677 Ibid. 
678 Gutman, M., Zupanek, B., Lesar Kikelj, M., & Kramar, S. (2016). Wall paintings from the Roman Emona 

(Ljubljana, Slovenia): characterization of mortar layers and pigments. Archaeometry, 58(2), pp.297-314. 
679 Edreira, M. C., Feliu, M. J., Fernández‐Lorenzo, C., & Martín, J. (2003). Spectroscopic study of Egyptian Blue 

mixed with other pigments. Helvetica Chimica Acta, 86(1), pp.29-49. 
680 Siddall, R. (2006). Not a day without a line drawn. InFocus Magazine: Proc. R. Microsc. Soc, 2, pp.18-23. 
681 Gutman, M., Zanier, K., Lux, J., & Kramar, S. (2016). Pigment analysis of Roman wall paintings from two 

Villae Rusticae in Slovenia. Mediterranean Archaeology & Archaeometry, 16 (3). 
682 Gettens, R. J., Feller, R. L., & Chase, W. T. (1993). Artists' pigments: a handbook of their history and 

characteristics. Oxford, 2, pp.159-182. 
683 Zheng, M. J., Wu, G. Z., & Yu, Q. Y. (1989). Cinnabar, Lingsha, Yinzhu Kao (Doctoral dissertation). 
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ancestors using artificial methods of refining and extraction684. Its chemical composition is the 

same as that of cinnabar, both being mercury sulphide685 (HgS). Roman painters used cinnabar 

(Figures 4.6 and 4.7). Mixing it with hematite produced a bright pink-red hue686 applied over 

a pink plaster most likely coloured with hematite687. 

 

In addition, the famous Pompeian red is the colour of cinnabar, like the fresco Dionysiac frieze 

at Villa of Mysteries in Pompeii. During the Roman Empire, in Pompeii, and in other cities in 

southern Italy, the nobility began to decorate the frescoes of their residences with this red colour 

on a large scale, and Pompeian red thus became a symbol of Roman architecture in that era. 

Some ordinary people, however, did not have the means to use such a large amount of cinnabar 

underlay, and simply painted their frescoes with a symbolic coat of dark red when they were 

finished688. So the colour of the frescoes we see in Pompeii is uneven and not all of them are 

bright Pompeian red689.  

 

As in the Han dynasty of China, cinnabar was abundant in the middle reaches of the Yangtze 

River and in the Jianghan region, and for the wider Central Plains it was a resource that the 

social elite were intent on controlling because of its rarity and the price paid to obtain such a 

raw material. Within early dynastic state societies, it was the authority of the king or priest that 

was demonstrated through the monopolisation and redistribution of this strategic resource690. 

In the Roman Empire, the use of cinnabar as a base for frescoes was also a symbol of status 

and power and underwent a process of transition from the use by the privileged aristocracy to 

widespread use in general public facilities, eventually developing into a style that prevalent in 

 
684 Wan, X. C. (1912). Mineral pigment. p.9. 
685  Kakoulli, I., & Michaelides, D. (2000). Technological investigation of monumental Graeco-Roman tomb 

paintings in Cyprus. pp.314-315. 
686 HVIII, D. (1815). Some experiments and observations on the colours used in painting by the ancients. Philos 

Mag, 45(206), pp.414-422. 

687  Kakoulli, I., & Michaelides, D. (2000). Technological investigation of monumental Graeco-Roman tomb 

paintings in Cyprus. pp.314-315. 
688 Shen, Y., Zhu, X. D., & Liu, Yu. (2013). A study of Pompeian fresco style. Shanxi Architecture, 39(14), 

pp.207-208. 
689 Zou, L. D. (2014). A discussion of the fresco art of Pompeii. Film Review, (19), pp.103-104. 
690 Wen, T., Wang, Z. F., & Yuan, G. Q. (2020). Cinnabar. Natural Resources, (4), p.50. 
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cities along the Silk Road691. 

 

Red lead 

Ancient people were quite sophisticated in the grinding and production of pigments. Synthetic 

lead pellets, also a type of red pigment, have also been found in ancient Roman and Han tomb 

murals. Red lead (Pb₃O₄) (Figure 4.8), also a type of red pigment, have also been found in 

ancient Roman and Han tomb murals 692 . It is synthesised by ancestors using artificial 

methods693. In most pure applications, it has a bright orange hue and is distinguished from other 

orange shades 694 produced by mixing red and yellow earth pigments695 (Figure 4.9). 

 

More rarely we find red lead, that is to say our modern minium, evidence for this can be found 

in the actual pigments found in the frescoes in the domus in Piazza dei Cinquecento in Rome, 

the temple of Isis in Pompeii696 , also in the Western Han fresco tomb at Xi'an Jiaotong 

University697 and the tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi Province, also the tomb in Dongping, 

Shandong Province (figure 4.10).698 

 

In addition, in Roman painting, there were also the pigments made from various organic 

materials, such as the plant dye madder and insect-derived reds, ‘bound’ onto an inorganic 

white substrate such as alumina or chalk, of red lead, lead, tetroxide (Pb3O4). Synthetically 

produced by heating white lead (lead carbonate). Table 4.1 lists the use of red pigments from 

different sources in the wall paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers.  

 

 
691 Ibid. 
692 Wan, X. C. (1912). Mineral pigment. p.14. 
693 Gao, Z. W. (2011). Ochre, Cinnabar, Lead and Its Application in Archaeological Data. Journal of Qinghai 

University for Nationalities (Social Science Edition), 37(1), pp.102-109. 
694 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, p.27. 
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697 Yan, J., Li, J. J., Zhao, X. C, & Zhou, Y. (2015). Field investigation and study on the murals of the Western 

Han tombs in Xi'an. Collection, (0). pp.87-89. 
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The Han people admired the colour red and preferred a pure colour. As a result, the use of red 

in Han funeral murals is still mostly of a higher purity and more intense colour699. Although 

there are subtle discrepancies in this type of red, depending on the material, etc., it can generally 

be grouped into one category. The cases R1a-R4a fall into this category, where they are all 

bright reds, with possible subtle differences; in the examples R5a-R11a, it can be seen that the 

red colour tends to appear more varied, with relatively low purity colours such as earthy red 

and orange-red; and in R1b-R7b the red family of colours appears again as red ochre, maroon, 

etc. In the examples of the Roman frescoes R8b-R11b, the red purity is significantly lower, 

with colours such as pink and light red appearing; as can be seen, the types of red colour are 

still relatively diverse, although there are subtle differences in colour tendencies. However, in 

terms of overall quantity, the first two categories are both expressions of the pure red of the 

Han conception, which is significantly more numerous. Still, in practice, there are certain 

variations due to differences in pigment quality and still a relatively significant difference 

between the Roman and Han wall paintings, which belong to colour conceptions of 

incorporating colours. 

 

On the other hand, the colour red has a similar distribution in the frescoes of Roman and the 

Han tombs that mentioned in this thesis, mainly on the interior walls, door fronts and vault of 

the tombs, where it plays a crucial role throughout the chamber. One of the most common ways 

of highlighting the main images is by placing them in the main part of the wall. Because of its 

strong and eye-catching colour qualities, the expression of important images is based on it; red 

pigment was rarely applied over a large area in the Han paintings, with the only R6a, while red 

pigment was used over a large area in Roman wall paintings, as in R8b-R11b; What is more, 

red often played a role in separating the space of the chamber, as in R5a, R8b, R5b, R6b, R7b. 

the other similarity of red in Roman and Han murals is the embodiment of the subject matter, 

as reflected in: 1. Architectural components and interior scenes, often appear in this colour, 

such as columns, arches, etc., as in cases Rb4, Rb1, Rb2. 2. Figures, as in cases R1a, R2a, R3a, 

R5a, R7a, R10a, R11a. R7a, R10a, R11a, R4b, R5b. 

 
699  Zeng, L. (2017). The red symbol in the mysterious consciousness of the Qin and Han Dynasties. 

Historiography Monthly, 1. pp.45-49. 
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We can conclude that the use of red colour in the cases of Roman and Han dynasty murals that 

it is stable and intense in the expression of essential images although it has subtle variations in 

the range of chromaticity at first. Its use of flat paint, without the addition of other colours and 

using only the more vivid red, makes the image emphasised. Secondly, red is suitable for 

expressing important images because of its strong visual effect, and it is not very common for 

Han Dynasty frescoes to be painted over large areas or used as a base colour, but it was common 

in ancient Rome; This is due to the fact that red symbolised high social status in the Han dynasty, 

and only powerful people were able to use it on a large scale in murals700, even with clear rules 

in such feudal hierarchy society. Thirdly, Han and Roman painters focused on colour contrast, 

and when red was used to express important images, in order to make the image stands out, the 

areas in which it is used are relatively separate. 

 

(2) Black 

Black was a prevalent colour in Roman and Han dynasty tomb murals, appearing in almost 

every frescoed tomb. It is often used as the main colour to highlight the main form. Black was 

one of the pure colours in the Han dynasty, second only to red. Black was often used as a colour 

for contouring in the Han wall paintings701, particularly in the line drawing technique of 

outlining complex images in black, which had a profound influence on later generations of 

painting. The colour range of black is small, and there is a slight variation, and black can 

express a wide range of content, such as celestial images, the four gods, beasts, costumes, 

carriages and horses, etc. Its use, in addition to outlining the main outline of the image, is still 

used to paint large areas. In the mural tombs at Wangdu in Hebei, the figures of the "Officials 

of Police" and the "Recording Secretary"702 appear with two inkstones with oval ink pellets 

standing in front of their seated figures703. 

 

 
700 Chen, T. J. (2019). Exploring the characteristics of colour use in Han Dynasty tomb murals. Meiyushidai, p.9. 
701 Gong, C. (2015). Exploring the relationship between the colours and traditional colour concepts of Han funeral 

wall paintings. Science and Technology, (6), pp.108-110. 
702 Liu, L. C. Ancient Tomb Murals in Hebei, Hebei Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics, pp.39-44. 
703 Yao, J. (1954). Tomb structure and murals of Han tombs in Wangdu County, Hebei. Cultural Relic Reference, 

12. p.18. 
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There are three main types of black mural pigments that appeared during the Han dynasty, 

namely pine soot ink (pine carbon black) 704, charcoal black and graphite (Figures 4.11, 4.12 

and 4.13). The black colours that actually appear most frequently in Han tomb murals are the 

more readily available charcoal black and graphite705. Pine soot ink (pine carbon black), on the 

other hand, is a relatively high-quality black pigment, a painting pigment used by the upper 

classes and not yet commonly seen in ordinary tomb murals.  

 

Pine soot ink (pine carbon black) is made from the black powder formed by the burning and 

smoking of pine branches706, and it belongs to the category of smoky ink. It is the better-

textured black of the Han dynasty and, because of its high quality, was generally the black 

pigment often used by the upper classes as well as in palace painting. The second pigment, 

charcoal, was also used as a black pigment at an early stage when the ancestors discovered that 

burning charcoal could be used as a black pigment in their daily lives. Because of its relatively 

easy availability in nature, it has been widely used by the ancestors, as well as in the Han tomb 

murals, where charcoal black was the main source of black pigment. This is represented by the 

Eastern Han fresco tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi County, Shaanxi707, where charcoal black was 

used extensively as a black pigment. Charcoal black is a pigment formed by burning wood, and 

so although it was relatively easy to obtain due to its poor material stability, it was used less 

frequently in later times. The third pigment, graphite, refers to mineral pigments that are 

naturally black in colour and can be burned. This concept is still rather broad, as graphite and 

carbon black, for example, are both black mineral pigments, both consisting of carbon (C) but 

with slightly different compositions and molecular arrangements. The Han people were 

identified in specific use only by the black mineral, which has a certain ambiguity, and which 

includes both artificial and mineral inks. Although the composition of the two types of ink is 

different, the presentation of the black colour is the same, so both were called "ink" by the 

 
704 Wang, W, & Fang, X. Y. (2010). The origin of ancient Chinese pine smoke ink production technology. 

Publishing and Printing, (1), pp.21-25. 
705 Wan, X. Z. (1912). Mineral Pigments. p.146. 
706 Wang, W, & Fang, X. Y. (2010). The origin of ancient Chinese pine smoke ink production technology. 

Publishing and Printing, (1), pp.21-25. 
707 Hui, R., Liu, C., & Yin, S. P. (2007). Research on the Pigments of Eastern Han Mural Tombs in Xunyi, Shaanxi. 

Archaeology and Cultural Relics, 3, pp.105-112. 
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ancients. Artificial ink is a type of smoked ink, and graphite is a mineral pigment mined from 

nature. The reason for the diversity of the black pigments used is not only the difference in 

grade, but also the fact that the tombs were decorated with local materials, and generally used 

materials that were easier to obtain, so there is still some individuality, for example in the 

Western Han fresco tomb at Xi'an Jiaotong University, where the black colour is made from a 

montmorillonite base with resin-like substances708 (or coking coal-like powder). In the Western 

Han mural tomb at Shiyuan in Yongcheng, Henan province, the black colour is made from red 

vermilion and green malachite709. 

 

In ancient Rome, soot was cited as the best source for a black pigment. The origin could have 

been burnt bone or ivory. Coal was also used710. But the only mineral used was pyrolusite, 

manganese oxide (MnO) 711, which can be found in many Roman provinces such as Cyprus712, 

Germany and the Czech Republic713. Like the Han painters, Roman painters obtained their 

black paint from soot or charcoal (Figure 4.14)714. Vitruvius describes various methods of 

manufacture, principally a technique for obtaining soot from burnt resin; if this could not be 

managed, the alternatives were burning brushwood, pine-chips or wine-lees to get charcoal715. 

In every case the resulting material had to be mixed with size, probably in order to counteract 

the oily nature of the pigment, which would cause it to shed water716. The addition of a medium 

 
708 Yan, J., Li, J. J., Zhao, X. C, & Zhou, Y. (2015). Field investigation and study on the murals of the Western 

Han tombs in Xi’an. Collection. pp.87-89. 
709 Chen, J. L. (2001). Report on the uncovering of the wall paintings of the Han tombs in Shiyuan. The Cemetery 

of Liangwang of the Western Han Dynasty in Mangdang Mountain. Beijing, Cultural Relics Publishing House. 

pp.28-32. 
710 Pye, E. (2012). Wall painting in the Roman empire: colour, design and technology. Archaeology International. 

pp.24-27. 
711 Augusti, S. (1967). Colori pompeiani. p.27 
712 Davy, H. (1815). VIII. Some experiments and observations on the colours used in painting by the ancients. 

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, (105), pp.97-124. 

713  Roman commerce in pigments, retrieved from: https://edu.rsc.org/resources/roman-commerce-in-

pigments/1959.article. 
714 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress (PHI 2019), Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
715 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.217 
716 Pye, E. (2012). Wall painting in the Roman empire: colour, design and technology. Archaeology International. 

pp.24-27. 
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was thus a matter of necessity717; that black was none the less applied, like the water-dispersible 

pigments, in a fresco technique is indicated by decorations in Pompeii which have clearly been 

worked over after the application of a black surface-paint in order to bring up lime-water for 

overpainting. Samples of black submitted for the scientific examination have been identified 

as deriving from charcoal and bone-black.718 

 

Another black colour Vitruvius discusses that has a special process associated with it is black 

ink719 (atramentum), which was made into a liquid substance by heating resin in a furnace with 

various other ingredients. He describes how the process by which the black pigment is made 

determines the use to which it will be put, for example, ink for painting, which is mixed with 

gum, or black resin for house walls, which is mixed with glue. He also provides alternative 

recipes for making black if the resin cannot be obtained. Vitruvius notes, notwithstanding, that 

the colour black720, no matter what material it is made of, is consistently achieved through fire 

and heat. Here Vitruvius notes the textural qualities of colouring materials after they have been 

obtained. The black colourant of atramentum was probably shiny and slick, conceivably more 

illuminated in the dark when lit with a candle; thus it became the preferred medium to paint 

with as ink721, because of its flexibility and composition722. 

 

In the Han Dynasty, black was the colour of reincarnation. As early as the Yugong, it is recorded 

that black represents both heaven and earth723, and also the conception Yin-yang724, the colour 

 
717 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.217 

718 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. pp.200-222. 
719 Goldman, R. B. (2013). Colour-Terms in Social and Cultural Context in Ancient Rome. Gorgias Press, p.36-
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720 Ibid. 
721 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress, Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
722 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.217 
723 Wu, Q. L. (2012). The philosophical implication of Yin-Yang theory. Journal of Southwest University for 

Nationalities: Humanities and Social Sciences Edition, 1, pp.55-59. 
724 Zhang, Y. Q. (2014). Research on the ancient Chinese colour aesthetics from the philosophy of Yin-Yang and 

Five Elements. Art Technology, 2. pp.15-19. 
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of reincarnation725. In ancient Rome, black symbolized the emotions of mourning or grief726. 

It was used in small areas in the painting. Table 4.2 lists the use of black pigments from 

different sources in the wall paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers. 

 

In conclusion, black is often found in Han and Roman funeral murals, and there are certain 

commonalities in the way it is used. At the same time, individual patterns and characteristics 

of its use can be found in different cases. Firstly, black is imperative in the overall space of the 

frescoes in the Roman and Han tombs. As such, black plays a comprehensive role in 

highlighting the contours, structure and shape of the image as well as controlling the layout of 

the main image in the entire chamber space. In Roman and Han funeral murals, black was often 

used as a colour for contouring. For example, in B1a, B5a, B2b, B3b and B6b, it is used to 

outline and then paint other colours, or to layout the overall shape in blocks of colour and then 

paint the outline in black. Both of these approaches are relatively common in ancient Roman 

and Han wall paintings. Secondly, there is less variation in the colour of black in the Han tomb 

murals, as can be seen in the statistics of black images, which are mostly outlined and rarely 

used on a large scale when expressing celestial images, the four gods, and the auspicious animal. 

It is only in the expression of realistic subjects, such as costumes, carriages and horses, and 

architecture, that it appears to be painted. Nonetheless, although black is used very frequently, 

it has a dark colour quality due to its zero chromaticity and shortest wavelength, which does 

not reflect light. It is this colour quality of black that often brings a sense of fear similar to that 

of death. For this reason, black is rarely used as a base colour or painted over a large area in 

the Han funeral murals. Therefore, although black is used quite frequently throughout the 

colour layout of the space, the area is small and does not affect the tone of the whole picture. 

Roman artists, on the other hand, often used black on a large scale, as background decoration, 

a key element of the Pompeian Second Style paintings. Roman painters had already begun to 

notice variations in the intensity of black727. A way of diluting pure colours to achieve a grey 

 
725 Liu, H. X. (2019). On the yin and yang colour concept in the tomb murals of the Han Dynasty. Western Leather, 

3. p.36. 
726 Zhang, Y. N. (2004). The general characteristics of Greco-Roman classical aesthetics. Journal of Jianghan 

University, 23(6), pp.24-26. 
727 Kakoulli, I. (2009). Greek painting techniques and materials from the fourth to the first century BC. p.15. 
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colour effect emerged as it has a great random, complex element, with the use of black in 

different shades of grey728. The use of grey can harmonise the whole colour space to the point 

of coordination, making the picture more colourful and harmonious. Thirdly, the colour type 

of black in the Han and Roman tomb paintings is relatively homogeneous, with most of the 

variation being in shades of pigment dilution, and the most common colour used is the darker 

black. There are some exceptions, such as the warm brownish-black colour of the Han frescoes. 

In contrast, the blacks of the Roman frescoes have a tendency towards cool colours. 

 

(3) White 

White, the varieties of white, almost all based on calcium carbonate, are very numerous, 

depending on the chemical structure and impurities. The whites of calcite, aragonite, dolomite 

or clayey limestones are distinguished. As for the whites obtained from marble, they are free 

from impurities and are endowed with an unrivalled brightness. 

 

In Roman and Han wall paintings, it was the nature of white as the brightest colour that often 

played a role in the use of colour to brighten the main image and increase the contrast of 

lightness throughout the picture. The Han people often used to outline and detail images on 

coloured bases or to highlight the whole picture in flat paint. Furthermore, Vitruvius also 

describes the production of a white lead pigment729, manufactured from sheets of lead laid over 

wood shavings and steeped in vinegar730. Archaeologists have identified this type of white 

pigment in Pompeian frescos (Figures 4.15 and 4.16). Still, modern analysis of the frescoes has 

again shown that it is possible to improve the natural white, and a popular technique is to add 

some Egyptian Blue to enhance the brightness731. The most expensive variety was imported by 

sea from Egypt732. Another important use of white in Roman and Han frescoes is that most 

 
728 Piovesan, R., Siddall, R., Mazzoli, C., & Nodari, L. (2011). The Temple of Venus (Pompeii): a study of the 

pigments and painting techniques. Journal of Archaeological Science, 38(10), pp.2633-2643. 
729 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.219. 
730 Ibid. 
731 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress, Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
732 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
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tombs were often painted with white powder before the walls were decorated733. It is evident 

that ancient painters were already aware of the role of white as a base colour to make the 

designs more brilliant and eye-catching and to facilitate the rendering of colour734. Most of the 

whites that appear in Han and Roman frescoes are similar and more varied, mostly white using 

chalky calcium carbonate, the source of which is limestone (Figure 4.17), mollusc shells 

(Figure 4.18) and even birds shell. Chalk is the most readily available white pigment and was 

most commonly used735, according to Pliny. Melian white is the most popular carbonate-based 

pigment736, and lead-containing white, is a synthetic pigment. Shellac, an animal pigment, is 

made from clamshells ground by fire and added to gum to give a shiny white effect and is stable 

in composition. The white pigments found in the Han funeral murals are characterised by an 

indistinct choice of raw materials, often with more complex components737. It is the influence 

of the selection of raw materials that are more readily available locally to the tomb that also 

often shows individual distinctions. The same white colour, but still with some variation in the 

choice of colour raw materials by the ancients738, appears to conform to certain regional 

material constraints and habits739. Table 4.3 lists the use of white pigments from different 

sources in the wall paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers. 

 

Take into account, the concept of white pigment selection by Roman and Han painters was 

more ambiguous, so that white pigments often show different compositions. However, as can 

be seen in the frescoes, the Han artists chose a simpler criterion, namely a good quality white 

with strong coverage740. As a result, the colour rendering is more stable and homogeneous, 

despite the different compositions. Roman and the Han frescoes were often painted with a white 

 
733 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, pp.48-53. 
734 Ibid. 
735 Barbet, A., & Allag, C. (2000). La pittura romana: dal pictor al restauratore: catalogo della Mostra, Trento, 
Palazzo Thun, giugno-settembre 2000: Bologna, Complesso di San Giovanni in Monte. University Press Bologna. 

p.44-46 
736 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress (PHI 2019), Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
737 Chang, R. X. (1955) Study on the Art of Han Painting, Shanghai: Shanghai Publishing Company, p.66. 
738 He, T. (2013). Research on the Mural Tombs of the Han Dynasty. Jiannan Literature: Classical Reading, (1), 

pp.125-126. 
739 Jiang, M. Z. (2019). Research on the characteristics and achievements of the tomb murals in the Han Dynasty. 
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layer before the colours applied. It is evident that Roman and the Han painters already 

understood that white helped the presentation of other colours, making them more vibrant and 

brighter. Thus, in frescoes with white as the base colour, the overall space is made brighter and 

more colourful by the extensive use of white, as in cases W1a, W2a, W6a, W10a, W5b, W8b, 

W9b, W10b, W11b, W12b. In frescoes with a base colour, white plays, in turn, an important 

role in brightening the picture and highlighting the image. Plus, because white is the brightest 

colour, it is scattered throughout the space, giving the whole space more colour layers and 

depth741, which can be understand in cases W3a, W4a, W5a, W7a, W8a, W9a, W10a, W11a, 

W12a, W1b, W2b, W3b, W4b, W6b, W7b. 

 

(4) Cyan (blue) 

The blue of the Han dynasty is still partially different from the blue of Roman colourism. It 

does not refer to blue alone but encompasses blue as a larger colour category. This is also in 

line with the Han understanding of cyan742, which encompassed the blue and green of Roman 

colours. Through the examples that appear in the wall paintings of Han tomb chambers, we can 

see that cyan appears significantly more frequently than green and that the Han people did not 

make additionally clear a distinction between these two colours743, which as the colours with 

the strongest contrast to the most frequently used red, correspond to the aesthetic appeal of the 

Romans and Han people who preferred strong contrasts between warm and cold colours. These 

two cold colours are therefore not appeared in the frescoes on a large scale, but their influence 

on the colour effect of the whole picture is enormous. Concerning the position of the use of 

cyan (blue and green), these colours are often used in contrast with warm colours in the Han 

tomb murals, outlining and staining details, making the picture a strong contrast, with 

extremely prominent images. In addition, the flat painting technique is used to highlight some 

of the main images, most commonly the colour expression of content such as the costumes of 

figures. It is because both colours are produced in the oxide zone of copper deposits, the higher 

 
741 Ibid. 
742  Song, F. D. (2001). Cyan and Chinese traditional national aesthetic psychology. Journal of Shandong 

University (Philosophy and Social Sciences Edition), 1. p.98. 
743 Yu, W. W, & Zhou, W. Z. (2007). The View of Five Colours and the Phenomenon of Traditional Chinese 

Colours. Hundred Artists, 5, pp.138-140. 
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purity being malachite. Thanks to the differences in the tendency of the mined and extracted 

ore colours744, which also resulted in different shades of colour, such as malachite green and 

azurite (Figure 4.19), the Han people do not seem to have made a clear distinction between the 

two colours in their use745. In addition to malachite, a synthetic blue colour, known as 'Han 

Blue'746, was also found in Han tomb murals, painted pottery and terracotta figurines (figure 

4.20), the production method of which has been lost. Moreover, the blue and green colours 

found in the murals of the Han tombs at Dongping, Shandong Province (Figure 4.21), may 

have been derived from lapis lazuli (Figure 4.22)747. 

 

For the blue palette (Figures 4.23, 4.24 and 4.25), Roman painters relied on the same pigments 

as the Egyptians748: notably Azurite749 and Egyptian Blue. Azurite was a greenish-blue pigment 

whose name stemmed from the Persian word "lazhward750" meaning "blue". It was chemically 

related to the green pigment malachite. Egyptian Blue (Frit) was a dark blue pigment used 

throughout antiquity751 for use on a range of mediums752 such as stone, wood, plaster, papyrus, 

and canvas753. Moreover, an inferior version of Ultramarine (Lazuline Blue) was actually in 
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751 Hatton, G. D., Shortland, A. J., & Tite, M. S. (2008). The production technology of Egyptian Blue and green 

frits from second millennium BC Egypt and Mesopotamia. Journal of Archaeological Science, 35(6), pp.1591-

1604. 

752 Jaksch, H., Seipel, W., Weiner, K. L., & El Goresy, A. (1983). Egyptian Blue-cuprorivaite a window to ancient 

Egyptian technology. Naturwissenschaften, 70(11), pp.525-535. 

753 Smith, W. (1875). A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, etc. John Murray. pp.320‑322. 

http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/artist-paints/classical-colour-palette.htm


175 

 

use in both Greece and Rome, but it wasn't until the 500s that the Persians developed the key 

process for the conversion of Lapis Lazuli into Ultramarine754. 

 

Indigo was another synthetic pigment used during this period, though its use was mainly on 

panel paintings as indicated by its frequent occurrence in Greco-Roman funerary portraiture755. 

The earliest of the synthesized pigments is Egyptian Blue756. It first occurred in Egypt around 

3000BC757 and it was soon used in Greece758, the Near East and Rome. Egyptian Blue was 

identified in Hellenistic paintings in Persepolos, a place far from Egypt, and during the Roman 

period its use spread in the West and reached France, England, Austria and even Norway759. 

 

The precious pigment Egyptian Blue, an artificial polycrystalline compound whose main 

component 760 , responsible for the colour 761 , is a tetra silicate of calcium and copper, 

CaCuSi4O10 often identified as cuprorivaite762. The production technique of Egyptian Blue was 

described in the first century AD. by Vitruvius: his writings tell in detail how the pigment 

(coeruleum) is formed as a result of a firing in a furnace (“due to the vehement heat”) of small 
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760 Barbet, A., & Allag, C. (2000). La pittura romana: dal pictor al restauratore: catalogo della Mostra, Trento, 

Palazzo Thun, giugno-settembre 2000: Bologna, Complesso di San Giovanni in Monte, University Press Bologna. 

pp.44-46. 
761 Berke, H. (2002). Chemistry in ancient times: the development of blue and purple pigments. Angewandte 

Chemie International Edition, 41(14), pp.2483-2487. 
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parts consisting of copper, fine sand, and nitro, previously ground and moistened763. It has been 

identified as pure pigments764. 

 

From a chemical point of view, Egyptian Blue and Han Blue and Purple are very closely related 

(Figure 4.26)765. Being copper silicates with the alkaline earth elements calcium and barium, 

they are defined chemical compounds of the compositions CaCuSi4O10 (Egyptian Blue) 766, 

BaCuSi4O10 (Han Blue) and BaCuSi2O6 (Han Purple) (Figure 4.27) 767 . Their chemical 

relationship becomes apparent on the basis of the periodic table of the elements768, according 

to which they differ only in the very similar alkaline earth elements769. 

 

Ancient written sources with direct reference to the manufacture of Egyptian Blue include those 

by Vitruvius and Pliny the Elder and postdate remarkably the date of its first occurrence. There 

are earlier writings, however, describing the manufacture of synthetic pigments assumed to 

refer to the production of Egyptian Blue. The first of such references originate from an 

inscription on a funerary stele of an Egyptian craftsman who lived during the Xi Dynasty 

around 2030 BC. The inscription reads “I am a good maker of pigments which were resistant 

to fire and water”770 (Stele C14, Louvre Museum)771.  
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Conversely, there aren't any known ancient written texts describing the production of Han Blue 

(BaCuSi4O10), the Chinese equivalent to Egyptian Blue772 with the only difference that it 

contains the clement barium (Ba) instead of calcium (Ca) in its structure773. The knowledge for 

the composition of this pigment derives purely from the technical study of original pigment 

rods and paint samples, and its synthesis and production are based on laboratory 

experimentation in an attempt to reproduce this ancient material774. The raw materials used for 

its synthesis may have been copper sulphides with barite and silica sand or quartzite, naturally 

occurring in China775. The manufacturing process of this pigment appears more complex dun 

that of Egyptian Blue and necessitates specific conditions in reference to the temperature, the 

ratio of materials and fluxes776. Furthermore, formations of pure phases are difficult and often 

a mixture of different barium silicate phases is formed initially, development of a purple 

material known as Han Purple (BaCuSi2O6) could therefore have been accidental originally. In 

the West no equivalent to this pigment has been identified in paintings, nor is there an ancient 

text referring to its production The only pure purple colourant, identified in ancient Greek 

painting arc Tyrian purple der lake777 Alternatively, a mixture of Egyptian Blue and a red lake 

was used. Vitruvius and Pliny also refer to substitutes the shellfish purple colour used in ancient 

Greek paintings778. Pliny in particular talks about the use of a mixture of caeruleum and 

purpurissum (a red colourant) This exact mixture was found in a Greco-Roman painted 

architectonic element from the former English Consulate in Alexandra779. 

 

 
772 Barbet, A., & Allag, C. (2000). La pittura romana: dal pictor al restauratore: catalogo della Mostra, Trento, 
Palazzo Thun, giugno-settembre 2000: Bologna, Complesso di San Giovanni in Monte. University Press Bologna. 

pp.44-46. 
773 Wiedemann, H. G., & Berke, H. (2001). Chemical and physical investigations of Egyptian and Chinese blue 

and purple. Monuments and Sites, 3, pp.154-171. 
774 Jaksch, H., Seipel, W., Weiner, K. L., & El Goresy, A. (1983). Egyptian Blue-cuprorivaite a window to ancient 

Egyptian technology. Naturwissenschaften, 70(11), pp.525-535. 
775 Berke, H., Corbiere, T., Portmann, A., Freisinger, E., Wild, F., Hutter, J., ... & Zhiguo, Z. (2009). Man-made 

ancient Chinese Blue and Purple pigments. Wenbo, 6, pp.251-65. 
776 Ibid. 
777 Kakoulli, I. (2002). Late Classical and Hellenistic painting techniques and materials: a review of the technical 

literature. Studies in Conservation, 47(sup1), pp.56-67. 
778 Vitruvius. The ten books on architecture, translated by Morgan, M. H. (1914). Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. p.214. 
779 Ibid. 
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The colour cyan has a pivotal role in ancient Chinese painting and has many special 

connotations and meanings780 within the concept of the five elements and five colours781. In 

spring, when everything is green, the colour cyan has the meaning of the beginning of life and 

can also represent hope and vitality782. In the Eastern Han mural tomb, there is a painting named 

Hunting783, which uses a diluted lime green background and paints birds and animals in cyan, 

making the whole picture lively and full of hope. In Roman frescoes, on the other hand, the 

colour blue symbolises silence and prayer. This was considered the colour of mourning and the 

colour of barbarians784. Table 4.4 lists the use of cyan (blue) pigments from different sources 

in the wall paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers 

 

Blue is the colour with the strongest chromatic contrast, and because the Han and Romans liked 

strong colour comparisons, the use of blue in Han tomb murals played a huge role. In the overall 

layout of the tomb space, blue is often used to highlight the main images due to its bright colour, 

and the intense blue is barely applied to large areas of the walls, so the strong colour effect of 

blue makes the whole space jump with colour and splendour. In addition, in the tomb of Caius 

Vestorius Priscus there is a case of using a less pure lime green as a base colour, a phenomenon 

often found in Roman tomb murals, and this example gives the whole space a tendency towards 

cool colours, which is exceedingly characteristic. There are the following patterns and 

characteristics in the use of blue in Roman and Han funeral murals: firstly, due to the variability 

in the origin of blue pigments, blue appears in a relatively wide range of colour types and 

patterns in Han paintings; secondly, blue is used proportionately independently, similarly to 

red and black, often as the dominant colour in the image, e.g. C1a-C6a, C1b-C6b; thirdly, blue 

as a cool colour appears in Han wall paintings. Fourthly, blue of different purity is found in 

Roman and Han dynasty tomb murals, which shows that blue was also used in harmony or 

dilution with other colours to form a rich variety of colours, to develop rich colour variations, 

 
780 Wang, Y. W. (2010). Traditional five-colour system and its meaning (Doctoral dissertation). p.68. 
781 Zhou, Y. X. (2003). Interpretation of Chinese Five-Colour Aesthetics. Fine Arts, 11. p.11-12. 
782  Song, F. D. (2001). Cyan and Chinese traditional national aesthetic psychology. Journal of Shandong 

University (Philosophy and Social Sciences Edition), 1. p.98. 
783 Gao, H. P, & Zhang, X. Q. (2008). Research on the theme and preliminary research of the Eastern Han Dynasty 

mural paintings of carriages and horses. Northwest Art. p.9. 
784 Wang, J. (2014). An analysis of the symbolic meaning of ancient colours. Literary Life (12), pp.152-153. 
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red and black are much less often blended, and a variety of colour variations such as light blue 

and dark blue appear, making the use of blue colours richer and more varied. 

 

(5) Yellow 

Yellow is also one of the fundamental colours in the five-element system of the Han dynasty. 

In the actual situation in which the Han tomb murals unearthed, yellow is used in a much more 

minor area and less frequently than the above colours and is not used as the main colour to 

highlight the essential image785. It is often used to enrich the shade of some of the images and 

to harmonise them786. There are, of course, individual examples, such as the wall painting in 

the Eastern Han mural tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi province, where strong yellow is 

used on a large scale to colour the contents of the heavenly gates and cloud patterns; in the 

mural of the Eastern Han tomb at Milanhao in Ordos, where bright yellow is used as a base 

colour, making the colour contrast on the screen extremely strong; and in the painting of the 

tomb in Jingbian, where yellow is also used to decorate the wall surface on a large scale. The 

above use of yellow is still sporadic in the Central Plains and the Guanzhong region787. The 

yellow colour used in the Han tomb murals is principally derived from the realgar ore, the 

selection of minerals for yellow pigments by previous generations is still rather ambiguous, 

hence the appearance of many yellow pigments in Han tomb murals with different material 

sources, such as goethite, vanadinite, montmorillonite and iron oxide yellow (Figures 4.28 and 

4.29)788. Yellow is used in most tombs in the Central Plains and Guanzhong regions over a 

small area and infrequently and does not even appear in individual tombs, while in some tombs 

it appears to be painted over a large area789. We suspect that the reason for this would be related 

to the ease of access to regional colour, as reflected in the variability of the yellow pigment790. 

For example, in the Eastern Han mural tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi province, the 

 
785 Wang, Y. W. (2010). Traditional five-colour system and its meaning (Doctoral dissertation). p.68. 
786 Ma, L. Q. (2003). Two topics on wall paintings of Han tombs in Fenghuangshan, Inner Mongolia. Archaeology 

and Cultural Relics, (2), pp.60-69. 
787 Yin, S. P., Wang, W. S, Qiao, J. J., Sun, X. Z, Wang, M., Wang, X. X., & Zhang, Y. J. (2009). Eastern Han 

Dynasty Mural Tomb, Jingbian, Shaanxi. Cultural Relics, 2. p.22. 
788 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, pp.39-46. 
789 Yu, F. A. (2015). Research on the Colour of Chinese Painting. Shuo Xuehan. pp.5-6. 
790 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, pp.39-46. 
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yellow colour is derived from goethite and is made by adding clay791. The yellow colour in the 

mural paintings of the Han tomb at the Xi'an University of Technology is derived from 

vanadinite792, which should be related to local minerals. 

 

Yellow is very widely used in the frescoes of Roman tombs and even in Pompeii, the positive 

effects of yellow were widely known (Figures 4.30 and 4.31)793. The Romans added a special 

coating to the light yellow to maximise its lustre. In ancient Rome, yellow was derived either 

from the mineral goethite or yellow ochre794 (iron (III) hydroxide, Fe (OH)3), from the mineral 

orpiment (arsenic sulphide, As2S3) (Figure 4.32) or the rare yellow mineral massicot (lead (II) 

oxide, PbO) 795 (Figure 4.33), Very frequently used796, they are adopted in combination with 

white or with "shadow" lands to render, for example, all architectures in trompe-l'oeil. As a 

matter of fact, Greek and Roman painters used Massicot and Naples Yellow, as well as the 

traditional Orpiment. Massicot came from lead oxide, while Naples Yellow - a warm yellow 

pigment - derived from Lead Antimoniate and appeared at the same time as Vermilion. Naples 

Yellow (also called Giallorino)797 was reportedly obtained from Mount Vesuvius above the 

Bay of Naples798. Orpiment was a rich lemon hue known to colour-makers since 3100 BC. 

Vitruvius mentions orpiment, an arsenic-based ore, which gave a clear, bright yellow point. 

Spectroscopy has identified others Mazzocchin, et al.799 have Limonite, a yellow iron ore, as 

 
791 Hui, R., Liu, C., & Yin, S. P. (2007). Research on the Pigments of Eastern Han Mural Tombs in Xunyi, Shaanxi. 
Archaeology and Cultural Relics, 3, pp.105-112. 
792 Feng, J., & Xia, Y. (2012). Study on the Pigment Analysis of Mural Tombs of Western Han Dynasty in Qujiang 

Campus of Xi’an University of Technology. Journal of Northwest University: Natural Science Edition, 42(5), 

pp.771-776. 
793 Barbet, A., & Allag, C. (2000). La pittura romana: dal pictor al restauratore: catalogo della Mostra, Trento, 

Palazzo Thun, giugno-settembre 2000: Bologna, Complesso di San Giovanni in Monte. University Press Bologna. 

pp.44-46. 
794 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. Editions De Boccard. II. Les matériaux. Les supports et 

la question de la fresque. p.23-40. 
795 Augusti, S. (1967). Colouri pompeiani. p.66 
796 Davy, H. (1815). VIII. Some experiments and observations on the colours used in painting by the ancients. 

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, (105), pp.97-124. 

797 Omarini, S. (2012). Notes on colours and pigments in the ancient world. JAIC-Journal of the International 

Colour Association, 8. pp.61-67. 

798  Kakoulli, I., & Michaelides, D. (2000). Technological investigation of monumental Graeco-Roman tomb 

paintings in Cyprus. pp.314-315. 

799 Mazzocchin, G. A., Agnoli, F., Mazzocchin, S., & Colpo, I. (2003). Analysis of pigments from Roman wall 

paintings found in Vicenza. Talanta, 61(4), pp.565-572. 
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the pigment used in Italian villas. The various studies have also revealed that different shades 

of yellow could be achieved by blending with other colour pigments. Roman artists always 

mixed the yellow pigments with others, Mixtures of yellow ochre with red ochre produced 

reddish and orange-yellow hues, as well as flesh tones800. It was also mixed with green earth 

and pyrolusite to produce shades of olive green801. Like red ochre, the application of this yellow 

earth mineral was found in both funerary and domestic contexts and employed in both 

decorative motifs, as well as figurative paintings. Regarding the best source of yellow pigment 

in ancient Rome, take ochre or sil (the best comes from Attica)802 and orpiment as examples803. 

Roman artists often sought from Syria804. 

 

Yellow is a neutral colour 805 , it is the main colour in the five directions and colours, 

coordinating the other colours. In the Han dynasty tomb murals, yellow was not as widely used 

as black and red, but in the eyes of the Han806, it was the colour of the earth, the colour that 

could embrace all things807. In ancient Rome, yellow symbolised the sun, the gods, and was a 

wonderful symbol in the tomb murals808. Table 4.5 lists the use of yellow pigments from 

different sources in the wall paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers. 

 

Compared to black, red and white, they were not broadly used in practice in the Han artworks. 

The Han people were equally vague in its choice of yellow pigments, often selecting local 

 
800 Omarini, S. (2012). Notes on colours and pigments in the ancient world. JAIC-Journal of the International 
Colour Association, 8. pp.61-67. 
801 Radpour, R., Fischer, C., & Kakoulli, I. (2019). New insight into Hellenistic and Roman Cypriot wall paintings: 

an exploration of artists’ materials, production technology, and technical style. In Arts. Vol. 8, No. 2, p.74. 

802 Basarrate, T. N. (Ed.). (2000). La pintura romana antigua: actas del coloquio internacional: Museo Nacional 

de Arte Romano, Mérida, septiembre 1996. Editora Regional de Extremadura. p.39. 

803 Cortea, I. M., Ghervase, L., Țentea, O., Pârău, A. C., & Rădvan, R. (2020). First analytical study on second-

century wall paintings from Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa: insights on the materials and painting technique. 

International Journal of Architectural Heritage, 14(5), pp.751-761. 
804 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. Editions De Boccard. II. Les matériaux. Les supports et 

la question de la fresque. p.23-40. 
805 Yu, W. W, & Zhou, W. Z. (2007). The View of Five Colours and the Phenomenon of Traditional Chinese 

Colours. Hundred Artists, 5, pp.138-140. 
806 Xu, X. (2016). Discussion on the relationship between traditional yin-yang and five-element thought and colour 

of Han tomb murals. Collection, 4. p.8 
807 Yu, W. W, & Zhou, W. Z. (2007). The View of Five Colours and the Phenomenon of Traditional Chinese 

Colours. Hundred Artists, 5, pp.138-140. 
808 Ye, J. Q. (2010). The colour in the garden: yellow. Garden, (10), pp.56-57. 
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materials, so that the yellow colour presents a relatively large variation in colour. For example, 

cases Y1a and Y2a appear bright yellow; Y4a and Y5a are orange-yellow; and Y6a, Y7a, Y8a 

and Y9a are pale yellow. Furthermore, yellow is used to express the purity of the colour in the 

costumes of people, and is chiefly used to express people of lower status, and is rarely used in 

the elementary colour of important images such as the tomb owner809. As yellow is used less 

in the Han wall paintings, its status is lower. Its preeminent expressions are images of attendant 

costumes, animals and gates of heaven810. There are some exceptions to the overall spatial 

layout, such as in tomb M1 at Milanhao in Otog Banner, Inner Mongolia, where bright yellow 

is painted over a large area to highlight the image; in cases Y1a, Y2a bright yellow is used as 

a base colour. This extensive use of yellow is concentrated in a few tombs and is exceptional. 

It is barely found in a large number of other mural tombs. It is assumed that this is related to 

the local availability of yellow pigments and the scarcity of pigment types. In contrast, yellow 

is frequently used in Roman frescoes, often in combination with red. The two ochres, yellow 

and red, which are still the colours of the Italian cities811 , dominate undoubtedly for the 

backgrounds, as in the tomb frescoes of Y5b-Y9b, where yellow is used extensively with a red 

border, appearing very prominent and decorative. 

 

(6) Purple 

Although not part of the concept of the five pure colours of the Han dynasty, purple is still 

relatively common in Han tomb murals, which shows a shift in its status during the Han dynasty. 

In examples of mural painting, purple is rarely used on a large scale to express the main image. 

However, it is regularly used throughout the image to express a certain part of it, adding to the 

richness and variety of the colour of the object, such as the details of the costume, the clouds, 

the feathers of the divine animal, and other elements. Purple is significantly less saturated than 

red, and appears in varying shades of colour, showing subtlety and delicacy in the colour palette. 

With regard to the production of purple pigments during the Han dynasty, the archaeological 

 
809 Xu, X. (2016). Discussion on the relationship between traditional yin-yang and five-element thought and colour 

of Han tomb murals. Collection, 4. p.12. 
810 Yu, W. W, & Zhou, W. Z. (2007). The View of Five Colours and the Phenomenon of Traditional Chinese 

Colours. Hundred Artists, 5, pp.138-140. 
811 Heuzé, P. (1990). Pompéi, ou, Le bonheur de peindre. Editions De Boccard. pp.23-40. 
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excavations show that there are two main types of purple pigment found in funeral murals: one 

is the artificial pigment known as 'Han Purple'812. It is also called 'Chinese purple'813 and, like 

Han Blue814 (Figure 4.34), is a synthetic mineral pigment. The purple used in the Western Han 

mural at Xi'an University of Technology is a mixture of Han Blue and Han Purple815. It is also 

found in painted pottery excavated from the Han tombs in the Shandong province816. Another 

example is the purple pigment on the surface of the painted terracotta figurines excavated from 

T14 of the Han Yang Tomb, which consists of Han Blue, Han Purple, lapis lazuli, cinnabar and 

apatite. The second is a blend of red, cyan and white pigments, which varies slightly in 

proportion to the blend817. For example, the purple pigment818 found in the Eastern Han mural 

tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi, is a mixture of lapis lazuli and Pb2O3
819, a light red 

pigment made artificially. In addition, the purple pigment820 in the Western Han mural tomb at 

Xi'an Jiaotong University has been chemically analysed for its composition of azurite, red lead, 

montmorillonite, white lead and barium salt821, so it is clear that the pigment is a blend of multi-

colours822. 

 

In many ways, purple was the most important colour in Roman frescoes (Figure 4.35). The 

versatility of purple appears to be a classification of colour823, identified as an expensive, bright 

 
812 Rong, B., Dang, X. J., & Wang, D. M. (2008). Research on the historical conditions of the production of purple 

copper barium silicate pigment. Wenbo, 2008(5), pp.41-44. 
813 Zhang, Z. J. (1997). Early purple copper barium silicate pigment in China. Wenbo, (4), pp.73-82. 
814 Berke, H., Corbiere, T., Portmann, A., Freisinger, E., Wild, F., Hutter, J., ... & Zhiguo, Z. (2009). Man-made 

ancient Chinese Blue and Purple pigments. Wenbo, 6, pp.251-265. 
815 Feng, J., & Xia, Y. (2012). Study on the Pigment Analysis of Mural Tombs of Western Han Dynasty in Qujiang 

Campus of Xi’an University of Technology. Journal of Northwest University: Natural Science Edition, 42(5), 

pp.771-776. 
816 Xia, Y., Wu, S. C, Cui, S. K., Lan, Y. F., Zhang, Z. G., Wang, W. F., & Fu, Q. L. (2008). Research on Painted 

Pigments for Pottery Unearthed from Western Han Tombs in Weishan, Shandong. 
817 Zuo, J., Zhao, X. C., Wu, R., Mao, Z. W., Xu, C. Y, & Wang, C. S. (2002). Raman Spectroscopy Analysis of 
Painted Pigments in Hanyang Tomb Pottery Figurines. p.55 
818 Wang, J. Y. (1993). The application of ancient Chinese lapis lazuli. Chinese Gems, (4), pp.65-68. 
819 Hui, R., Liu, C., & Yin, S. P. (2007). Research on the Pigments of Eastern Han Mural Tombs in Xunyi, Shaanxi. 

Archaeology and Cultural Relics, 3, pp.105-112. 
820 Yan, J., Li, J. J., Zhao, X. C, & Zhou, Y. (2015). Field investigation and study on the murals of the Western 

Han tombs in Xi’an. Collection. pp.87-89. 
821 Hu L. G., & Zhong, W. L. (1991). Xi’an Jiaotong University Western Han Dynasty Mural Tomb. Xi’an 

Jiaotong University Press, 1(9), p.9. 
822 Yan, J., Li, J. J., Zhao, X. C, & Zhou, Y. (2015). Field investigation and study on the murals of the Western 

Han tombs in Xi’an. Collection. pp.87-89. 
823 Omarini, S. (2012). Notes on colours and pigments in the ancient world. JAIC-Journal of the International 
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colour, made historically by the rich and powerful of the Mediterranean, and as such, as an 

object, not just a colour, it seems to have determined its use and evaluation throughout Greco-

Roman literature and artistic culture. The origin and physical characteristics of this object are 

recurrent features of the Roman account of the colour purple824, and enrich our understanding 

of the creative literary context in which 'purple' is applied to other objects825. 

 

One of the most valuable materials for the production of purple in ancient Rome was the 

organic pigment known as Tyrian purple826 (Figure 4.36), derived from mollusc shells827. Pliny 

describes the process of using this pigment and how it produced a cinnabar-type hue by 

applying different primers (such as sandstone, a mixture of heat-treated white lead and red 

ochre to produce a red-orange hue), or Egyptian Blue as a primer to produce a deep purple 

hue828 to produce the desired optical effect829. The high cost and demand for natural resources 

to produce Tyrian purple meant that other means were used to achieve the purple hue in ancient 

painting. These included mixtures and layering of Egyptian Blue or blue-blue with Lake 

Madder, red lake dye pigments and one of the most abundant synthetic pigments in the ancient 

world830. 

 

Like the Han Purple, Roman painters used a mixture and layering of red violet and Egyptian 

Blue831 to produce purple shades832, and Roman painters often mixed Egyptian Blue with red 

 
824 Berke, Heinz. (2007). The invention of blue and purple pigments in ancient times. Chemical Society Reviews 

36, pp.15-30. 
825 HVIII, D. (1815). Some experiments and observations on the colours used in painting by the ancients. Philos 

Mag, 45(206), p.414-422. 

826 Bradley, M. (2009). Colour and meaning in ancient Rome. pp.60-67. 

827 Berke, H. (2007). The invention of blue and purple pigments in ancient times. Chemical Society Reviews, 36(1), 

pp.15-30. 
828 Pliny. HN, 35.26. 
829 Delaney, J. K., Dooley, K. A., Radpour, R., & Kakoulli, I. (2017). Macroscale multimodal imaging reveals 

ancient painting production technology and the vogue in Greco-Roman Egypt. Scientific reports, 7(1), pp.1-12. 
830 Radpour, R., Fischer, C., & Kakoulli, I. (2019, June). New Insight into Hellenistic and Roman Cypriot Wall 

Paintings: An Exploration of Artists’ Materials, Production Technology, and Technical Style. In Arts (Vol. 8, No. 

2). Multidisciplinary Digital Publishing Institute. p.74. 
831 Siddall, R. (2018). Mineral pigments in archaeology: their analysis and the range of available materials. 

Minerals, 8(5), p.201. 
832 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress (PHI 2019), Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
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fuchsia in some cases to make fuchsia833. Violet can also be made by mixing hematite and 

Egyptian Blue or chypre and indigo834. In addition, to obtain violet nuances835 Egyptian Blue 

was mixed with cinnamon alcohol. Pompeii's frescoes also testify to the use of this particular 

mixture836. An alternative solution, by obtaining blue nuances, is evident in the presence of two 

or more compounds. 

 

As well as blending out the purple pigment, Roman painters would also use burned, heated and 

quenched vinegar made from it. Vitruvius also suggested dying chalk with madder root and 

with hysginum and using the strained water of dried violets mixed with chalk or bilberries 

mixed with milk. Modern analysis of frescos in Pompeii and Spain also shows that a wine-

coloured shade of violet could be produced by heating hematite. It is also possible to obtain 

green and purple by mixing other colours. Spectroscopy from various studies has shown how 

green could be achieved by mixing Egyptian Blue and yellow ochre837. Purple could be made 

according to Siddal by mixing hematite and Egyptian Blue838 or madder and indigo839. 

 

For the similar hues, Greek and Roman colour palette also featured pigments like Indigo, 

obtained from the Indigofera plant family840, and Madder from Madder plants841. Woad (from 

the dyers' woad herb) might also have been used. Although principally employed as textile 

dyes by Classical Antiquity, these ink-type colourants were developed for use in painting, 

 
833 Aliatis, I., Bersani, D., Campani, E., Casoli, A., Lottici, P. P., Mantovan, S., & Marino, I. G. (2010). Pigments 

used in Roman wall paintings in the Vesuvian area. Journal of Raman Spectroscopy, 41(11), pp.1537-1542. 
834 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy, 

CRC Press. pp.289-292. 
835 Augusti, S. (1967). Colori pompeiani. p.28. 
836 Guichard, V., & Guineau, B. (1990). Identification de colorants organiques naturels dans des fragments de 

peintures murales de l'Antiquité. In Pigments et colorants de l'Antiquité et du Moyen Age: teinture, peinture, 

enluminure, études historiques et physico-chimiques: Colloque international du CNRS, Département des sciences 

de l'homme et de la société, Département de la chimie, pp.245-254. 
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840 Goldman, R. B. (2013). Color-Terms in Social and Cultural Context in Ancient Rome. Gorgias Press. pp.2-10. 
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especially glazing. The most popular of the purples was Tyrian purple842, a hue produced from 

shellfish by the Phoenicians and made famous as the colour worn by Roman Caesars. It was 

also used by artists in Antiquity as a glazing pigment. Tyrian purple was available in tones of 

violet, true purple, and an intense crimson. However, use was limited by its substantial 

production costs. 

 

The vibrant violet colour in ancient frescoes was the most masculine of all the colours of 

antiquity. Its high price enabled the ruling class and members to display their power and 

status843. For an ancient Roman a purple garment symbolised very high birth and it was always 

this way from then on844; indeed, in the ecclesiastic hierarchy it was reserved for the next rank 

down from the Pope845: the purple synonymous of a cardinal’s rank846. Definitely, there are 

also some intermediate cases like cinnabar (vermilion), which still has a double significance as 

both a substance and a colour847. 

 

Purple was the colour of honour, both in ancient Rome and in the Han dynasty848. If ochre was 

an inter-colour attached to the five colours in the Han dynasty849, then purple would have been 

the most exceptional inter-colour850. Although it was outside the 'five colours' of the Han 

dynasty, its value among the nobility rose sharply because it was harder to obtain, and it even 

became a symbol of respectability851. This is also evident in the wall paintings of Han dynasty 

tombs, where purple is often used to match red and black on the costumes of the tomb 
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occupant852. Table 4.6 lists the use of purple pigments from different sources in the wall 

paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers. 

 

In the actual excavations of the Han funeral murals, purple is not used extensively as a 

dominant colour. However, there are examples of purple appearing in murals, which shows its 

rising status. Basically, the hue of purple is stable, with only some subtle differences and 

variations in intensity. Likewise, because of its cost and symbolism, purple pigments were used 

in a relatively small area in Roman frescoes, serving to embellish the image and enrich the 

colour effect. It is therefore only a partial expression of the spatial layout of the entire chamber 

and does not play a decisive role. The purple pigments of the Roman and Han dynasties were 

generally produced from two sources: the first was a mixture of red, blue and white pigments, 

and the second was a synthetic Han Purple, Tyrian purple. Additionally, the intense purple 

colours found in Roman and Han tomb paintings are relatively rare, as they are largely 

composite pigments or artificially produced, and therefore of approximately low colour purity. 

The violet in cases Y2a, Y4a, Y2b, Y3b exhibits a translucent colour effect, which is relatively 

uncommon in the expressions of red, black and cyan. In addition, because of the difficulty of 

obtaining purple pigments, it was also used in Roman and Han funeral murals to depict figures 

in costume, as in examples Y1a-Y4a, Y4b. The purple costume reveals the high social level 

and class of the tomb occupant. 

 

(7) Brown 

Brown was not considered a 'pure colour' in the eyes of the Han people and thus did not have 

a very high status853. In the Han funeral murals, its use was also comparatively regular. Because 

of its colour status, brown was infrequently used to represent important characters such as the 

tomb occupants, the Four Gods, the Queen Mother of the West and Fuxi and Nüwa854, and was 

most often used to represent realistic images, like the manes of horses in procession pictures 

 
852 Zhang, L. (2007). On the cultural characteristics of Chinese traditional five-colour view. Pictorial, (1). p.20. 
853 Zhou, G. X. (1991). Discussion on Ancient Pigments in my country (2). Paint Industry, 1, pp.30-36. 
854 Chang, R. X. (1955) Study on the Art of Han Painting, Shanghai: Shanghai Publishing Company, p.55. 
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and imitation wooden structures855. The adoption of brown is therefore less frequent than that 

of red, black, and white, and is still used with some caution and care as it is principally confined 

to approximately fixed images856. The brown in the Han tomb murals is of a more stable 

composition, brown also known as earthen vermilion, which is sourced from hematite857. Due 

to the variability in its extraction, production and the hue and depth of the raw material, brown-

like colours also appear in variations such as dark brown and yellowish-brown858. There is a 

reason for the use of brown as an inter-colour in Han Dynasty tomb paintings859. In ancient 

times, the special beliefs of the ancestors in life and death led them to sprinkle ochre powder 

around their burial chambers, thus showing that brown had a certain place in the concept of life 

and death. 

 

In contrast, as a rule in Roman frescoes, brown hues were obtained from burnt and raw forms 

of clay pigments such as Sienna and Umber. In its raw state, Sienna, which contains iron and 

manganese, resembles a yellow-brown ochre: roasted or burnt it turns it a reddish brown. 

Similarly, Umber, a clay pigment used since Paleolithic times860, is naturally a dark yellowish-

brown. Roasted or burnt Umber is coloured dark brown. These two pigments were the most 

stable colours on the Classical painter's palette. Table 4.7 lists the use of brown pigments from 

different sources in the wall paintings of Han and Roman burial chambers. 

 

Brown is less common in frescoes, where it was used mainly to depict horses and the Han 

figures in costume, while in Roman frescoes it was frequently used to depict the complexion 

of figures, i.e. shades of yellow, brown, dark brown and other shades of grey could play some 

role in the colour space of the tombs. As the Han and Roman peoples preferred strong, pure 

colours, a large number of bright colours jump around in the overall presentation of the frescoes, 

 
855  Ibid. 
856 Ibid. 
857 Wan, X. Z. (1912). Mineral Pigments. p.93. 
858 Ibid. 
859 Wang, J. Y, & Wang, J. C. (1998). The earthy yellow pigments in ancient China. The Earth, 2. pp.91-98. 
860 Retrieved from: http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/artist-paints/classical-colour-palette.html Classical Colour 

Palette Pigments Used by Painters in Ancient Greece and Rome. 
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while the use of brown can harmonise the whole colour space to the point of coordination, 

making the picture more colourful and harmonious. The Roman and Han artists were still more 

sophisticated in their use of brown, focusing on the contrast with pure colour. B1a shows 

Inferior Officials in Attendance in brown, painted with white crowns and cuffs, and the whole 

image has a large colour span and is extremely rhythmic. In addition, the brown colour has a 

richly expressive gradient effect, and it is clear that the use of brown colour not only harmonises 

the solid colours, but also makes the scene rich and delicate. It is important to emphasise that, 

in addition to the brown hues in this case, there are also ways of diluting pure colours to achieve 

a brown colour effect in ancient Roman and Han dynasty tomb paintings, which have a great 

element of randomness and complexity. 

 

The above overview of the most common colours in the Han and Roman funeral murals gives 

us an initial idea of the proportion, types and some of the characteristics of the use of these 

colours in the murals. The colours present in Han tomb murals are extremely rich for a variety 

of reasons, and although there are some subtle variations and differences in colour, overall, 

they can be tentatively summarised and categorised into these types, as shown in the tables 

below. 

 

Table 4.8 Main colours and components of Han tomb murals861 

 

Main colours Pigments Chemical formula 

Red Cinnabar 

 

HgS 

Haematite 

 

Fe₂O₃ 

Red lead 

 

2PbO 

Black Graphite 

 

C 

Pine soot ink (pine carbon black) 

 

Charcoal black 

 

 
861 Xia, Y. (2017). Chinese historical pigments in polarized light microscope. Science Press, pp.39-46. 
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White Limestone/Chalk 

 

CaCO3 

Lead-containing white 

 

2PbCO3·Pb(OH)2 

calcium carbonate 

 

CaCO3 (Al, Si) 

Cyan Azurite 

 

3Cu·2CO2·H2O 

Malachite 

 

Cu2CO3(OH)2 

Lapis lazuli 

 

(Na,Ca)7~8(Al,Si)12(O,S)24[SO4,Cl2(OH)2] 

Han Blue 

 

BaCuSi4O10 

Yellow Realgar 

 

As4S4 

Orpiment 

 

As2S3 

Goethite 

 

FeO(OH) 

Vanadinite  

 

Pb5(VO4)3Cl 

Montmorillonite 

 

Al2H2O12Si4 

Oxide yellow 

 

Fe2O3·xH2O 

Purple Han Purple 

 

BaCuSi2O6 

 

Table 4.9 Some of the pigments862 found in Pompeii863 

 

Colour Pigments Chemical formula 

Red Cinnabar 

 

HgS 

Haematite 

 

Fe₂O₃ 

Red lead 

 

2PbO 

blue Lapis lazuli 

 

(Na,Ca)8(AlSiO4)6(S,SO4,Cl)1-2 

 
862 Kakoulli, I. (2006, January). Intercultural links and trade of painting materials in the Greco-Roman period. In 

Mural paintings of the Silk Road: Cultural Exchange of the East and West, Proceedings of the 29th International 

Symposium on the Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Property, pp.24-26. 

863 Sciuti, S., Fronterotta, G., Vendittelli, M., Longoni, A., & Fiorini, C. (2001). A non-destructive analytical study 

of a recently discovered Roman wall painting. Studies in conservation, 46(2), pp.132-140. 



191 

 

Cuproriaite (Egyptian Blue) 

 

CaCuSi4O10 

Azurite 

 

3Cu·2CO2·H2O 

Celestine (strontium sulphate) 

 

SrSO4 

Malachite 

 

Cu2CO3(OH)2 

Indigo 

 

C16H10N2O2 

Yellow Realgar 

 

As4S4  

Orpiment  

 

As2S3 

Vanadinite  

 

Pb5(VO4)3Cl 

Mimetite  

 

Pb5(AsO4)3Cl 

Raw Umber 

 

Fe2O3·MnO2 

Goethite (Yellow ochre) 

 

α-FeO(OH) 

Limonite (Yellow ochre) 

 

FeO(OH)·nH2O 

Potassium-jarosite (Yellow earth) 

 

KFe3(SO4)2(OH)6 

Sulphur flower  

 

α-S 

White Chalk  

 

CaCO3 

Kaolinite 

 

Al2Si2O5(OH)4 

Alum 

 

KAl(SO4)2·12H2O 

Bone white (apatite or collophane) 

 

Ca 5(PO 4) 3 

Lead white (hydrocerussite) 

 

(PbCO3)2·Pb(OH)2 

Black Bone black 

 

C+Ca 5(PO4) 3 

Bone black (vegetable origin) 

 

C+K2CO3 

Charcoal black (carbon black) 

 

C 

Pyroxene 

 

XY(Si,Al)2O6 

Manganese oxide  

 

MnO 

Purple Madder lake 

 

Alizarin (1,2-dihydroxyanthraquinone), Purpurin 

(1,2,4 trihydroxyanthraquinone), and 
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pesudopurpurin (1,2,4 trihydroxyanthraquinone-

3-caboxylic acid) 

Unidentified red/purple lake 

 

Na 

Tyrian purple 

 

6,6’-didromoindigotin 

 

We have divided the colours of the Han and Roman funeral murals into seven broad colour 

families, including red, black, white, yellow, cyan, purple and brown. There are also many 

composite colours in the actual emergence of fresco colour, which are mostly blended and 

diluted from the above pigment types to meet the colour needs of the painter painting the fresco. 

The chemical reactions that occur in the blending of different pigments directly affect the 

colour appearance of the frescoes. 

 

From the above overview of colour and pigment sources we can see the following three points 

of convergence and difference: (1) The vast majority of pigments used in ancient Roman and 

Han tomb murals were mineral pigments, which shows that the Romans and Han dynasty 

people were already skilled in the extraction, grinding and production of pigments; in addition 

to mineral pigments, very small amounts of vegetable and animal pigments were used, but 

ancient Rome and the Han dynasty had already seen the emergence of Many synthetic pigments, 

such as "Han Blue", "Han Purple", ", "Egyptian Blue", " "Tyrian violet". (2) The differences 

between the same colour materials show that, although the Romans and Han dynasties had 

certain commonalities in the production of pigments, they were still characterised by a 

predominance of more accessible and local mineral resources, and therefore showed certain 

regional differences; (3) As the distribution of minerals was different in different regions, the 

choice of pigment types and quantities was fundamentally different. (4) In terms of colour 

symbolism, certain colours have close meanings in both countries. Red, for example, is like 

blood and in ancient frescoes has an intuitive sense of symbolising life and giving vitality. 

Purple is a symbol of nobility in ancient Roman and Han dynasty wall paintings. 
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4.1.2 Other Colours and Pigments 

In the Han dynasty, colour was distinguished between pure and secondary colour864, and the 

mixing of pure colour could produce a variety of secondary colour, and the mixing of pigments 

and binding material was not a simple, arbitrary mix865. The blending of two or more pigments 

(mineral or botanical) can produce new colours and result in inter-colours and compound 

colours of different shade, lightness and purity, and better colour expression. For example, 

during the Han dynasty, painters covered garcinia with malachite green866, which became 

lighter and more tender; they dyed rouge on cinnabar, which became darker867; and they dyed 

lead powder with copper phthalocyanine pigments, which became brighter and more vibrant868. 

In contrast, the colours of the Roman funeral murals are subtle and muted, differing from the 

large areas of pure colour and high luminance tones of the Han tomb murals. 

 

Roman artists were very good at mixing colours to produce other secondary and tertiary 

colours869, except for some of the mixed colours mentioned above, such as purple and brown. 

They were very keen to blend colours and, in this way, they obtained many mixes of colour870. 

For instance, to produce the flesh tones of the metaphorical paintings and to produce a 

naturalistic effect on these faces, red and yellow violets are mixed with white pigments871. 

Moreover, by diluting hematite with CaCO3 a pink colour is obtained, while brilliant red hues 

could be obtained by using different ochres872. White was regularly mixed with other colours, 

 
864 Chang, R. X. (1955) Study on the Art of Han Painting, Shanghai: Shanghai Publishing Company, p.55. 
865 Sun, D. L. (2005). An overview of the colour and colouring of the wall paintings of Han tombs. Wenbo, p.6. 
866 Xu, X. (2016). Discussion on the relationship between traditional yin-yang and five-element thoughts and the 

colour of Han tomb murals. Collection, 4. pp.9-11. 
867 Ibid. 
868 Ibid. 
869 Augusti, S. (1967). Colori pompeiani. pp.8-20 
870 Durão, M. J. (2019). Considerations on the colours of Pompeii walls. In Intelligence, Creativity and Fantasy: 

Proceedings of the 5th International Multidisciplinary Congress, Paris, France CRC Press. p.289. 
871 Radpour, R., Fischer, C., & Kakoulli, I. (2019). New Insight into Hellenistic and Roman Cypriot Wall Paintings: 

An Exploration of Artists’ Materials, Production Technology, and Technical Style. In Arts (Vol. 8, No. 2). 

Multidisciplinary Digital Publishing Institute. p.74. 

872 Mazzocchin, G. A., Agnoli, F., Mazzocchin, S., & Colpo, I. (2003). Analysis of pigments from Roman wall 

paintings found in Vicenza. Talanta, 61(4), pp.565-572. 
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for example with red to produce a pink, or with green to produce a paler colour873. Carbon 

black was mixed with white to produce an optical blue (a mix with a blue appearance, although 

not a true blue874) To obtain the green colour, green earths and malachite were used, together 

with mixture of Egyptian Blue and yellow ochre.  

 

Besides, a common practice of the Roman wall painters was the addition of Egyptian Blue to 

the green earths to make more brilliant colours875. grains of green earth and a small amount of 

red and yellow ochre were mixed with the blue pigment in order to obtain different hues. 

Kakoulli876 reported that Egyptian Blue was used more often in mixtures; in combination with 

calcium carbonate and red and yellow ochre, it was used to form a light blue colour. The table 

lists some common colour blends for Roman paintings.877 

 

Table 4.10 Some common colour blends in Roman paintings 

 

Colours Hues Main pigment 

Red Red Hematite chalk, (calcite) 

 

Hematite. (calcite, aragonite) 

 

Red ochre - hematite (calcite) 

 

Bright red 

 

 

Cinnabar (calcite, aragonite) 

 

Hematite, red ochre (Calcite) 

 

Red amaranth 

 

Hematite (Calcite, dolomite) 

 

Red brilliant 

 

Cinnabar, (calcite, aragonite) 

 

 
873 Pye, E. (2012). Wall painting in the Roman empire: colour, design and technology. Archaeology International. 

pp.24-27. 

874 Ibid. 
875 Ibid. 
876 Kakoulli, I. (2002). Late Classical and Hellenistic painting techniques and materials: a review of the technical 

literature. Studies in Conservation, 47(sup1), pp.56-67. 
877 Aliatis, I., Bersani, D., Campani, E., Casoli, A., Lottici, P. P., Mantovan, S., & Marino, I. G. (2010). Pigments 

used in Roman wall paintings in the Vesuvian area. Journal of Raman Spectroscopy, 41(11), pp.1537-1542. 
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Red vine 

 

Hematite, red ochre (calcite) 

 

Red violet 

 

Hematite, red ochre (calcite) 

 

Orange-red 

 

 

 

Red ochre - Hematite (calcite) 

 

Red ochre (calcite) 

 

Red ochre (calcite) 

 

Celadonite, glauconite (calcite, aragonite) 

 

Bright red 

 

 

 

Cinnabar (calcite, aragonite) 

 

Hematite, red ochre (Calcite) 

 

Brick red 

 

 

 

 

 

Hematite (calcite) 

 

Red ochre, hematite (calcite) 

 

Red ochre (calcite) 

 

Yellow Ochre yellow 

 

Yellow Ochre, Caolinite (calcite) 

 

Dark yellow 

 

Yellow ochre 

 

Light Yellow 

 

Yellow ochre 

 

Yellow 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yellow ochre (calcite) 

 

Yellow ochre (Calcite, dolomite, aragonite) 

 

Yellow ochre. Kaolinite (calcite and dolomite) 

 

Yellow ochre. Kaolinite (Calcite) 

 

Light yellow-white 

 

Yellow ochre 

 

Reddish Yellow Yellow ochre 

 

Orange Yellow Yellow ochre 

 

Cream 

 

Yellow ochre 

 

Beige 

 

Calcite, chalk 

 

Green Green Celadonite, glauconite (calcite) 

 

Celadonite, glauconite (Calcite, aragonite) 

 

Celadonite, glauconite chalk, (calcite) 
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Glauconite, celadonite (calcite) 

 

Grass green Green earth (calcite) 

 

Green-blue 

 

 

Egyptian Blue, celadonite, glauconite (calcite, 

aragonite) 

 

Green light 

 

Green earth (calcite) 

 

Blue Blue 

 

 

 

 

 

Egyptian Blue (Caendeum) (calcite, aragonite) 

 

Egyptian Blue (Calcite) 

 

Egyptian Blue, (aragonite, calcite) 

 

Purple Violet Hematite (calcite) 

 

Wine violet 

 

Hematite, (calcite) 

 

White White Calcite 

 

Calcite and trace of aragonite 

 

Chalk, aragonite, (calcite) 

 

Ivory white 

 

Calcite 

 

Black Black Coal black (Calcite, dolomite) 

 

Coal black (Calcite, traces of aragonite) 

 

Coal black chalk (calcite) 

 

Grey Grey Black coal (Calcite) 

 

 

In fact, the Romans barely used expensive pigments such as cinnabar, indigo and malachite878- 

or else used them in combination with some of the more accessible, less costly pigments, 

assuredly to cut costs. Colours were also mixed much more frequently than suggested by Pliny 

and Vitruvius to imitate the more expensive pigments and vary shade and tone, creating effects 

that prove that Roman artists did indeed, use colour to make a brave show of their art. 

 

 
878 Pye, E. (2012). Wall painting in the Roman empire: colour, design and technology. Archaeology International. 

pp.24-27. 
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Colour, as an essential visual symbol, is an important element in the composition of paintings 

and plays a crucial role in creating the ambience, conveying emotion and communication. In 

different colour concepts, different colouring concepts and colouring techniques present a 

diverse range of fresco colour structure and colour grouping styles. The Roman and Han artists 

adopt unique compositions and forms to achieve colour shifting combinations and cross 

juxtapositions, controlling multiple colour contrasts in a decorative structure that gives great 

expressive power. Over time, this, together with changes in the pigments themselves, has led 

to a complex and varied colour structure and hierarchy in the frescoes. 

 

The contrasting application of colour in the Roman and Han wall paintings has a strong 

decorative effect, it is in accordance with the order and laws of decorative colour to match and 

combine colour, from the analysis of the hues of the Roman and Han funeral frescoes, each 

period, each area, and even each fresco has its own main colours, all of which are regular. The 

colour contrasts used in the tomb murals are strong and exaggerated, mostly to the reality of 

the tomb occupant's life and the space created after the death. Colour contrasts depend mainly 

on factors such as hue, brightness and purity, as well as the size, shape, position and order of 

the colour measures, and the colour relationships between them affect the overall tone of the 

picture. Through cleverly conceived combinations and refinements, the complex and chaotic 

structure of the objects is summarised in a number of large and small blocks of colour in a 

regular, orderly and harmonious whole. At the same time, in order to avoid monotony and 

homogenisation of the colour blocks, contrasting colours are used, interspersed and set off from 

each other to achieve a rich, harmonious and vivid effect. It should be noted that most of the 

fresco colours we see now are the second colour effect after the change, each fresco colour 

change degree of difference, the change in the colour structure inducive a decisive influence. 

 

Additionally, the variety of colour in the two countries was somewhat constrained by 

conditions and technology, and that its quantity was not yet at the level of modern colour, so 

the law of colour contrast was particularly important at this time. The Roman and Han artists 
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had already mastered a variety of colour contrasts, and colour contrast became an extremely 

important mode of expression in Han tomb painting. 

 

Both Roman and Han artists preferred high purity colours, strong and vivid. Still, they paid 

great attention to degree and scale in their use, and the picture does not look messy while 

matching strong colours, but rather shows a more balanced and unified sense of tone through 

the control of the colour area, contrast and other means. To summarise the colouring methods 

of Han and Roman painters, for example, the colouring of the main body in Han frescoes was 

often expressed in black, which not only made the shape clear and prominent, but also 

facilitated the painting of other colours in order to highlight it; good use was made of 

contrasting colours, red and black, cyan and red, red and white, etc., while the Roman painters 

and strictly grasp the issues of contrasting colours in terms of priority, strength and area to 

make the picture tonal conformity, and because of the presence of contrasts gives the picture 

an extraordinary abundance of colour. 

 

The arbitrary nature of expressive colour most directly reflects the emotional colour nature of 

the human being. In ancient colour symbolism, the Roman and Han artists used symbolic 

colour processes to discover the spirituality of collective colour instincts. In the direction of 

ancient decorative colour, they disclosed the form and regularity of the colour palette over their 

spontaneous colour instincts, and by imitating external changes, what they achieved was a 

refinement of their internal colour perception. Through colour expression, on the one hand, the 

original instinct impulse is presented, and on the other hand, through the intrinsic linking 

activity of all colour essences, the peoples are encouraged to make a continuous and 

comprehensive colour discovery. The expression of colour in the ancient China and Europe 

provided the impetus for the continued development of national colour art in other directions. 
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4.2 Perspective System 

The primary difference of dimensional representation of funeral wall paintings from ancient 

Rome and the Han Dynasty of China lies in the perspective system. In Western paintings, the 

perspective system has always been one of the pillars of reproducible artwork. Many scholars 

also introduced this logic into the Han murals study; there may even exist perspective if only 

understood as a macroscopic "method of seeing". Nonetheless, the so-called "scientific" 

perspective rule does not exist in the Han paintings. First, the dimensional space that the Han 

people knew did not exist concretely and factually instead of the chaotic world that humans 

and gods coexist. Immense strange and spiritual stories involving supernatural or magical 

powers are treated seriously in the unearthed ancient bamboo slips and historical books; that is 

to say, the Han people regard them as facts. Second, many pictures involving spatial relations 

appear inclined or inverted in the Han funeral murals, not because the Han people recognised 

that the earth is a sphere. Still, their understanding of positional relations is decidedly different 

from ours879. The Han people's view of space-time is disordered and ignorant. They regard all 

events as happening simultaneously. Accordingly, there are repeatedly records that the Han 

people free talks with the dead person880. Studies have shown that the Han painters mainly 

applied a cavalier perspective881 (scattering perspective, the perspective from point to point), 

which differs from the scientific perspective logic followed by the perspective system of 

Roman painting, since the vanishing point of linear view cannot be found in the Han paintings. 

It involves a dynamic observation method and psychological experience882. 

 

Influenced by Laotsu and Chungtsu's philosophical ideas, ancient Chinese illustrators 

advocated unique and rich leisure thoughts883. This kind of character is a dynamic observation 

of "Peripateticism" for ancient Chinese artists instead of a fixed statement. The same goes for 

 
879 Liu, X. X. (2007). Research on the relationship between the cavalier perspective and mural painting. Fine Arts 

Grand View, p.10. 
880 Wu, J. (2008) Comparison of Chinese and Western Paintings. Wuzhou Communication Publishing House. 

pp.34-55. 
881 Xin Lixiang summarized the spatial perspective composition method of the Han portrait stone as cavalier 

perspective. 
882 The term “cavalier perspective” is relative to “focus perspective”. As for whether this definition is accurate, it 

remains to be discussed. 
883 Xu, F. G. (2007) The Spirit of Chinese Art. Guangxi Normal University Press. p.36. 
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Confucianism. Confucius conveyed that intelligent people like water and benevolence people 

like a mountain could see that both Confucian and Taoist philosophies advocated 

"Peripateticism" in the Han Dynasty884. (Confucianism and Taoism were the primary Chinese 

doctrine or literati.)  The recreational culture view of Confucianism and Taoism promoted the 

unconstraint and disorderly observation method and state of Chinese arts that often suggests 

limited pictures to express infinite space. Hence, the painter's fixed point of sight was routinely 

not found in the photos. The close-up was from the top view, while the distant view was from 

the horizontal perspective, with no fixed focus. Notwithstanding, this situation gave the murals 

a strong decorative nature and produced a strong planarisation effect. Since traditional Chinese 

painters do not pursue realistic visual products as the highest requirement, the environment, 

furniture, and furnishings are just rendering to set off the main object. Simultaneously, the 

picture is not limited by factors such as viewpoint and fixed location, and without the 

foreshortening effects, everything looks small in the distance and big on the contrary885. 

 

It is debatable whether or not ancient Greek and Roman artists were aware of the same 

technique discovered. Still, evidence from Vitruvius and other ancient sources show that 

Roman artists were mindful of the methods that allowed the composition of perspective 

painting. In other words, in ancient Greece, painters have begun to pay attention to the authentic 

reproduction of space886. In the following centuries, painting's ability to express in-depth and 

area became the core of the problem887. By the 1st century BC, when Roman painters imitated 

and improved the perspective scenes of Greek paintings, many advances were made. Research 

has found that a preliminary perspective system has appeared in Roman frescoes888. 

 

We can still find many cases with perspective principles in Roman wall paintings, although the 

Roman painters are not very proficient in applying them. In Pompeii, wall paintings in the 

 
884 Ibid. 
885 Liu, G. B. (2010) Painting Perspective Design Perspective-Perspective Studies. Nanning: Guangxi Fine Arts 

Publishing House. p.20. 
886 Gigante, L.M. (1980). A Study of Perspective from the Representations of Architectural Forms in Greek 

Classical and Hellenistic Painting. Ph.D. diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
887 Elkins, J. (1994). Poetics of Perspective. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press. 
888 Woodford, S. (2004). The art of Greece and Rome. Cambridge University Press. 
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Second Style help determine the level of interaction Pompeian painters had with linear 

perspective theory. The evidence suggests that Roman scenographers used a variety of 

techniques to give the Second Style wall paintings their elevated perspective style. Two of the 

most featured and academically documented techniques are called: convergence perspectives 

and parallel perspectives. 

In these perspectives, all the lines extending far away converge at a point in the centre889, 

suggesting the depth and distance890. These techniques appear more limited in the existing 

Roman funeral frescoes while materialising in many First and Second Styles decorations 

preserved in the interior. Such as the mural from the Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at 

Boscoreale 891 . Distinctly, Convergence perspectives and parallel perspectives have been 

successfully adopted in the handling of distant corners. The artists tried to turn the room's wall 

without windows into a fascinating landscape, thereby expanding the house's space892in this 

image (Figure 4.37). There is a locked door that is the flat surface on the building's foreground, 

which delivers people a strong sense of illusion as if a window has been opened on the wall, 

and across the border893, the magnificent scenery can be seen as we can perceive the location 

and distance of the things in the building. Plus, the Ionian colonnades enclose a courtyard with 

a robust dimensional result. In the core of the square is a circular temple894. The long colonnade 

stretches to the right. Furthermore, the artist uses warm red, bright yellow, pure white and blue 

to smoothly outline the light and shadow to disclose the sense of depth and distance. However, 

the most expressive space is the retreating lines on the house. 

 

 
889 Knorr, W. 1991. “On the Principle of Linear Perspective in Euclid’s Optics.” Centaurus 34, pp.193-210. 
890 Panofsky 1997, pp.38–39; see also Panofsky 1960, pp.121-123. 
891  Bergmann, Bettina, Stefano De Caro, Joan R. Mertens, and Rudolf Meyer. 2010. Roman frescoes from 

Boscoreale: The Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor in reality and virtual reality. The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin 67, pp.1-48. 
892 Clarke, J. R. (1991). The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 BC–AD 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration. University 

of California Press. pp.31-39. 
893  Anderson, Maxwell L. 1987–1988. The Imperial villa at Boscotrecase. The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin 45, pp.37-56. 
894  Bergmann, Bettina, Stefano De Caro, Joan R. Mertens, and Rudolf Meyer. 2010. Roman frescoes from 

Boscoreale: The Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor in reality and virtual reality. The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin 67. pp.1-48. 
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We can meticulously identify these scenes' location because the painters used the techniques 

that were only genuinely mastered by people after 1500 years, that is, the single vanishing point 

perspective techniques895. Convergence perspectives and parallel perspectives of observing 

objects in space greatly expand the picture's area, extending the two-dimension to the three-

dimension, which can achieve far-reaching and realistic effects. They were especially 

accessible by ancient Roman painters 896 . Nonetheless, the painting's perspective is not 

consistent, and the distance and reduction of each part are independent and scattered, without 

a sense of wholeness897. 

 

Roman frescoes possess an uninterrupted and static artistic effect in saying the grave, dignified 

and solemn atmosphere and setting due to the utilisation of these technologies898. Under the 

guidance of science's spirit, Roman artists devoted themselves to reproducing the objects and 

environment in three-dimensional space on the wall899. They work with an entirely rational 

attitude. Although the ancient Romans knew very little about the angular perspectives when 

describing these architectural components, they understood the primary central perspective 

principle and practised it incompletely to represent and calculate the object's scale and the 

convergence and diffusion of lines900 (Figure 4.38). In such a way, the fictitious area depicted 

remains the real architectural space and extends and transcends infinitely901. Although it must 

be pointed out that there existed a visual interruption between the real and the imaginary space 

 
895 The "single vanishing point perspectives" is the most basic "linear perspectives", the principle is to make all 

lines perpendicular to the painting recede to the distance and extend and converge at a point on the central axis. 

The depth and sense of space of the scene can be expressed on the two-dimensional image. The lintels of the 

porches on both sides of the picture are inclined downward. If the two lines are extended, they will eventually 

meet at the centre point. 
896 Von Hildebrand, A. (1905). Das Problem der Form in der bildenden Kunst. Heitz. p.26. 
897  Stinson, P. (2011). Perspective systems in Roman second style wall painting. American Journal of 

Archaeology, 115(3), pp.403-426. 
898 Von Hildebrand, A. (1905). Das Problem der Form in der bildenden Kunst. Heitz. p.26. 
899 Lei, M. Z. (2005). Roman Art: From Romulus to Constantine. Guangxi Normal University Press. pp.82-83. 
900 Thomas R Hoffmann: "The Art of Ancient Rome Is Like a Treasure", translated by Cheng Yu, Changchun: 

Jilin Publishing Group Co., Ltd., 2012, p.108. 
901 Bergmann, B. (2010). New Perspectives on the Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale. BMMA 67(4), 

pp.11-32. 
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as the viewer is not standing in the best viewing position. Therefore, in several houses and 

burials in Pompeii, the best viewing point is often marked on the ground902. 

 

The exploitation of convergence perspectives and parallel perspectives has brought profound 

changes to the painting's spatial performance, expressing an "infinite" space since the focal 

point is formed in the opposite direction of the painter's pupils, which is the vanishing point in 

the picture. However, focus perspectives endowed the Roman paintings with the expressive 

adroitness to imitate nature while limiting the subject's view frustum, expressing a moment of 

solidifying, which is likely an internal experience of oneself in handling space903. 

 

The study of perspective systems by ancient Roman painters appeared in the second century 

BC. Synchronously, the Han people also established the primary method of expressing the 

painting space. Liu Dunyuan pointed out that the Han image was dominated by line 

performance. The exploration of the perspective relationship on the photographs, such as 

figures, animals, buildings, and utensils has laid the foundation for art in ancient China. The 

improvements have been limited subsequently904. Unlike the perspective theories from ancient 

Rome, the cavalier perspective system is the unique and adaptable composition method with 

multiple viewpoints905. Such approaches break the boundaries of the view field by selecting 

objects from various areas of view and organising them into one frame organically. It can be 

said that such perspective principle is more unconstrained and flexible in composition and 

framing, which can achieve the purpose of wide viewing and drawing with autonomy. This 

perspective technique is notably in the Procession Scene pictures unearthed in many tombs like 

Luoyang, Yanshi906 , Etuoke Banner907 , and Anping908 . This type of murals is Cavalier's 

 
902 Pappalardo, U. (2009). The Splendor of Roman Wall Painting. Getty Publications. p.167. 
903 Little, A. M. G. (1971). Roman perspective painting and the ancient stage. Star Press. p.87. 
904 Liu, D. Y (1988). On the Perspective View in Ancient Chinese Painting Art History Theory (6), p.12. 
905 See Xin, L. X. (2000). Comprehensive Research on Stone Portraits in the Han Dynasty, Cultural Relics 

Publishing House, p.51. 
906 Xu, D. K. (1985). The Eastern Han Mural Tomb in Xingyuan Village, Yanshi, Henan. Archaeology, 1, p.20. 
907 Yang, Z. M. (2010). The Funeral Murals in Ordos. Collection, p.2. 
908 Liu, L. C. (1989). A brief report on the excavation of the Mural Tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty in Anping. 

Cultural Relics Spring and Autumn, p.1. 
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perspective, showing that the creators control equidistant viewpoints to observe everything 

sketched in the same direction909. 

 

Take the mural on the west wall of the Eastern Han Tomb's central room in Lujiazhuang in 

Anping as an example (Figure 4.39); it can be recognised that the artist's viewpoint is not 

limited to an immovable position from the perspective of the carts in the picture because almost 

every cart is exhibited to the viewer in the same direction, which cannot materialise unless 

people stand to look at it at an incalculable span. If we look at it from a fixed point of view, it 

can only be that the viewpoint moves with the carts. Moreover, that is almost the same 

appearance as the 82 carts and horses in the entire mural. No matter how large the scene is, 

every part can be presented more clearly. The spatial arrangement of the picture is also not 

restricted by retinal imaging with a fixed viewpoint. 

 

The core of the Roman art form is to reproduce the three-dimensional space. In contrast, 

graphics serve Han art as the most basic presentation effect, transforming natural space into 

visual art. In two-dimensional art, the method of expressing space in ancient Rome gradually 

matured was perspective techniques910. The Pompeii Second Style frescos undoubtedly show 

the painter's aspiration to practice the flat wall as a window to disclose the natural outdoor 

scenery. The Han painters did not pursue to offer the depth space, nor consider the actual visual 

effects of items, and only demanded to adjust the content expressed on the wall. Besides, the 

Han painters often use multiple perspectives such as parallel and superimposition and 

symbolism to coordinate the three-dimensional spatial relationship. Both paintings have the 

same performance in three-dimensional art. Take the funeral architectures as examples; the 

Roman architectures embodies the liberation of space. The building's internal and external 

components have achieved a unified effect with the murals911 . In comparison, The Han 

buildings' interior space reflected in the formal aesthetics of the facade structure and borders. 

The wall of the mural visual form is the most expressive part. Architectures and murals are the 

 
909 See Zhou, J. Y (1985). Chinese Painting Essays, Jiangsu Fine Arts Publishing House, p.401. 
910 Chen, P. (2002). A. Riegl and Art Science. China Academy of Art Publishing House. p.23-55. 
911 Richter, G. M. A. (1970). Perspective in Greek and Roman art. Phaidon Press. 
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most common morphological differences between the two arts, which results in the temporal 

contrast of the two skills. The Han painting repeatedly revealed a continuous diachronic effect, 

while the fresco art in ancient Rome presented a momentary freeze in time and space. Plus, the 

Han people's art world is always full of dynamic and changing features, and the continuous 

passionate feeling is everywhere. The diachronic movement on this mural has many 

manifestations. 

 

Regarding the relationship of the perspective presented in murals of the two countries, as 

Rudolf Arnheim suggested, convergence perspectives and parallel perspectives provide a new 

set of scientific standards for the correct imitation of nature while excluding everything about 

humans' freedom willfulness. The Han people chose a form of expression that perfectly 

matched their aesthetic, psychological trends, namely unstable and circuitous spatial 

arrangement. We accept that this has an inseparable internal connection with the circulation 

consciousness that prevailed in the Han Dynasty. This cyclical visual style fully embodies the 

interpretation and pursuit of the infinite consciousness of life and transmigration of souls. It is 

inseparable from the unified social and political situation and people' desire to pursue life 

continuity912. They believe that the whole world is a harmonious, unobstructed, connected, and 

continuous life unity. That is, the universe schema depicted by the Han people in the Han 

Dynasty is a cyclical and endless life process913. This way of thinking of life consciousness and 

germaneness is the source of the unique aesthetic psychology of the Han Dynasty. It is deeply 

rooted in the science and art of the time, and it guides the creative laws and aesthetic orientation 

of art914. 

 

Judging from these perspective theories of ancient Chinese painting, the space created is not 

visual but an imaginary or conceptual space. Moreover, it is closer to the actual field of the 

universe than a purely visual world915, which is precisely the space of life that moves in 

 
912 Zong, B. H. (1994) The Complete Works of Zong Baihua (2), Anhui Education Press. p.422. 

913 Ibid. 
914 Liu, G. J, & Fan, M. H. (1997). The Book of Changes and Aesthetics. Shenyang Publishing House, p.200. 
915 Feng, M. S. (2007) Comparative Research on the Space Performance of Traditional Chinese and Western 

Paintings. China Social Sciences Press. p.12 
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circles916. Rudolf Arnheim vividly illustrates the exploration of enormous space in Roman 

paintings917, and this is accurately the spatial effect achieved by convergence perspectives and 

parallel perspectives. Therefore, the Han art expresses the infiniteness of space within the 

picture, which can break through the limit. The Roman images can also reach the 

everlastingness of space, but they approach the infinity at the focal point outside the picture918. 

More importantly, the Han paintings are the unfolding of horizontal space groups, while the 

integration and concordance of Roman decorations and architectures can achieve an unlimited 

acquisition of vertical space. This can be said to be the expression of the discrepancy in space 

consciousness in terms of paintings of the two territorial units919. 

 

Take the painting Feasting and Acrobatics Performance920 as an example (Figure 4.40). The 

composition of this mural mirrors the integration of multiple elements921. The consolidation 

mentioned here includes the conformity of the overall structure and the concordance of the 

characters themselves922. It is a compelling mural with a central perspective if judging from 

the long lines distributed, but this is not the case. First, the performance of figures is not 

presented by the law of perspectives; Second, it can be perceived that the position of the drum 

is behind the figures so as not to block the viewer's sight. Some scholars think that this mural 

is just a testimony of the existence of focus perspective in the Han paintings. They suggest that 

the occupant and his relatives and friends are sitting on both sides. From their point of view, 

the position of the drum is just behind the figures. Notwithstanding, according to Wolfgang 

Iser's hermeneutics, there is an "implicit viewer" in this painting923, and "he" is in the front of 

the picture. Judging from the context, the "implicit viewer" is the tomb owner, and everything 

 
916 Pan. T. S. (1983). Pan Tianshou Art Collection, People's Fine Arts Publishing House, p.30. 
917 Rudolf Arnheim. (2019). Art and Visual Perception. Sichuan People's Publishing House, p.56-63. 
918 Zhao, W. H. (2008). Painting Medium and Modeling Style: A Comparative Study of Traditional Chinese and 
Western Painting Modelling Languages. Guangxi Fine Arts Publishing House. p.325. 
919 Feng, M. S. (2007) Comparative Research on the Space Performance of Traditional Chinese and Western 

Paintings. China Social Sciences Press. pp.133-141. 
920 An, J. H., & Wang, Y. G. (1972). The Han Portrait Stone Tomb and Mural Tomb in Dahuting, Mi County. 

Cultural Relics, 10, pp.49-55. 
921 Hou, X. H. (1987). Research on the murals of Feasting and Acrobatics Performance from the Han Tomb in 

Mixian County. Original in Chinese, p.2. 
922 Ma, X. Y. (1999). Research on the Murals of the Han Tomb in Dahuting. Historiography Monthly, p.5. 
923 Zhao, S. G. (1960). Briefs on the Large-scale Han Dynasty fresco tombs and stone tombs with portraits were 

discovered in Dahuting, Mi County, Henan. Cultural relics, p.4. 
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in the tomb serves the owner of the grave so that it can be proved924. The painting's expression 

is not the result of perspective but to allow the occupant to see the entire scene of the drum and 

dancers. From the dancers' perspective, they seem to be performing on a ladder rather than in 

the distance925; What is more, the dynamics of dance are like silhouettes arranged on the screen 

in the creator's best position. There is no so-called concept of direction, but this does not affect 

the performance. It strengthens the vividness of the dance. The arrangement of the picture is 

only for the need of order, not the focus perspective926. 

 

Cavalier perspective does not have a fixed point of view, direction and line of sight. With the 

painter's body's movement, he observes the object in multiple directions and then integrates the 

impression obtained to organise them in the picture927. When people appreciate the painting, 

their sight is guided and presented the freedom of time and space to achieve the feeling of 

travelling in the fairyland928. Cavalier perspective provides this liberation. The painter can view 

the front, side, and back sides, and then incorporate these spaces into one painting, and they 

can also piece together events that happened at a different time on the same photograph. This 

is determined by the unique aesthetics of traditional Chinese paintings. In the Han funeral 

murals, many events that materialised at different time and place are displayed in the same 

picture929. Ancient Roman paintings can barely achieve this kind of free expression within the 

kaleidoscope of time and space. 

 

In addition to the convergence perspectives and parallel perspectives being used by Roman 

painters, a more mysterious technique was discovered by people, shading perspective930 (aerial 

 
924 Zhang, N. (2005). A preliminary study on the meaning of the images of the Han tomb in Dahuting, Mi County. 

Fine Arts Observation, p.10. 
925 Hou, X. H. (1987). Research on the murals of Feasting and Acrobatics Performance from the Han Tomb in 

Mixian County. Original in Chinese, p.2. 
926 Xu Guangji. (2011). The complete collection of unearthed murals in China. p.31. 
927 Deng, F. X. & Hong, H. Z. (2000). Ten Books on Comparison of Chinese and Western Art-Comparison of 

Chinese and Western Painting. pp.32-43. 
928 Zhou, J. Y. (2013). Theories of Chinese Paintings in Past Dynasties: A Study on the Annotations of Yingying 

Genre. Part I. Jiangsu Fine Arts Publishing House. pp.77-79. 
929 Deng, F. X. & Hong, H. Z. (2000). Ten Books on Comparison of Chinese and Western Art-Comparison of 

Chinese and Western Painting. pp.98-101. 
930 Since we live in a natural space, no matter whether the object is far or close to our point of view, there will not 

be absolute emptiness in the middle, but mixed with air or even mist. The colour light of the object must pass 

through the medium of air or fog to reach our point of view. Therefore, with the change of the distance between 
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perspective), which can lead the viewer's vision to the distance. The Roman painters have 

initially consciously used the aerial medium to dilute the rendering of colours so that viewers 

feel that the farther the distance is, the more blurred the vision and the richer the layering of 

the picture space. 

 

To create the layering and express the distance relationship among different objects, such a 

technique is frequently used in Roman garden paintings. A typical example is the garden murals 

of Villa Livia and also appear in the murals of Roman tombs, such as the tomb of Caius 

Vestorius Priscus. The garden scenery (Figure 4.41) depicted shows the symmetrical red 

partitions on both sides have a stronger contrast with the surrounding tones, and the colour 

density is relatively high931. The bushes in the distant view are affected by shading perspective, 

the hue appears more blurred, and the chromatic aberration between the objects also seems 

weak. In this way, a cornucopia of colours is unified into gentle, soothing and harmonious 

tones. Compared with the close-up with a strong contrast effect of the object colour, the painter 

has opened the distance between the close-up and the long-range. 

 

The painters use light colours to depict the bushes in the background and increases the layering 

of the garden through the variations of colour brightness. The bushes in the near scene are more 

pronounced. This ingenious design naturally arranges the objects in the picture into the 

background reproducing the natural scenery. It stretches the space into a multiple layering 

scene of the items in the image. Illustrated with a delightful array of examples, the combination 

of colour and natural area in ancient Rome paintings reveals that the immersive effects can 

bring viewers more vivid sentiments, revealing the natural spatial relationship.  

 

Likewise, the fresco Battle of the Numicius River on the south wall of columbaria by T. Statilio 

Tauro in Rome (historical frieze Construction of city walls, Truce between Ascanio and 

Mezenzio) honestly and objectively exhibits a specific space-time arena (Figure 4.42). The 

 
the object and the point of view, the intensity of the inherent colour of the same object will change. That is, the 

close objects are clear and clear, and the distant objects are dull and blurred. 
931 Spano, G. (1910). Notizie degli scavi di antichità. pp.250-261. 
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painter has assembled dozens of people harmoniously in a spatiotemporal scene. The characters 

in the near scene are portrayed in detail, while the characters in the distant scene are out-of-

focus with non-distinct images and unsharpness of chromatic contrast. 

The effect of the shading perspective is clearly visible, and there are changes in colours (cold 

and warm). In this way, the existing and rich colours are unified in the soft grey tones. 

Compared with the close-range scene with a strong contrast of the object colours, it is 

noticeable that the spatial distance between the close-up and the long-range scene is opened, 

which also fully shows the importance of shading perspective in creating the dimension and 

depth. Shading perspective follows the principle of "near reality and far virtuality". This is the 

same as combining nihility and reality emphasised in the Han paintings. (The interpromotion 

of void and solid is an essential principle in classic Chinese aesthetics and the essence of 

Chinese traditional art). 

The emphasis of Roman and the Han painters is different in terms of expressing the dimension 

and depth, and the former believed that the role of colour in the picture was equal to the shape 

and contour. They give expression to the layering of the space through colours collocation, 

while the Han painters controlled the line as a general art language to express their insight of 

the objective image, and still disclosed the three-dimensional sense of the image and the sense 

of space through the control the thickness of the line as well as the density, and opacity. Liu 

Dunyuan proposed that examining the perspective of the relationship between space and depth, 

which focused on the line expression in the Han Dynasty, has laid the foundation for the 

development of ancient Chinese painting art932. 

 

The imagination of the stereoscopic expression means of the Han paintings is epitomised with 

lines and ink, that is the main form of space expression in traditional Chinese images that reflect 

painters’ psychology and their art observation, and they played an indispensable role in 

constructing space of the picture which beyond the perceptual world933. 

 
932 Liu, D. Y. (1988). A Discussion on the Perspective View in Ancient Chinese Painting, Art History (6). p.36. 
933 Xu, F. G (2007). The Spirit of Chinese Art. Guangxi Normal University Press. pp.77-79. 
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Take the funeral painting Bay Tree and Double Watchtowers of Xiaobanshencun in Xindianzi, 

Horinger 934 , as an example (Figure 4.43). The foreground of the picture depicts two 

symmetrical watchtowers, and the wooden structure is a integrate of bright red colour and thick, 

dense lines. The eaves of towers are drawn in black that is very delicately depicted with lines. 

Then the numbers of people behind watchtowers are represented very simply with brief 

sketches and some occasional lighter colours that contrasted starkly with the watchtowers in 

the foreground of the picture. It is obviously the size of the figures and trees in the picture are 

disproportionate with the towers, which reflects a kind of contextual position. 

 

From another mural Sleeping Tent (Figure 4.44) in the same tomb935. This Painting shows that 

the front building occupies the prominent position and reaches one-third of the size of a picture, 

painted in bright red, and the outline is drawn with thick lines. The sleeping tent in the 

background is very simple, and the frame is significantly smaller than the front building. It is 

painted with simple lines and ink colours. There is no three-dimensional round shape, and no 

ethereal depth space appears. The ingenious contrast between black and white, sparse and dense, 

reflects the area in the real-world fiction identity. The painter correlates the architecture in the 

foreground with the sleeping tent in the background, making the entire space attractive936. From 

the whole picture, the author pays attention to expressing a kind of fun. Judging from these 

paintings, in the expression of space, traditional Chinese painters do not aim at pursuing the 

reality of actual spatial but adopts various lines and ink colours to create a generalised space 

with their illusion, thoughts and feelings937. And this kind of representation as the Pearl of the 

crown of Chinese painting is also a unique technique used by traditional Chinese painters to 

disclose the space of the picture938. 

 

 
934 Xu Guangji. (2011). The complete collection of unearthed murals in China. p.32. 
935 Ibid. 
936 Luo, Y. (2013) Line Image: The Origin and Formation of Chinese Painting. Wuhan University Press. pp.23-

43. 
937 Zhu, Z. R. (2005). Chinese Aesthetic Theory. Peking University Press. p.97. 
938 Xu, G. J. (2011). The complete collection of unearthed murals in China. p.33. 
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The impulse of Roman painters to attach importance to imitation is reflected in specific artistic 

creations. They emphasis the reproduction of nature and the scientific observation and 

depiction of visual objects939. Accordingly, Roman aesthetic culture preconditions on art tend 

to be more reproducible, fidelity and precision. The evolution of fresco art in ancient Rome 

was inseparable from people's tendency to imitate at that time and their careful observation and 

scientific investigation of things. 

 

The rational principles and logical analysis methods of Romans were widely exerted in artistic 

creation. This is not only the projection of scientifically empirical truth-seeking thinking on the 

aesthetic orientation of art but also the reason why Roman artists conducted experiments, 

analysis, and calculations to obtain the optimum dimension and proportion. Without this logical 

spirit, it would be unimaginable to prompt the Romans to make a profound study of perspective, 

anatomy, and proportion. However, this scientific and empirical truth-seeking thinking, which 

was comprehensively permeated in Roman paintings, modifies a picture's composition and 

restricts the uninhibited possibility940. This is very different from China's "rhythmic vitality"941. 

There is a source relation between the theory of artistic vitality and vigour in Chinese classical 

aesthetics and Taoist school and Chan sect philosophy. 

 

4.3 Composition and Layout 

Although the Han murals' perspective techniques lack the objective authenticity of things and 

do not conform to the preliminary scientific perspective methods like the Roman paintings, it 

is incredibly consistent with the aesthetic styles of the Chinese people. The expression is more 

autonomous and freehand, with infinite artistic conception, which is in line with the spirit of 

mainstream Confucianism and Taoism. 

 

 
939 Jiang, D. S. (1951). Perspective Studies. Zhonghua Book Company. pp.132-137. 
940 Norman, & Bresson. (2004). Vision and Painting: The Logic of Gaze. Hangzhou: Zhejiang Photographic 

Publishing House, 2. p.101. 
941 Zhao, W. H. (2008). Painting Medium and Modeling Style: A Comparative Study of Traditional Chinese and 

Western Painting Modelling Languages. Guangxi Fine Arts Publishing House. p.294. 
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As part of the tomb building, the mural's composition must naturally adapt to the tomb's internal 

spatial structure. This is precisely the principle of "the coexistence and unity of the images and 

space, which determines that the mural cannot be logically separated from the area in which it 

is located. Therefore, the composition of the murals in the two countries still follows specific 

rules in general. 

 

The common feature of ancient Rome and the Han murals is fullness. This is the first 

impression given to viewers by the Han murals. As Peng Jixiang said: "Full" is a characteristic 

of the Han Dynasty murals. Every brick and every stone are always painted with the full 

element942. However, it gives people a full and straightforward artistic conception that cannot 

be replaced by the following ethereal and exquisite art. In the archaeological evidence, there 

are many cases that embody this aesthetic style with the magnificent scenes, like the figure’s 

and animal’s motifs and the influence of the original coloured pottery culture. The pictures 

with this kind of composition often have dynamic effects and infinite vitality. At the same time, 

it also reconciles the illusory and illusory artistic conception of rising immortals. 

 

Take the composition represents the Fuxi and Nüwa paintings in the Tomb of Bu Qianqiu943 

(Figure 4.45) and the Tomb of Qianjingtou944 (Figure 4.46) as examples. All the Fuxi and 

Nüwa images in the Tomb of Bu Qianqiu are depicted from the east to the west wall. This is 

an entire banner-style scroll of rising immortals. To reveal the desire for ascension to heaven, 

the artist adopted a scroll-style composition to arrange the modelling and the overall design945. 

The painting on the vault of the Tomb of Qianjingtou consists of two parts. The first part is a 

scroll-like sky scene, sketched on 14 bricks. From south to north, it displays Double Dragons, 

 
942 Peng, J. X. (2013). Introduction to Art: Essence Edition. Peking University Press. pp.221-234. 
943 Sun, Z. Y. (1977). Research on the Murals of the Tomb of Bu Qianqiu in the Western Han Dynasty in Luoyang. 

Cultural Relics, (6), pp.17-22. 
944 Lv, J. S. (1993). A Brief Report on the Excavation of the Western Han Mural Tomb at Qianjingtou, Luoyang. 

Cultural Relics, (5), pp.1-16.  
945 Huang, M. L. (1977). A brief report on the excavation of the Mural Tomb of Bu Qianqiu in the Western Han 

Dynasty in Luoyang. Cultural Relics, (6), pp.1-12. 
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White Tiger, Suzaku, Basalt, Fuxi, Sun, Immortal Man, Toad, Moon, Auspicious Clouds, and 

there are two sets of symmetrical Floating Clouds pattern depicted on the vault946. 

 

Additionally, the Ruiyun Map is displayed on seven bricks, which is next to the first part. It 

constitutes an uninterrupted scene of heaven. Moreover, the east wall of the tomb in the Glass 

Factory of Tanggong Road, Luoyang, is painted with the portrait of the occupant (Figure 4.47), 

and the picture extends to the east end of the north and south walls947. It is different from the 

composition of similar comic strips such as Officials Holding Ax and Staff of Authority (Figure 

4.48) and Greeting Guests (Figure 4.49) found in Han Tomb No. 61 in Shaogou, Luoyang. The 

Tomb murals have matured in both brushwork and composition form, and the overall picture 

is mainly composed of long scrolls. Also, some of the burial murals in the Han Dynasty involve 

a unique feature regarding composition. The painter completed the arrangement and numbered 

the tomb bricks before composing the picture and then put them together on the wall in a unified 

order. 

 

Such as the paintings on the vault of the tomb of Bu Qianqiu, the No.61 Tomb Shaogou in 

Luoyang, and Tomb in Qianjingtou are arranged in this way, according to the general design, 

and then drawing on the prefabricated bricks. Due to the structure of the burial space, the walls 

are used to depict a wide variety of characters, animals, and utensils, all that is creating an 

amazing visual kaleidoscope of large-scale spectaculars. The Rising Immortal Picture (Figure 

4.50) discovered on the vault of the Qianjingtou tomb in particular, which is composed of 14 

bricks. It represents a long scroll-like celestial scene, including Suzaku, the Sun, Auspicious 

Clouds, and Fuxi. The mainstream image of auspiciousness embodies the yearning for the 

beautiful life of the occupant. 

 

Similarly, the primary impression of the four styles of frescoes in ancient Rome is also "full". 

The Roman painters paid attention to brushstrokes and decorative beauty, the full composition 

 
946 Luoyang No. 2 Cultural Relics Working Team. (1993). A brief report on the excavation of the Western Han 

Mural Tomb at Qianjingtou, Luoyang. p.3-5. 
947 Ni, L. J. (2006). Appreciation and Analysis of the Murals of Han Tomb No.61 in Shaogou, Luoyang. Journal 

of Huainan Normal University, 8(6), pp.103-105. 
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of the picture and multi-colour arrangement. Taking the fresco tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus 

as an example, frescoes are painted on the exterior and interior. From the beginning, in the 

exterior of the tomb, each wall contained three fields surrounded by edges and separated by 

two vertical brown bands. The edges consisted of three lines, two adjacent to the inner side, 

one slightly an outside. The intermediate space of the central fields was filled with a zigzag 

pattern forming a series of triangles. Within these stood a brown dot. The outer fields' central 

line was painted drops with the tip verso the inside of the rectangle. On the north wall, along 

with the left turret, stands a vertical brown stripe, which was probably also found in the 

corresponding pricks of the north, east and south walls, each field contained a vignette: a flying 

swan or, as it seems, a suspended little tree or perhaps other ornaments of which there are no 

traces948. 

 

Furthermore, in the interior of the tomb, the description starts from the wall in front of the door 

and continues by circling the central structure and then along with the tomb enclosure. The 

inner side of the south wall with the animal painting of a panther chasing a horse, and the 

southeast corner with a curved platform decorated with painted plants (Figure 4.51). On the 

top are dates, eggs, and nuts. In front are a swan and fruit. Furthermore, the inner side of the 

east wall with a peacock image and a garden painting with a low lattice fence on the inner side 

of the east wall: A bowl fountain with a square brim stands in front of the fence and is supported 

by a tall, slender pedestal (Figure 4.52). Besides, the inner tomb south wall with a painting of 

the funeral repast. Engelmann described this as "a funeral repast of which six persons partake, 

partly standing, partly sitting around a table (Figure 4.53). Three servants are also discernible 

who bring food and drinks."949, Moreover, Inner tomb east wall with a painting of seated aedile. 

Engelmann described this as "the young dignitary (aedilis) in his character of justiciary sitting 

on a podium; around him several men, of which the one at his right devoutly looks up at him 

and lifts his right hand." 950. On the west wall of the inner tomb, painting of Caius Vestorius 

 
948 Spano, G. (1910). Notizie degli scavi di antichità. pp.241-242. 
949 Engelmann, W. (1925). New guide to Pompeii. W. Engelmann. p.55. 
950 Ibid. 
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Priscus entering a room that has writing implements and money on a table and a couch (Figure 

4.54). 

 

On the west end of the north wall's inner side is a painting of a pomegranate tree, which is filled 

with ripe fruits (Figure 4.55). All the murals on the walls are detailed and natural. It records 

multiple scenes related to the life of the tomb owner. The setting is vast. In addition to showing 

many characters, it also offers a complex natural environment and human landscape. To 

maintain all the murals' internal unity and continuity, the designer links the plots together 

through intelligent character actions and incidents in these relatively independent units, and 

each scene is integrated into the next. There is no vertical division to interrupt the continuity 

of composition and the sequence of events, forming a kind of "graphical photo". The character 

scene is superimposed to fill the whole picture, and the design is full of passion and dynamic. 

 

Both Roman and the Han paintings exist extensive symmetrical composition, but the way they 

are presented differs951. There are symmetrical cases in the four styles of Pompeii murals, 

especially the Third Style murals. Monochrome and complete surfaces have become essential 

elements in this style. Conforming its decoration range and function, it can be divided into a 

variety of decorative patterns. The borders of each part of the murals are all symmetrical shapes. 

The patterns are either vertical, horizontal, or opposite or opposite to each other, materialising 

a variety of beautiful borders, which produce illusion-like effects through the colourant 

configuration. It embodies extraordinarily diverse and unified aesthetic principles952. The third 

style murals follow strict symmetry rules determined by the central element, usually dividing 

the wall into three horizontal and 3 to 5 vertical regions. In contrast, the panel divided by 

 
951 Symmetrical and balanced composition refers that each part of the image is proportional to the size. The height, 

width, volume, colour, structure and other elements are mirrored or central symmetry, giving people a sense of 

stability and ordering beauty. Balance means that the facts in the picture have the same volume relationship; there 

is a big difference in the feeling of the image represented by symmetry and balance. Symmetry is a way of 

expression with rhythm and a sense of rhythm and harmony, but sometimes over-averaging can lead to stiffness. 

Symmetric style expresses deep intension and strong expressive power. It carries the painter's emotion and 

contains beauty in rhythm and rhyme scheme, but this kind of change is multi-stage. Simultaneously, overly 

equilibrium can lead to stiffness, symmetry and equilibrium need to be balanced in a painting. 
952 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press.pp.52-55. 
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geometric patterns or elongated branches and leaves hanging around the base or candlestick. 

Such wall paintings had areas of beautifully painted scenes in one bordered off area, while the 

area next to the scene could have nothing but a flat single coloured surface. There is customarily 

an exquisite painting scene area with an edge area, and the space beside it can only have a flat 

monochromatic surface. To clearly show that this is not a window to other objects, it means 

that it is like a Third Style element of a mural hanging on the wall. The paintings are composed 

of the usual themes of mythology and landscape. General mythological scenes, landscapes, 

temples, and rolling hills usually belong to the third style. Exquisite patterns of birds or semi-

dream animals also appear in the background. There are even Egyptian themes and images, 

including scenes from the Nile and Egyptian gods and rituals. The Third Style is still an 

architectural style, rather than depicting reasonable architectural elements that may be 

encountered in the real world. This is about fantasy and stylised columns and wall decorations, 

which can only exist on the imaginary wall. 

 

The Third Style Pompeian murals have a vibrant colour and figurative and decorative details; 

it hopes to be a high skill in execution953. This style is usually known for its simplicity. It 

follows strict symmetry rules, and the main elements determine symmetry. In contrast, there is 

no strict symmetry in the composition, but a harmonious coexistence of the objects depicted in 

the Han murals. 

 

There are also examples of the third style of symmetrical murals in many tombs in ancient 

Rome, such as the tomb of Neuvy-Pailloux954 (Figure 4.56) and the painted vault decoration in 

the columbaria of Pomponius Hylas (Figure 4.57). The big yellow part should create the 

appearance of a hanging carpet, which means luxury. The grid is divided into a perfectly 

symmetrical composition of the same size and same colour repeated blocks. Take the mural of 

the burial chamber of the tomb of Neuvy-Pailloux as an example. From the overall layout of 

the murals, the tomb's wall is painted with the entire mural, and the picture is divided into 

several surfaces of the same size, and the positions are symmetrical and balanced. The plant's 

 
953 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press.pp.52-55. 
954 Barbet, A. (1969). La peinture murale romaine. 
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motifs below all distributed symmetrically, and their sizes and positions are exclusively equal, 

showing the aesthetic connectivity and integration with the comprehensive impression of 

associative perception and holistic organisation. 

 

The symmetrical composition of ancient Roman frescoes is a form of beauty with the same 

shape and quantity, or with the central axis as the boundary; each part is equipotent in size, 

shape, and permutation. Alternatively, take the centre of the entire painting as a dot, 

demonstrating consistency and forming a corresponding relationship in shape and volume, the 

flawless symmetrical composition of Roman murals is not detected in the Han murals. Still, 

symmetrical factors can be found, which are principally derived from the concept of Yin-yang. 

Take the Fuxi-Nüwa themed murals as examples. 

 

Evidently, Fuxi and Nüwa's images appeared as gods in pairs; they all appeared in a typically 

symmetrical arrangement. The figures in the tomb at brickyard of Lihecun in Cijian of Xin’an 

both hold Ganoderma lucidum, standing opposite each other, and evenly distributed on both 

sides955. Moreover, the mural in Bu Qianqiu's tomb at Shaogoucun in Luoyang was engraved 

with a connected double ring, and the middle part is painted with Fuxi and Nüwa, their 

shoulders are next to each other, hugging the sun and the moon, and their serpentine tails 

staggered. All objects in the painting are symmetrical on both sides, showing a kind of balanced 

beauty. Plus, In the Guanzhuang Tomb in Mizhi, Shaanxi, the images of Fuxi and Nüwa were 

carved on the door frame (Figures 4.58, 4.59 and 4.60). With the tomb's door as the axis, all 

objects are symmetrically distributed, and the designer has developed the symmetry 

composition to the extreme. Balance is when people are pursuing visual changes. According to 

the centre of gravity, the various components are re-adjusted and configured to achieve a 

balanced state as a whole956. Equalisation offers greater freedom than symmetry, it means that 

there is a distinct difference in the combination of the elements of the picture, but the whole is 

still consistent. The employ of such composition is mainly to avoid the monotony and dullness 

 
955 Wang, Y. (2018). Research of images of Fuxi, Nüwa of the Han Dynasty. Archaeology, (3), p.10. 
956 Wu, C. (2019). From the Reconciliation Yin-Yang to the Harmony between Husband and Wife: A Study of 

the Image of Stories of Fuxi and Nüwa in the Han Dynasty. Yindu Academic Journal, (3), p.19.  
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of the photograph957. In the painting unearthed in Dongyan Village, Hanwang Township, 

Tongshan County, Xuzhou City, Jiangsu Province, Fuxi and Nüwa' s figures are standing 

opposite each other. Fuxi is holding a bird in her hand, but Nüwa does not. Her snake tail leans 

forward, breaking the symmetrical composition958. On the contrary, the picture becomes lively 

and interesting without losing balance. Arnheim believes that there is a tendency to favour 

simplification and balance in people's perceptual activities and a tendency to increase tension 

by strengthening imbalance and deviating from simple patterns959. 

 

The wall paintings of Luoyang tombs can form a unified and symmetrical structure according 

to the content and form, and they create an overall visual effect. Such as the cases of The 

Fangxiang Shi960 in the tomb of Bu Qianqiu (Figure 4.61), the mural in the tomb in Balitai961, 

(Figure 4.62), the mural on the tomb at Tieta Hill of Xin'an in Luoyang962 (Figure 4.63), the 

mural on the front gable of the tomb of the Western Han Tomb in Balitai, Luoyang. The figures 

on the slopes on the left and right sides of this mural echo each other symmetrically, and the 

middle part is a sheep's head in relief. 

 

In the painting Fangxiang Shi, the figure is in the centre, and the symmetrical White Tiger and 

Azure Dragon are drawn under Fangxiang Shi. An asymmetrical picture is formed, and the 

content and form are harmonious and unified. This drawing of the same content or the same 

size pattern on both sides of the central object expresses the people's aesthetic interest in society 

at that time. 

 

 
957 Wang Lilin, & Li Yinde. (1996). A report of the relief stones of the Eastern Han Dynasty discovered in Xuzhou. 

Cultural Relics, (4), pp.28-31. 
958 Huang, M. L, Guo, Y. Q, (1996). Luoyang Han Tomb Murals, Cultural Relics Publishing House. pp.144-156. 
959 Rudolf Arnheim. (2019). Art and Visual Perception. Sichuan People's Publishing House. pp.97-104. 
960 Sun, Z. Y. (1977). Research on the Murals of the Tomb of Bu Qianqiu in the Western Han Dynasty in Luoyang. 

Cultural Relics, (6), pp.17-22. 
961 Su Jian. (1984). Research on the Murals of Luoyang Han Tombs in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, USA. 

Original Chinese, (2), pp.22-25. 
962 Huang, J. B., Wang, J., Yu, F. W., & Gao, H. (2002). An excavation report on the Han tomb of Tietashan, 

Xin'an County, Luoyang. Cultural Relics, (5), pp.33-38. 
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The murals in the tomb of "Balitai" are centred with a sheep's head image, and the figures on 

both sides appear symmetrically963. The mural in the Tomb of the Tietashan964 painted with the 

occupant sitting cross-legged in the middle part of the whole painting965, the left side is a golden 

crown, and the right side is a maid. The occupant sits in the middle, and the left and right 

figures appear symmetrically, forming a symmetrical composition. This composition is mostly 

centred on the main content of the whole picture, and symmetrical patterns or content are drawn 

on both sides of it. This has an essential connection with people's aesthetics at that time966. 

 

It can be recognised from the above examples of the symmetry composition of murals in the 

two countries that they positively satisfy ancient people's desire to establish an endpoint of 

psychological order and contribute a sense of belonging to psychology. Still, the mural painters 

also seek nonmonotonic design967. Roman painters believed that the objective world could be 

understood. This understanding can be expressed with clear and logical concepts and 

definitions968. Therefore, they continue to use various methods to summarise and explain the 

form of "symmetrical beauty". The subject's grasp of the object world is placed in the scheme 

of the ideal beauty of vision. It is not difficult to understand why Roman painters embody 

rational, meticulous, and logical thinking in mural creation. They are used to scientifically and 

rationally researching the form of beauty969. Many frescoes in ancient Rome always give 

people a strictly visual sense of symmetry and are related to the categories of "order", 

"coordination", "proportionality", and "unity". Moreover, the Han murals did not deliver the 

perfect symmetrical composition but an internal balance of order, pursuing the unique 

philosophical concepts970. Additionally, The Han murals do not involve precise straight lines, 

and a neat sense of form appeared in Roman paintings, and there are no auxiliary drawing tools 

 
963 Su, J. (1984). Research on the Murals of Luoyang Han Tombs in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, USA. 

Original Chinese, (2), pp.22-25. 
964 Huang, J. B., Wang, J., Yu, F. W., & Gao, H. (2002). An excavation report on the Han tomb of Tietashan, 

Xin'an County, Luoyang. Cultural Relics, (5), pp.33-38. 
965 Du, S. H. (2004). Old pen and wonderful Murals of Han Studies, Henan Fine Arts Publishing House. pp.45-

56. 
966 Ibid. 
967 Shao, Z. (2009). Art through East and West. Capital Normal University Press, p.256. 
968 William Hogarth & Yang, C Y. (1984). The Analysis of Beauty. Beijing: People's Fine Arts Publishing House. 

p.38. 
969 Hogarth, W. (1984). The analysis of beauty, p.38. 
970 Bosanquet, B. (2005). A history of aesthetic. Cosimo, Inc. p.47. 



220 

 

such as rulers in the archaeological evidence971. We accept that ancient people like to express 

symmetry delicacy subtly and vaguely. Symmetry is one of the main properties of simple 

gestalt or good form. It undoubtedly dominates all primitive and decorative arts.  

 

In addition to fullness and symmetry, both Roman and the Han artworks both highlight the 

concept of "subordinative compound" in the composition. In each of the murals in the Han 

tombs, the expression of the idea of hierarchical order is not implied and unobtrusive972. The 

order of the characters on the upper part of the wall is in the order of the owner of the tomb and 

the maidservant. Like this composition method, in many Roman frescoes, the proportions of 

the figures seem to be ignored. The painting's main tasks or the image of people or heroes with 

high social or political status occupy the leading position. The image is tall and often appears 

in a prominent centre every time it appears, such as the inner east wall with a painting of seated 

aedile (Figure 4.64) in the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (the scene of the hearing). 

 

This mural has a centripetal composition. The occupant Caius Vestorius Priscus is portrayed 

as a government official, fully performing his public duties in the mural. The two assistants 

bundled together are licensors973. The scene described the history of the tomb owner's work in 

the field974. The centripetal composition is a typical composition method in ancient Rome and 

the Han Dynasty. The occupant is usually the protagonist, who is the leading role in the critical 

part of the centre and has the distinctive characteristics of highlighting the main body. In this 

painting, the figure in the red shirt in the centre of the picture. The orientation, momentum and 

posture of all the remaining figures are subject to him. The orientation of other audiences 

emphasises the centripetality of the photograph, which becomes a powerful stroke to strengthen 

the centripetalism975. Through the above analysis and interpretation, it can be seen that the 

 
971 Shao, Z. (2009). Art through East and West. Capital Normal University Press, p.257. 
972 He, X. L. (2002) A discovery and research of the Han murals, Shaanxi People's Fine Arts Publishing House. 

p.55 
973 Engelmann, W. (1925). New guide to Pompeii. W. Engelmann. p.55. 
974 Spano, G. (1910). Notizie degli scavi di antichità. pp.266-268. 
975 Mols, S. T., & Moormann, E. M. (1993). Ex parvo crevit: Proposta per una lettura iconografica della Tomba 

di Vestorius Priscus fuori Porta Vesuvio a Pompei. Rivista di studi pompeiani, 6, pp.15-52. 
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primary and secondary features in the ancient Roman frescoes have a direct impact on the 

composition of the picture976. 

 

The various character elements in ancient Roman images often form a subordination 

relationship, which exists a dominant in the picture as the visual centre to unify the whole 

picture, and this subordinative compound is in the most common form of composition is the 

centripetal composition, which was frequently appeared in murals in ancient Rome and the Han 

Dynasty. 

 

In the Han funeral murals, the main theme is generally to show the tomb occupant, and often 

there are maids or entourages beside the tomb owner, so the figure in the picture is not a single 

person. We can take the principle of centripetal composition to analyse visually. For example, 

in the murals of the Taliangzi (Figures 4.65 and 4.66), the deceased couple's image is drawn in 

the middle. The figures' sitting postures are usually arranged side by side, next to his servants, 

whose size is obviously out of proportion to the couple977. The protagonists in the picture are 

slightly larger than the attendants standing next to them. Several people are arranged side by 

side, with tables and chairs and other utensils usually painted below. Such a composition 

method will make the main body of the picture exceptionally stable978. In many unearthed tomb 

murals, the main characters are in the picture. A horse or camel will be led to move forward. 

Such an image is often a centripetal composition. There is a picture of the Guiding Chariot 

(Figure 4.67) as the middle and lower part of the Han tomb's south wall in the Zhucun Mural 

in Luoyang. The main character in the image is seated on a galloping carriage979. All the 

characters in the picture present a centripetal composition arranged in sequence in the picture980. 

This kind of design makes the image full of dynamic tension but also makes people feel very 

stable. 

 
976 Zevi, F., & Zevi, B. (1991). L'atrium regium. Archeologia classica, 43, 475-487. 
977 Song, Z. M. (2005). Research on part of murals in Taliangzi M3, Zhongjiang County, Sichuan. Archaeology 

and Cultural Relics, (5), pp.53-55. 
978 Spano, G. (1910). Notizie degli scavi di antichità. pp.266-268. 
979 Shi, J. Z. (1992). Bulletin of the excavation of the Eastern Han Mural Tomb in Zhu Village, Luoyang City. 

Cultural Relics, (12), pp.15-20. 
980 Ibid 
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The cases from the two countries that adopted centripetal composition express the relationship 

and plot between characters, which is a highly sequential composition form. The position in 

the centre of the picture is the deceased that promotes the development of the story. The 

proportion of the prominent figure is more extensive than that of the others981. It is generally 

at the centre. The size of the model emphasises the primary and secondary relationship and the 

level of mental status. Other images determine the size of their form according to their identity 

and status, which can also be seen as a unique form of perspective and composition. Secondary 

characters or audiences surround him, and the centripetal design forms a robust subjective 

communication to the viewer982.  

 

Besides, other Roman burial murals, such as the paintings of the Champs Elysees (Figure 4.68) 

and the banqueting scene (Figure 4.69) from the west wall of the triclinium, also performed in 

the same composition. The size of the figures in this mural is disproportionate. Servants and 

the owner who commissioned the paintings are fundamentally different. Reflected in the 

composition of the murals, their identity and status are also reflected in the portrait's size. This 

characteristic is also pronounced in the tomb murals. The size of each figure in the banquet in 

the mural is different. Both the host and the guest painted relatively large, while the servants 

painted small983. 

 

Regarding the visual proportions of people in the murals, generally speaking, both ancient 

Rome and the Han murals have distinct characteristics. Still, Roman painting does not have a 

sense of order compare with that in the Han painting984. In addition to the concept of human 

 
981 Wang, X. Y. (2012). Religious beliefs and image expression of Han funeral murals. Shanghai Ancient Books 

Publishing House. p.67. 
982 He, X. L. (2002) A discovery and research of the Han murals, Shaanxi People's Fine Arts Publishing House. 

p.15. 
983 Dunbabin, K. M. (2003). The Roman banquet: images of conviviality. Cambridge University Press. p.59. 
984 Although the Han Dynasty's frescoes seem free and unrestrained on the surface, they contain a strong rational 

spirit. The society of the Han Dynasty had a strict hierarchy. Reflected in tombs, it is reflected in the different 

types of tombs that can be adopted by different levels. Chungtsu said that there were hierarchical differences in 

funerals in ancient times (in China). Generally speaking, the emperor's coffin has seven layers, the local princes 

have five layers, the officials have three layers, and the officials at the next level have two layers. It can be seen 
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hierarchy in the Han paintings, the social order is also apparent. The Han Dynasty painters' 

control of the order in the murals is also reflected in the image, that is, the idea's norms, which 

is exclusively different from ancient Rome's aesthetics985. The society of the Han Dynasty had 

a strict hierarchy. The culture of maintaining social order, such as the ritual system, had a 

profound influence on the Han Dynasty's funeral culture986. 

 

Judging from the full picture of Feasting and Acrobatics Performance (Figure 4.70), the painter 

vividly and realistically depicts the Han Dynasty nobles' grand scene and many guests feasting 

and watching dance and acrobatics performances987. It can be divided into guest and host 

through the different seats and theatre and dance venues. Although the scene adapted in a large-

scale series, there are many complicated characters and performances. It shows that the host 

and guests are orderly, well-structured and vivid. In the middle and western part of the picture 

frame, the left seat is the owner's seat. The seat on the west side of the ancient banquet is 

regarded as the seat. A rectangular tent-like cloth is drawn on the fabric's upper back, and some 

tall flagpoles are erected behind the fabric. Colourful flags of different colours of red, green, 

and blue float on the top to set off the atmosphere. Inside the raised curtain, a brown arched 

table is drawn, and behind the table are the mistresses sitting side by side988. Her manners are 

noble, graceful and generous, and she seems to be politely socialising with guests989. On both 

sides of the hostess's seat, these men and women in different colours of clothes look like 

servants and services delicately990. Sitting on both sides of the floor is a guest. Different 

 
that the culture of maintaining social order, such as the ritual system has a profound influence on the tomb culture 

of the Han Dynasty. And this social order is not only reflected in the murals, including the theme, content, and 

symbolic meaning of the paintings, all have strict levels. The levels of painters that can be hired by the deceased 

of different status levels are also different. The sense of order shown in the Han Dynasty's image world is an 

inevitable appeal of social psychology. It reflects society and constitutes its unique language. People are the carrier 

of social order, so the characters' performance can best explain an era's order problem.  
985 Wei, N. (2005). Han Dynasty Society in Luoyang Han Tomb Murals. Journal of Luoyang Normal University, 

24(4), pp.1-4. 
986 Liu, Z. Z. (2007). Xuzhou Han Tombs and Han Dynasty Social Studies (Doctoral dissertation, Zhengzhou: 

Zhengzhou University). 
987 Zhao, S. G. (1960). A report of the large-scale Han Dynasty fresco tombs and stone tombs with portraits were 

discovered in Dahuting, Mi County, Henan. Cultural Relics, (4), pp.29-30. 
988 Zhang, N. (2005). A preliminary study on the meaning of the images of the Han tomb in Dahuting, Mi County. 

Fine Arts Observation, (10), 90-91. 
989 Jin, C. F. (1987). The History of Thought in the Han Dynasty. China Social Sciences Press. p.78. 
990 Xu, J. (2010). History of Literary Thought in Han Dynasty. Beijing Book Co. Inc. pp.55-67. 
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costumes pinpoint that they are of other classes991. There are more than fifty people in total; 

their positions reflect each person's class, identity, status, etc992. 

 

And then, we take the Frescoed tomb from the Via Portuense necropolis, for example (Figure 

4.71). In this picture, there is no unified and orderly free arrangement. Some are treated as 

props, some are sitting on the floor and talking around, and some are standing and talking. 

Some people play ball. All the characters are evenly distributed in the picture, and the host and 

the guests talk happily. They lie down and eat in these rooms without a sense of distance. The 

children are still sitting at the table and eating. All slaves can stand or sit and eat. They show 

different postures. For example, comparing the schematic diagram of a character means that 

objects located on a line will be regarded as a whole. The sending line does not need to be real 

or continuous, as long as there is one sign is enough. This rule further states that viewers will 

always understand lines as "extending outward". The picture is generally composed of multiple 

images and many image elements, and various images or image elements may form their 

sketches of the extension principles. 

 

If it is not organised, the interference between each other will offset the rhythm formed by each 

other, and it will not cause the feeling of people's rhythm, and it will become a disorderly and 

messy picture. Therefore, the composition should first focus on the rhythm formed by the 

layout of the main objects and make it the composition's main rhythm. On this basis, the rhythm 

of dots, lines and colour blocks should be laid out to make the whole composition into a 

rhythmic chorus. The team as a whole is active and influential, without a unified sense of order. 

 
991 An, J. H, & Wang Yugang. (1972). The portrait stone tomb and fresco tomb of the Han Dynasty in Dahuting, 

Mi County. Cultural Relics, (10), 49-62. 
992 This mural conveys social order information with vivid modelling symbols, revealing the deep and orderly 

cultural thought and spirit of the Han Dynasty. The Han Dynasty established the orthodox Confucianism position, 

which made "Confucian ethics and morality constitute the norms and norms of people's social behaviour in the 

Han Dynasty." The Han Dynasty society had a strict patriarchal, hierarchical system, stipulating Benevolence, 

righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and faith as five Confucian virtues of humanity, which bound people's thoughts, 

morals, and emotions. The wall paintings express the social order relationship with stylized artistic language and 

expand the fresco's symbolic meaning through the practical function of sacrifice. 
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On the one hand, the Roman painters enriched the characters' postures and movements by 

deepening the composition. On the other hand, they adopted extraordinarily concise and precise 

techniques to be more exquisite in image shaping and modelling. In Portuense necropolis, the 

painter truly reflects the characters, costumes and postures of different identities and places 

them in certain positions. On the whole, the Portuense necropolis murals are full of 

extraordinary imagination and expressive style. The overall outstanding features are reflected 

in the richness of the pictures. 

 

We want to explain that in terms of image composition, there are similarities and differences 

between ancient Rome and the Han dynasty. In the murals of many themes in the Han dynasty, 

we can see that the scene is magnificent and involves many people, but it is ideal. It is handled 

chemically, and all the characters on the screen are subject to a specific absolute order 

arrangement. In the Han Dynasty, there has been an idealised expression technique in which 

the main characters are larger than the minor ones. This technique of relating people's social 

class to the screen's body size has deeply influenced Chinese character painting993. For example, 

the Portuense necropolis unearthed from the ancient Roman tomb is neatly painted from left to 

right, such as blowing panpipes, blowing a flute, blowing scorpion, drumming, throwing balls, 

handstands, etc. The intervals between people are so rich and different. In the painter's eyes, 

they all have other treatment methods; each of them is vivid. It is not the one-faced and 

expressionless state of the characters in the Han Dynasty murals. 

 

As mentioned above, the Han painters handled the painting space more flexibly to show 

different angles of the picture, let the viewer experience the mobility and enhance the dynamic 

sense of the pictures. In contrast, the Roman painters paid great attention to realism and strived 

to reproduce the object of the mural. When dealing with painting space, static subjects and 

images are often used to construct the space, which possesses substantial solidification in time 

and space. What is prominent in ancient Roman art is the consolidated frame of time and space 

 
993 Wang, X. Y. (2012). Religious beliefs and image expression of Han funeral murals. Shanghai Ancient Books 

Publishing House, pp.23-34. 
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in the picture, which often strikingly demonstrates the characters' expressions and actions at an 

unequivocal moment. Each depiction presents a classic and theatrically transitory episode. The 

same concept is all in the synchronic and simultaneous state, with less time and space 

continuity. The relationship between different composition and details is an essential content 

of the specific analysis of art forms. The Han artists follow an independent pursuit of goals; 

images seem to possess a tremendous internal willingness and often have no emotional 

communication with the viewers. Ancient art has a manifestation of metamorphosing an 

independent world. There are similar expressions in Roman art, but some convey more 

connected with the viewers a sentimental response. The characters and the environment are 

more coordinated and integrated, which form a kind of dramatic tension. There is a specific 

psychological relationship between the characters and the external world. Moreover, the 

characters in the picture reveal an intense and complex personality and inner world to the 

viewer. 

 

4.4 Theme 

There are similarities between the subject matter of the Han and Roman tomb murals, both of 

which contain a wide variety of creative themes. Huang Peixian has identified four main 

categories of subject matter for Han tomb murals: 1. Celestial signs, ascensions, myths and 

auspiciousness. 2. Defence against danger, exorcism and plague. 3. Scripture and historical 

figures and stories. 4. The life experiences of the tomb owners and their present lives994. Roger 

ling, on the other hand, divided the Roman tomb frescoes into two categories in terms of images, 

namely those reflecting social life, portraits and stories of people, representations of auspicious 

and mythological tales, and images depicting natural landscapes995. The content, subject matter 

and style of the frescoes in the tombs of the different owners also differed996. It is clear that the 

 
994 Huang, P. X. (2008). A Study of Han Dynasty Tomb Wall Paintings. p.56. 
995 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. 
996 Xu Y. (2012). A comparison of Chinese and Western painting in the Qin and Han periods and the Hellenistic 

and Roman periods. Anhui Literature (11), 96-97. 



227 

 

designs of the Roman and Han funeral frescoes were very varied997. Despite the wide range 

and diversity of design, the purpose was to focus on the deceased's life998. 

 

The Han dynasty was the heyday of feudal society in China999, which is fully reflected in the 

Han funeral murals1000. The paintings found in the tombs are exquisite and unusual. Those that 

have been unearthed are distinctive and regular, with the content and painting style of the 

murals varying according to the status of the tomb owner1001. According to the funerary system 

of the time, the status of the tomb owner determined the scale of the tomb1002. From the 

archaeological findings, the quality, content and distribution of the murals in the burial 

chambers differ significantly within the same period, depending on the scale of the burial1003. 

Influenced by the ancient Chinese idea of "dead as alive"1004, the Han murals' content and 

subject matter were mainly a reflection of real life1005, with the tomb owners hoping that the 

world they had enjoyed during their lifetime would last forever after death. The subject matter 

of Han murals is all-encompassing, and they reproduce social life in a comprehensive and 

authentic manner. They reflect in detail the ideology and social life of the different classes and 

express the ideology1006. The main themes are the ascension of the tomb owners to immortality, 

their prominent status in life, and their pleasures1007. The Han murals were painted in the 

context of a particular tomb culture1008, and therefore the content of the images they represent 

is in line with the ideology of the time, such as the belief in immortality and the concept of life 

 
997 Zheng, T. Y. (2018). A comparison of Qin and Han frescoes with ancient Roman frescoes. (2), p.284. 
998 Xu, Y. (2012). A comparison of Chinese and Western painting in the Qin and Han periods with Hellenistic and 

Roman times. Anhui Literature, (11), pp.96-97. 
999 Wang, W. T. (2007). A study of the hierarchical character of Han society from the perspective of funeral 

welfare. Journal of Hebei Normal University: Philosophy and Social Sciences, 30 (4), pp.125-129. 
1000 Huang, P. X. (2008). A study of Han Dynasty tomb wall paintings. p.28 
1001 He, X. L. (2001). The Discovery and Study of Tomb Murals in the Han Dynasty. Shaanxi People's Art 

Publishing House. p.90. 
1002 Huang, P. X. (2008). A study of Han Dynasty tomb wall paintings. p.30. 
1003 He, X. L. (2001). The discovery and study of Han Dynasty tomb murals. Shaanxi People's Art Publishing 
House. pp.21-34. 
1004 Ibid., p.90. 
1005 Miao, Y. (2013). Study on the ideological background of Han Dynasty funerary art. Knowledge Economy, (5), 

pp.76-77. 
1006 Chen, H. J. (2014). Study on the classification of Han Dynasty burial chamber wall painting themes. Art World, 

(3), p.79. 
1007 Miao, Y. (2013). Study on the ideological background of Han Dynasty funerary art. Knowledge Economy, (5), 

pp.76-77. 
1008 He, X. L. (2001). The discovery and study of Han Dynasty tomb murals. Shaanxi People's Art Publishing 

House. pp.21-34. 
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and death1009. The content of the murals is also based on the structural features of the tomb1010. 

The Han funeral murals were influenced by social trends and socio-economic changes, with a 

focus on the content of each period1011. For example, from the Western Han to the Xinmang 

period, the mural paintings were primarily based on images of ascending immortals, gods, 

celestial images, warding off evil spirits, etc.; in the late Eastern Han, many of the images 

showed the status and prestige of the tomb owner during the lifetime1012, and the auspicious 

aspects of the images gradually replaced the images of removing plagues and warding off evil 

spirits1013. 

 

Similarly, the subject matter and content of Roman tomb murals are particularly wide1014, and 

the themes of the murals are ubiquitous in reflecting the former prominence of the tomb owners, 

their pleasures, and almost every aspect of social life at the time1015, reflecting the breadth of 

their tomb mural design1016. There are similarities between the themes of the Roman and Han 

funeral paintings. Most of them represent scenes from the life of the tomb owner or some 

mythological story with symbolic meaning. The design of Roman funerary frescoes reflects 

the idea that the life of the tomb occupant and the people in the real world were the main focus 

of the design. Many experts believe that it was designed with the occupant of the tomb, the 

deceased, in mind, for example, some scholars believe that it was "a magical world created for 

the dead, an ideal moral code, an idyllic realm filled with the enjoyment of a peaceful life1017. 

The function of the fresco art of the Roman tombs is shown by the fact that it was closely linked 

to and subordinated to the funerary architecture of those who died and were worshipped1018. Its 

 
1009 Ibid. 
1010 Gan, X. Y. (2013). Research on the art of mural painting in Han Dynasty tombs. Journal of Changchun Normal 
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1015 Xu, Y. (2012). A comparison of Chinese and European painting in the Qin and Han periods and the Hellenistic 
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Hellenistic and Roman Periods. Anhui Literature. (11), pp.96-97. 
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choice of subject matter and location were designed to establish a link with the dead and the 

underworld. The choice of subject matter and the location of burial buildings were designed to 

establish a connection with the deceased and the world after death in an attempt to achieve a 

supernatural purpose and to recreate a magical world that people could reach after their death. 

Whether the deceased was alive or dead, the family had monumental buildings built, 

inscriptions and decorations carved, murals painted1019, etc. There is no doubt that it is for the 

preparation and service of the deceased. 

 

However, we believe that the ultimate purpose of ancient Roman and the Han funerary wall 

painting design was not only to serve the dead but also for the people alive. In terms of the 

funerary ritual nature of ancient Roman funerary art, people spent a great deal of money on 

making or buying decorated burial chambers to translate their respect, thoughts, feelings and 

hopes for the dead into concrete material forms, through which they could express their 

affirmation of the deceased's behaviour, life, values and status during their lifetime and their 

hope that they would live as peacefully and happily after death as they did during their lifetime. 

The hope that the deceased will live a peaceful and happy life after death is expressed in this 

concrete material form. The latter hope was merely a fantasy of a mysterious 'life' in the world 

after death, which was known to be a "mirage" in the strong discourse of ancient Roman burial 

thought. As in the case of life, old age, sickness, and death are the laws of life. 

 

The idea of ghosts was created by the illusion that people were delirious and imaginative when 

they were ill. The rich and elite actively used burial decoration as a form of burial for the 

deceased, drawing a bright 'future' to 'satisfy and comfort the souls of the dead' while at the 

same time serving to satisfy and comfort the living themselves, i.e. imagining or In other words, 

it is a way of imagining or hoping that this elaborate burial and the fictional world, which has 

been inherited for generations, will one day be prepared for one's own use, so that one will 

have a "future" in the "present" world, or that one will transplant into the crypt a wish that has 

been granted or unfulfilled in real life, hoping that it will be "repeated" or fulfilled in the 

 
1019 Xue, X. (2015). Ancient Roman tomb inscriptions and Chinese Han monuments. Collection and investment, 

(10), pp.96-99. 
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underworld, thus achieving psychological compensation. In this way, they can achieve 

psychological compensation and balance. The design ideology of the present life is particularly 

evident in the way the Romans and Han Chinese used frescoes to convey the ethics, values, 

status and wealth of the living and their lifestyles. The elite also made use of the burial mural 

as a form of elaborate burial for their loved ones in order to boast of their ethics, to demonstrate 

their self-worth, social status and to show off their wealth and family. This is why the Roman 

and Han tomb murals were not designed with the tomb occupant in mind; 'it was still the 

ultimate outcome for the living person'1020. 

 

The Han people were a time of superstitious belief in the destiny of the heavens1021, the 

resurrection of the dead and the ways of the gods and immortals1022, and this belief was also 

expressed in the creation of the tomb murals. Although the subject matter seems absurd and 

full of superstition, the graphic images are neither fearful nor depressing but rather optimistic 

and upwardly mobile1023. The people's lives were not depressed by their yearning for the world 

of immortals, but on the contrary, they were more business-like1024. An essential feature of Han 

decorative art is the vivid and graphic depiction of historical stories and folklife1025, which is 

characterised by its simplicity and evocative nature1026. In terms of expression, it is primarily 

a combination of realism and romanticism. The animals are mostly realistic, while the 

immortals are thoroughly imaginative, using exaggerated and unrealistic stylistic forms1027. 

 

One of the main features of Roman decorative art was the Romans' pleasure in pursuing 

realistic pleasures and luxuries in their lives, which they portrayed in their decorative art 

 
1020 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing.p.37. 
1021 Li, H. (2011). Death and rebirth: A study of Han Dynasty burial beliefs (Doctoral dissertation, Shandong 

University). p.68. 
1022 Yang, S. D. (1932). A study of the Han Dynasty burial system. Journal of Tsinghua University (Natural 

Science Edition), p.35. 
1023 Yang, S. D., & Wang, Z. J. (2000). A study of Han Dynasty wedding and funeral rituals. Shanghai Ancient 

Books Publishing House. p.96. 
1024 Li, R. S. (1995). The Han Dynasty Funeral System. Jilin University Press. p.60. 
1025 Li, H. (1986). The ethical intentions of the Han dynasty funeral system. Zhong Yuan Cultural Heritage, (4), 

pp.79-82. 
1026 Li, R. S. (2003). Han dynasty funeral rites. Shenyang Press. p.23. 
1027 Miao, Y. (2013). Study on the ideological background of funeral art in the Han dynasty. Knowledge Economy, 

(5), pp.76-77. 
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designs1028. The strong realistic style of the decorative motifs and the richness and variety of 

the subject matter is a reflection of the diverse realities of life. The ancient Roman decorative 

design was based on the needs of the human being. People used a very realistic approach, 

combining the different craft characteristics of the different types of artistry to express the 

relevant content of the decorative motifs in the best possible way. Many of them believed in 

the 'hero cult'. As a result, there are traces of heroism in many of the decorative designs. 

However, because of the strong eclecticism of ancient Roman art and culture, design forms and 

styles were not homogeneous, but rather rich and diverse, and therefore, in addition to the 

rational, rigorous, self-disciplined and heroic features, the main style in which they were 

practised was beautiful and elegant. 

 

Images of the fusion of man and god had an essential influence on the development of European 

culture1029, with its content being mostly historical legends, heroes and gods. In the field of art, 

decorative designs based on mythological stories were also extremely common and were a 

major development trend in art design. At the same time, man and god were very close to each 

other, which were common subjects of cultural and artistic expression. In mythological stories, 

the Romans often substituted human figures for those of the gods1030. In decorative design, 

different styles and scenes are often displayed according to the different character traits of the 

gods in their daily lives. It was also the usual method of the ancient Romans to use a kind of 

episodic graphical expression to present different legendary stories. For example, in the fourth 

style frescoes of Pompeii, there are many Cupids of very different shapes engaged in the daily 

work of secular people such as shoemakers, carpenters and blacksmiths, reflecting their 

respective different character traits and making the whole frescoes lively and witty. Both the 

direct addition of the gods to the realistic scenes and the use of the design representation of the 

gods in human form reflect the significance of ancient Roman beliefs. At the same time, it also 

reflects the marked tendency of ancient Roman culture of alternating man's deification with the 

 
1028 Xu, Y. (2012). A comparison of Chinese and European painting in the Qin and Han periods and the Hellenistic 

and Roman periods. Anhui Literature. (11), pp.96-97. 
1029 Chen, X. J. (2004). Ancient Roman Civilization: Man and God in the Roman Empire. Shanghai Arts and 

Crafts, (3), pp.15-18. 
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gods' personification, even though the belief in the consecratio in formam deorum did not 

become popular until late in the third century. 

 

4.5 Motif 

The themes of ancient Roman and Han burial chamber frescoes contain a large number of 

painted motifs with decorative elements such as flora, fauna, figures and objects 1031 . A 

comparative study of the pictorial decorative elements of painted tombs in general, and ancient 

Roman and Han painted tombs in particular as case studies, this research can provide a deeper 

understanding of the lives, desires and aspirations of the people in both ancient lands. These 

motifs were also used in the funerary art of all the major burial chambers, although not in all 

the tombs of the dead, and they are rich in meaning and symbolism. We compare motifs into 

three categories, including figure, flora and fauna, covering most of the cases and analyse the 

patterns and symbolism in decoration and combination by comparing a number of 

representative examples. 

 

4.5.1 Figure 

The figures in the Roman and Han decorative elements are mainly deceased or related persons 

and some mythological figures. Although scholars have expressed different views on the 

priesthood, it is generally accepted that in ancient Roman frescoes there is a remarkable 

tendency to alternate between the deification of the human and the personification of the god 

and goddess.1032. In contrast, the Han mythological gods are often portrayed as human-beast 

unity. The gods in Roman mythology had human shapes1033, personalities and emotions1034. In 

the case of the Cupid, (Figures 4.72, 4.73 and 4.74). for example, who is depicted in many 

 
1031 Xu, Y. (2012). A comparison of Chinese and European painting in the Qin and Han periods and the Hellenistic 
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chambers, like the fresco on the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus, with an image of a naked 

youth and wings on his back1035 (Figure 4.75).  

 

The image of Cupid is the naked youth, whether winged or not, when actively engaged in the 

vintage are usually referred to as Cupid or putti1036. Images of Cupid characterised by a soft, 

newly adolescent physique and a relaxed, elegant pose, set against a delicate face by a luxuriant, 

seemingly disarranged curls, which, at least in the best quality works, appear to melt into the 

neck and shoulders. It constitutes a distinctive type of fresco subject popular in Roman times. 

Almost all cupids adopt a tilted pose. Even those images where the upper half of the body is 

not really inclined, i.e. where the chest is kept upright and the shoulders horizontally aligned, 

often evoke the inclined pose by placing one arm on a support1037. According to Hesiod, Cupid 

was the son and/or companion of Aphrodite1038. Plutarch tells us of a mystic and orgiastic rite 

dedicated to this goddess, in which the participants fell asleep, symbolizing death, and their 

awakening was perceived as resurrection. In this ceremony, moreover, Cupid was believed to 

return to his mother's womb and be reborn1039. It was through the believer's identification with 

Cupid that he too hoped for a mystical resurrection. In addition to the association of Cupid with 

Aphrodite, there is also a connection between Cupid and other feminine, especially chthonian 

goddesses, these goddesses are always associated with the rebirth of vegetation in the spring. 

In Roman art, Cupid often replace satyrs and silens in the process of producing wine and can 

thus be perceived as the rational powers prevailing over the wild and irrational world. 

Depictions of winged youths engaged in vintage appear on several Pompeii wall paintings, but 

they too are not depicted within vine trellises. Moreover, Cupids also identified with birds1040, 

and, like birds, they are depicted in a wall painting from Pompeii being set free from the cages 

in which they were kept. They could also be compared to the souls of the deceased, and thus 

 
1035 Moormann, E. M. (1998). Le tombeau de Caius Vestorius Priscus a Pompei. 
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1039 Plutarch Amatorius: Plutarchus (in Plutarch Moralia, trans. E. L. Minar, F.H. Sandbach, W. C. Helmond, Loeb 
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1040 Theocritus Idylls, Idylls (The Poems of Theocritus, trans. A. Rist, The University of North Carolina Press, 
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represent the deceased in the eternal world1041. Their connection with eternal life is further 

illustrated in a huge funeral painting depicting Elysium scenes in the tomb of Crispia Salvia1042, 

where the space between the lower and upper parts (sky) while roses are scattered liberally 

over the background1043, which is filled with Cupids riding birds, among which peacocks - one 

of the most important symbols of female apotheosis and of eternal life - are the most 

prominent1044. 

 

The gods of Chinese mythology, however, are different in that they are often half-human and 

half-beast in appearance1045. Take the mural paintings of Fuxi and Nüwa, for example, many 

of which appear in the Luoyang area1046, such as the tomb of Bu Qianqiu1047 (Figure 4.76). and 

tombs at Qianjingtou1048 (Figure 4.77), Jinguyuan1049, Xincun1050, all have images of Fuxi and 

Nüwa with human bodies and snake tails1051. The geographical distribution of such images is 

consistent throughout the region, and the temporal distribution of these tombs ranges from the 

mid-Western Han to the late Eastern Han, covering basically the entire developmental period 

of the Han mural tombs 1052 . These objects still represent the content of the belief in 

longevity1053. The image connotes the constancy of the cosmic paradise while at the same time 

embodying a movement and order that fully expresses the symbolism of the ascension of the 
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soul to heaven and the immortality of life1054. Fuxi and Nüwa appear as paired deities, most 

unusually with a snake attached to each of their lower limbs1055, making the allegory of fertility 

worship known to the world. Other elements, such as the combination of Fuxi and Nüwa with 

the West Queen, are interpreted as stories of fertility worship1056. In Han tombs, Nüwa's 

reproductive content is not specifically emphasised1057. Still, it is more directly linked to the 

content of immortality1058, such as the common composition with the moon and the toad1059. 

The image of Nüwa retains a very strong primitive meaning1060, as in primitive societies of 

ancient China, an important thing for women was to bear children1061, and as snakes are 

oviparous and particularly fertile1062, the snake body of Nüwa has an ideological aspiration in 

this regard1063. 

 

Both primitive witchcraft and totem worship originated from the infantile concept of pantheism. 

It is the result of the fact that primitive people1064, at a time of extremely low productivity and 

unable to understand the causal links between natural phenomena, regarded natural objects as 

living, conscious and soulful objects and worshipped them as personalities1065. Totem worship, 

as the object of the primitive clan's emotional identity and spiritual belief, became not only the 

most sacred and beautiful symbol in the clan's mind, but also an important link to the collective 

members of the clan's society. With the development of the productive forces and changes in 
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the social system1066, the primitive totems may have lost their utilitarian significance and 

religious mystery associated with the relations of production, but as an ideology1067, they have 

evolved into a particular cultural belief and custom1068, and have been consciously retained in 

the deep structure of the national spirit, aesthetic consciousness and artistic culture, constituting 

an essential genetic mechanism of the traditional culture of the people and an aesthetic 

consciousness1069. The ancient prototype of the traditional culture of the people. From the time 

the primitive ancestors found the totem symbolising life, all their wisdom and passion, their 

sense of life and the spirit of its pursuit, were concentrated in the totem1070. The result was the 

creation of art forms such as painting, dance, music, drama and literature. The 'gods', 'divine 

beings' or heroes of ancient Han legends, mostly with 'dragon heads and snake bodies' or 

'human heads and snake bodies', are in fact symbolic expressions of the ancient Chinese totem 

cult1071. There are many differences between the cultures of ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty, 

but the fundamental difference lies in the relationship between nature and man. The cultural 

spirit of the ancient Romans was 'the separation of nature and man', while that of the Han 

dynasty was 'the unity of nature and man'1072. The term 'nature' here refers to natural objects 

and laws, external forces such as fate and even the gods in people's perceptions. The so-called 

celestial-human relationship is also the relationship between subject and object. Specifically, 

the difference between the ancient Chinese and European images of gods and goddesses1073, in 

which man and beast are one and the same, is a reflection of different attitudes towards man. 

The Chinese image of the human-beast god reflects the relative lack of confidence in man's 

inability to dominate nature in Chinese mythology, which is older than that of the West. Many 

Chinese myths, legends and ghost stories clearly confirm this. Anyone who is fully human in 

form and unable to change is called mundane. 
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In addition to depictions of the priesthood, portrait frescoes are frequently found in individual 

tomb memorials in Roman and Han burial chambers, all of which place great emphasis on the 

depiction of the tomb's owner, e.g. Roman burial chambers, Isola Sacra Necropolis, 

Columbaria of via Pescara (or via Taranto), the tomb of Patron and the Han tomb two at Zhucun 

in the eastern suburbs of Luoyang, the Han tomb at Tieta Hill of Xin'an in Luoyang, Han tomb 

at the power plant of Shouyangshan, In each of these chambers, there are depictions of the 

deceased or a person related to the deceased.  

 

In the archaeological material of Han funeral paintings found so far, the tomb owner not only 

occupies a dominant position in the picture but is more intuitively represented by figures that 

are larger or larger than the others1074. For example, in the Western Han tomb at Shaogou 611075 

(Figure 4.78), the figures painted are all large in size, whereas in the tomb at Xincun1076, where 

the image of the tomb owner was found, the attendants beside the male and female hosts at the 

banquet are significantly smaller. This is particularly true of the wall paintings in the Han tombs. 

In Tomb 2 at the west of Dahutingcun in Xinmi (Figure 4.79), for example, the tomb owner is 

in the middle, with two rows of guests, both in terms of the position and size of the tomb owner, 

which is so striking that one can distinguish between the hosts and the guests1077. 

 

Roman painters also attached great importance to the depiction of portraits in tomb frescoes1078, 

Pliny the Elder exploring the relationship between painting and portraiture, give us a picture of 

the display of portrait artwork in the antechambers of ancient Roman ancestors, where portrait 

art travelled with the family burial procession as effigies1079. Thus, when a family member died, 

 
1074 Du, S. H. (2004). The Art of Painting: A Study of Han Tomb Murals in Luoyang. Henan Fine Arts Press. 

pp.101-108. 
1075 Ni, L. J. (2006). An appreciation of the wall paintings of Han tomb No. 61 in Luoyang Burning Ditch. Journal 

of Huainan Normal College, 8(6), pp.103-105. 
1076 Shi, J. Z., Fan, Y. S., & Wang, W. J. (1992). Briefing on the cleaning of the Xinmang mural tomb in Yanshi 

County, Luoyang. Cultural relics, (12), pp.1-8. 
1077 An, J. H., & Wang, W. G. (1972). The Han dynasty painted stone and mural tombs at Tahu Ting, Mi County. 

Cultural relics, (10), pp.49-62. 
1078 Ling, R. (1991). Roman painting. Cambridge University Press. pp.156-159. 
1079 Pliny. HN, 35, see also Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.112. 



238 

 

all the ancestral effigies within the family were displayed together on the site. Lines are added 

between those painted portraits of successive generations to depict the overall lineage of the 

family tree. The family archives are filled with volumes, including commemorative documents 

of the family's achievements during the local administration. The lintel outside the house also 

bears the portraits of these deceased men, which are also bordered by trophies obtained when 

they defeated their enemies. In Pliny the Elder's account, we can summarise that the function 

of the portrait in the sphere of personal commemoration in ancient Rome would have been 

rooted in the two main needs of commemorating the deceased and the burial rituals, the 

significance of which was to fulfil the function of remembering the ancestors and proclaiming 

the honour of the family. In Pliny the Elder's view, the ancient portrait, regardless of the artistic 

form used, should have the same function as a genealogy1080, recording the glory of the family 

and representing a symbol of family lineage and prosperity1081. 

 

For the elite in ancient Rome, the specificity of the portraits was first and foremost manifested 

in the fact that when they were erected in their houses and tombs, these portraits had not only 

a private but also a public dimension. In contrast to the ordinary individual commemorative 

portraits erected in relatively closed collective buildings, houses or tombs, the portraits of the 

 
1080 In the centuries of expansion of the Roman Republic, some prominent families played an important role. The 

family and party-oriented model of research began with the German scholar Gelzer M. (The Roman Nobility, 
Seager R. (trans.), Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1969) after Monson. Later, in his book The Parties and Families of 

the Roman Nobility, Gelzer M. developed the former's "theory of the control of the aristocratic elite" (Munzer F., 

Roman Aristocratic Parties and Families, Ridly, T. (trans.), Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999). 

With the publication of Ronald Syme's The Roman Revolution in the late 1930s (Syme R., The Roman Revolution, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1939), this paradigm, however, has been gradually undermined since the 1970s 

by the work of, for example, Taylor L. R., Party Politics in the Age of Caesar (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1949). However, since the 1970s this theory has been gradually refuted by the likes of Millar F. and Brunt. 

P.A.  See Yan Shaoxiang, 'The Eminence or the People: The Debate on the Character of Political Life in the 

Roman Republic since the Early 20th Century', Historical Studies, no. 5, 2008. 
1081 See Earl, D. (1984). The moral and political tradition of Rome. London. pp.15-31. As the early Roman poet 

Ennius repeatedly stressed that the Roman city-state was founded on ancient customs and Roman male citizenship 

(moribus antiquis res stat Romana virisque). The institutions created by the ancestors were to be inherited and 
carried forward by future generations. The values of the Roman aristocracy for the descendants of Rome were 

embodied in actions that brought honour to the individual and the family in the service of the Republic. One of 

the best examples of the values of the nobility in the Roman republican tradition is a fragment of an oration 

preserved in Pliny the Elder's N.H., vol. 7. The speech is a fragment of a funeral oration given by the Roman 

nobleman Metellus Q.  in 221 BC in honour of his father, Caecilius Metellus L., former consul and high priestess. 

In this famous speech the speaker lists the ten great achievements (decem maximas res optimasque) of his father's 

life, one of which refers to his father's achievement of the highest honour (maximus honor) expected of Romans. 

In Rosenstein, N., & Morstein-Marx, R. (Eds.). (2011). A companion to the Roman Republic (Vol. 135). John 

Wiley & Sons. pp. 357-412. Earl, D. C. (1958). The political thought of Sallust (Doctoral dissertation, University 

of Cambridge). The political thought of Sallust (Doctoral dissertation, University of Cambridge). pp.23-43. 
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elite were erected in relatively public locations and interacted quite frequently with the outside 

world. For the Roman elite, therefore, the portraits in their private areas also functioned to 

some extent as portraits of honour1082. The portraits that were erected at the entrances to the 

homes of important elite families were also an indication of the history of the family and its 

social and political achievements. Moreover, the elite had the unenviable privilege of having 

portraits of the deceased enshrined in a monumental burial structure with a wide and noble 

view for the world to see1083. The elite and individual patrons of tombs in ancient Rome worked 

tirelessly to obtain the honour of a portrait in order to honour and perpetuate the memory of 

the patron and his family for generations to come1084.  The painting from the inner side of the 

west wall of the Tomb of Gaius Vestorius Priscus is an example of a fresco showing a gladiator 

event (Figure 3.55) organised by the deceased during his lifetime as an aedile (junior 

magistrate), also this is reflected in the painting with the portrait of the occupant at work (Figure 

4,54) in the west wall of the inner tomb1085. These portraits are displayed for all to see, 

demonstrating his social and political achievements as an elite. In addition, the patron's desire 

to deify the deceased by manipulating their portraits, as in the case of the portraits of the 

deceased in the tomb at Or ha-Ner (Figure 4.80), all fourteen depicted appear to be relatively 

young - around 20-25 years old, and although it is clear from the inscriptions that one of the 

 
1082 The most persuasive passage is from Sallust’s Jugurthine War, and in view of its more representative nature, 

is excerpted below: Sall., Jug. 4.5-6: Nam saepe ego audivi Q. Maxumum, P. Scipionem, praeterea civitatis nostrae 

praeclaros viros solitos ita dicere, cum maiorum imagines intuerentur, vehementissume psibi animum ad virtutem 

accendi. scilicet non ceram illam neque figuram tantam vim in sese habere, sed memoria rerum gestarum earn 

flammam egregiis viris in pectore crescere nequeprius sedari, quam virtus eorum famam atque. I have often heard 

that Q. Maxumum, P. Scipionem and other famous figures of our country are wont to claim that whenever they 

see the masks of their ancestors, a fire of virtue is kindled in their hearts. They did not mean, of course, that 

portraits and wax had any such power over them, but that the memory of their ancestors' great deeds ignited a fire 

in the nobles' chests that could not be extinguished until they had used their own powers to carry out a work 

worthy of their ancestors' honour and glory. For Sallust, as a moralist and historian, his main motivation for 

leaving politics and writing was the hope that the Romans, especially the Roman nobility, who were losing their 
traditional morality, would follow the example of the glory and fame created by their ancestors (gloria et fama 

maiorum) in their spiritual quest for a virtuous life. See Sall., B. C. 1-9; Jug. 4. See also: Earl, D. C. (1961). The 

political thought of Sallust (Vol. 16). CUP Archive. Syme, R. (1964). Sallust. Berkeley, pp.121-138, Kraus, C. S., 

& Woodman, A. J. (1997). Latin historians. pp.9-54. 
1083  Carroll, M. (2006). Spirits of the dead: Roman funerary commemoration in Western Europe. Oxford 

University Press. p.32. Indeed, monuments (objects) and memory have a direct, in fact, there is a direct link 

between monuments and memory. The word monument is explained in the Corpus Juris Civilis as 'preserving 

memory' (monmentum est, quod memoriae servandae gratia existat'), see Ulpian, Digest, 11.7, 26. For an 

etymological analysis of the connection between the two, see Varro, De Lingua Latina, 2.44. 
1084 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. pp.34-

37. 
1085 Moormann, E. M. (1998). Le tombeau de Caius Vestorius Priscus à Pompéi. pp.96-99. 
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women had lived to the age of 60, she is depicted as a gorgeously dressed young beauty. The 

personal appeal of the figure is accentuated by the facial details, hairstyle and clothing1086. The 

depiction of the 'best age' of the figure may also have been intended to convey the idea of 

eternal youth. This desire to deify the dead and thus attain an eternal afterlife was embodied 

through the portraits in the tomb murals, which were initially adopted by various powerful 

people or elites and eventually by ordinary people and non-elites. and over time acquired more 

significance as the attainment of an eternal afterlife, or perhaps simply the wish to attain a 

higher status in the underworld than that of their companions. It could be argued that in the 

present tomb the 14 portrait murals of the dead should be understood as having undergone 

apotheosis1087. A similar portrait fresco appears in the tomb of the Three Brothers (Figure 4.81), 

where the portraits of the dead are decorated with a border of garlands or wreath, which also 

symbolise apotheosis, and are therefore interpreted as an aspiration of the dead to ascend to a 

higher realm, i.e. to apotheosis and thus to an eternal afterlife1088. 

 

In addition, there are many depictions of human masks in Roman funerary frescoes, examples 

of the monumental function of the funerary mask as portrait art, and in the funerary rituals of 

family funerary frescoes as symbolic substitutes for the deceased, such as in the Columbaria of 

via Taranto and the Isola Sacra Necropolis, tomb 191089 (Figures 4.82 and 4.83). The decoration 

of the masks in these funeral architectures has a special monumental meaning, almost religious 

function. According to Polybius1090, when an illustrious man died, he was carried in a funeral 

procession to the pulpit in the public square, where his children or relatives would solemnly 

read the eulogy that recorded his moral merits during his life. After the traditional ceremony 

and burial of the deceased, the family seals the image of the deceased in a wooden shrine and 

places it in the most prominent place in the home. The effigy is a mask that retains a high 

 
1086 Tsafrir, Y. (1968). A painted tomb at Or ha-Ner. Israel Exploration Journal, pp.170-180. 
1087 Michaeli, T. (1998). The pictorial program of the tomb near Kibbutz Or-ha-Ner in Israel. Assaph Studies in 

Art History, 3, pp.37-76. 
1088 Kraeling, C. H. (1961). Color Photographs of the Paintings in the Tomb of the Three Brothers at 

Palmyra. Les Annales Archâeologiques de Syrie, 62, pp.13-18. 
1089  D Ambra, E. (2006). Imitations of Life: Style, Theme, and a Sculptural Collection in the Isola Sacra 

Necropolis, Ostia. Bar International Series, 1526, p.73. 
1090 Polybius, 6.53.9. The study on Roman funerals, see Flower, H. I. (1996). Ancestor masks and aristocratic 

power in Roman culture. Oxford University Press. p.145. 
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degree of physical resemblance and is designed to follow the shape and contours ...... When a 

prominent member of the family dies, they carry these masks in the funeral procession and 

wear them on the face of the person whose face and physique most resemble those of the 

deceased. It is evident that masks were used as symbols of the presence of the deceased in 

funeral rites as early as ancient Greece and played an important role in the solemn and elaborate 

pontifical sacred rites of the time1091. A ritual mask could make the wearer a symbol of a deity 

or soul, and so the sacred power was embodied in the face. The spirit here may refer to the 

ancestral deity, so that veneration of the ancestors could be achieved by means of a mask1092. 

Perhaps as a continuation of this Greek tradition, the ancient Romans would also place 

incredibly realistic wax busts of their ancestors as memorial offerings in their shrines, where 

they could be more conveniently and decently displayed, and those with busts could easily be 

carried along in funeral processions1093. 

 

Complementing the memorial forms such as columbaria and inscriptions in the suburban niches 

of the late Roman republic, early Roman portraiture had a significant commemorative 

significance in remembering and honouring ancestors, the most common function of early 

Roman portraiture. 

 

4.5.2 Flora 

The Roman painters worshipped and imitated nature, and plants were an essential decorative 

element in Roman frescoes, with many symbolic meanings. Take, for example, the plants such 

 
1091 The imagined acceptance of the deceased by his ancestors and his inclusion in their ranks will be more evident 

in the funeral processions and speeches that will follow. 
1092 Sall.. Jug., 85.23. Maiorum gloriaposteris quasi lumen est, neque bona neque mala eorum in occultopatitur. 

1093 The ancient writers do not give a standard route for the procession, but we can still derive an approximate 

route from the accounts of noble funerals given by Cicero and Maximus, among others. The procession starts in 

the atrium where the body is deposited, and after it has been coffined, the procession first crosses the bustling 

streets to reach the Roman square where the funeral speech is held in honour of the deceased. After the orator has 

praised and celebrated the virtues and deeds of the deceased, the procession then goes around the street to the 

outskirts of the city to a place prepared for burial or cremation. See Cic. De Or. 2.225; Vai. Max. 8.15.1-2; Flower, 

p. 98. 
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as garlands, vines and flowers that were common in Roman tomb frescoes. Since the 

Hellenistic and Roman periods, plants in tomb frescoes could symbolise life, victory over death 

or a deeper meaning1094. 

 

Ribbons are mentioned explicitly in pagan contexts, where they symbolize religious 

consecration as well as sanctity. 1095 Their role resembles in many ways that of wreaths (and 

garlands), and thus ribbons (especially red) were tied around an athlete's arms or head to 

indicate his victory. 1096  This meaning was adopted in funerary ceremonies, 1097  whereby 

ribbons were perceived as symbolizing triumph over death. Ribbons were often used in 

weddings, and thus they could also symbolize the life cycle, from birth and marriage to death 

(and rebirth). In funerary art.1098 a considerable emphasis is given to the wavy ribbons with 

their elaborate loops and elongated ends1099 . The examples are numerous, to mention the 

Lohamey ha-Getaoth tomb, where we find long and wavy ribbons with accentuated loops and 

ivy leaf- shaped ends. Ribbons appear as an autonomous element from an artistic point of view, 

despite their being attached to large wreaths.  

 

Moreover, the wreath carries the same meanings as garlands and ribbons, as is clearly 

demonstrated in the painted columbaria in via Pescara (Figure 4.84), where the series of 

columns are topped with wreaths and above them a continuous row of garlands. In funerary art 

it mainly symbolizes triumph over death and was used in different rites held in honour of the 

deceased. Its deep meaning, like that of the ribbons, was adopted from that of the triumphant 

athletes, as can be seen for example in the mosaic from Delos, where it is placed next to the 

panathenaic amphora together with ribbons and a palm branch - all of which symbolized 

 
1094 Zheng, T. Y. (2018). A comparison of Qin and Han frescoes with ancient Roman frescoes. Journal of the 

Press: Next, (2), p.284. 
1095 Tacitus, C. (1962). Tacitus: The Histories, with an English Translation by Clifford F. Moore; the Annals, with 

an English Translation by John Jackson (Vol. 111). Harvard University Press.p.53. 
1096 Graillot, H. (1919). s.v. Vitta. DAGR, V, Paris, pp.949-957. 
1097 Athenaeus, D. (1961). Deipnosophistae: Athenaeus of Naukratis The Learned banqueters, Trans. C.B. Bulick, 

Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, Mass., London. p.41.  
1098 Lucian. (1961). On Funerals: Lucianus of Samosata in Lucian Works, Trans A.M. Harmon, Loeb Classical 

Library, Vol. IV, pp.1-59. 
1099 Mancinelli, F. (1981). Catacombs and Basilicas: The Early Christians in Rome. Scala Books. 
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triumph in sport and were translated into triumph over death. And indeed, wreaths (made of 

myrtle) were sacred to Persephone, the queen of Hades, and it was customary to put wreaths 

for the Lares and the Manes as part of the rites held in their honour. Wreaths were put oil the 

deceased, placed in the tombs or on the steles. and were also requested by the deceased to be 

part of the funerary offerings1100. Also, the wreath too symbolizes apotheosis in funerary art 

and wreaths often contain the bust of the deceased, such as in the tomb from the Via Portuense 

necropolis (Figure 4.85) and the tomb in Morlupo (Figure 4.86) and should thus be interpreted 

as the ascent of the deceased to a higher sphere, or personal apotheosis. In addition, in the 

Frescoed tombs from the two places, there are wreath decorations which usually frame a sacred 

enclosure or object. Whether the leaves of the entire tomb wreath are more stylized, they imply 

more than just traditional decorative values; according to other motifs, it would express the 

deceased’s wish to dwell in the afterlife in the Garden of Eden. 

 

Whether as an isolated motif or encircling a figure - divine, human, an inscription, or a motif 

such as a rosette, wreath always confers upon the image within it qualities of immortality. Since 

Antiquity the victors in war as well as those in athletic games have been crowned with wreaths. 

The wreath was later adopted for funerary ceremonies and accepted, as a symbol of triumph 

over death. It encompasses the meanining of a complete life cycle -birth, marriage and death. 

A wreath Held by a Victory in funerary art indicated th.at the deceased was being granted 

apotheosis; but when hold by the deceased, it should be understood as the desire to overcome 

death and gain eternal life in the afterworld. 

 

Vines and wine are perhaps the most frequent motifs encountered in sepulchral art in Italy and 

elsewhere1101. Gardens were found around the tombs1102, and the vine was the favourite plant 

in these gardens, as attested by Petronius: “For I should like to have all kinds of fruit growing 

 
1100 MacCulloch, J. A. (1921). Crown, ERE, IV, 1921, pp.338-339. 
1101 Petronius Satyricon, 71, 11-12. For cenotaphs, see also Cumont, F. V. (1949). Lux perpetua, Paris, pp.234-

244. 
1102 Cumont, F. (1942). Recherches sur le symbolisme funéraire des Romains. Bibliothèque archéologique et 

historique. p.491, and note 5. 
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round my ashes, and plenty of vines” Its product — wine, was considered a substitute for blood, 

and it was associated with the Dionysiac 1103 mystery rites 1104 , symbolizing death and 

resurrection1105. Wine libations were, therefore, frequently made in sepulchral rites1106. It was 

also believed that the Manes feel such strong thirst (for wine) that they would be forced to 

wander without rest if not given wine1107. Vines are often painted on ceilings and vaults, as can 

be seen in the Tomb of the Nymphs at Ashkelon, and the tomb at Or ha-Ner. The motif also 

appears on numerous Roman sarcophagi, such as season sarcophagi1108, cludes vines, which 

are always understood as producing wine -  the elixir of life -  and are consequently interpreted 

as overcoming death, and at the same time are identified with the flora of Elysium. The central 

wreath is interpreted as triumph over death and apotheosis and further emphasizes the wish of 

the deceased to reach Elysium, or perhaps indicates that he is already there. The frame 

surrounding the ceiling, consisting of garlands and gorgoneia or masks, also defines the tomb 

as a sacred area, and the apotropaic meaning can be added here too. In the Columbaria di via 

Pescara (Figure 4.87) and the Tomb of the Three Brothers (Figure 4.88), vines stemming cover 

the entire vault, and thus comprise the largest part of the tomb decoration. However, here too 

the red flowers and the single garland within the arcosolium refer to the promised afterlife and 

the desire for eternal existence in Elysium.Both feature isolated red flowers and should be read 

as bearing the same meaning: they define the burial places and indeed the entire tomb as a 

sacred place, as well as expressing the wish of the deceased to attain the blessed afterlife. The 

vine is always identified with the god Dionysos, and its product-wine, is always linked with 

the mystery rites held in his honour, which are connected to the promised afterlife in Elysium. 

Wine represents the joy of life, the loss of senses, the pouring of libations, sacrifices and blood, 

 
1103 Lucretius De Re. Nat., Titus Lucretius Carus De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things, trans. Rouse, W.H.D. 

(1937). Loeb Classical Library. London Cambridge, Mass., pp.916-918. 
1104 Petronius Satyricon: Cains Petronius Arbiter Cena Trimalchianis (trans. Heseltine, M. (1987). Loeb Classical 

Library, London Cambridge, Mass., p.71. 
1105 Cumont, F. (1942). Recherches sur le symbolisme funéraire des Romains. Bibliothèque archéologique et 

historique. p.491., Cumont, F. (1929). Un sarcophage d'enfant trouvé à Beyrouth. Syria, pp.217-237. 
1106 Lucretius De Re. Nat., Titus Lucretius Carus De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things, trans. Rouse, W.H.D. 

(1937). Loeb Classical Library. London Cambridge, Mass., pp.916-918. 
1107 Virgil Aen.: Aeneid. (Vergilius Aeneis, trans. Clarke. H. (1989). The Pennsylvania State University Press, 

University Park and London. pp.77-79, 94-113. 
1108 Hanfmann, G. M. A. (1951). The season sarcophagus in Dumbarton Oaks, 2: Pls. 1, 2, 11; compare also to 

the third century Attic sarcophagus, see Bandinelli, R. B. (1971). Rome, the Late Empire: Roman Art, figure 38. 
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all of which also represent symbols of death and rebirth. Wine has always been regarded as a 

substitute for blood - the element that distinguishes the dead from the living. 

 

Flowers are frequently mentioned in metaphors in Roman funeral decoration, equating the short 

life-span of a person with that of a flower1109. The delicacy of a flower was considered as a 

reflection of the fragility of a mortal, and it was customary to grow especially long-blooming 

flowers in the vicinity of burial places1110. Roses are frequently mentioned in connection with 

Elysium, and so are red flowers, often depicted as if floating in the air. We believe, therefore, 

that they should be regarded as bearing the same meanings. On epitaphs the deceased 

sometimes expresses a desire that his ashes will turn into violets and roses. Such inscriptions 

might relate to the different flowers, mostly red, into which certain ancient heroes 

metamorphosed, like the anemone of Adonis or the violet of Attis. It could thus indicate the 

wish of the deceased to resemble such heroes. In a wall painting in the tomb of Ipogeo degli 

Ottavi (Hypogeum of the Ottavi), the deceased is depicted being taken to a field full of roses 

identified as Elysium. Isolated red flowers can also be seen in Portuense necropolis, and in 

Columbaria di via Pescara (Figures 4.89, 4.90, 4.91, 4.92 and 4.93). If the flowers in the present 

tomb were originally red, the meanings of fertility and resurrection should thus also be added, 

as well as their interchangeability with wine and blood. Red flowers were also used as a 

substitute for blood since, according to Servius, they imitate the colour of blood. It was believed 

that thirst was the strongest craving of the dead in their “second existence” as described for 

example by Lucretius and Propertius. They seem to be thirsty since they lack the vital fluid - 

blood; and, consequently, it was believed that a soul without blood is useless. Human blood 

has many substitutes, and red flowers, as mentioned by Virgil 1111 , constitute a common 

substitute. Indeed, Servius interprets purple flowers too as imitating the colour of human 

blood1112 

 
1109 For example, Athenaeus, D. (1961). Deipnosophistae: Athenaeus of Naukratis the Learned banqueters, Trans. 

C.B. Bulick, Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, Mass., London. p.41. 
1110 Pliny NH: 35. 
1111 Virgil Aen., 5, 94-113; 5, 75-79, see also Michaeli, T. (2009). Visual representations of the afterlife: six 

Roman and early Byzantine painted tombs in Israel. Alexandros Press. p.93. 
1112 Servius En., 5, 79; 6, 221, see also Michaeli, T. (2009). Visual representations of the afterlife: six Roman 

and early Byzantine painted tombs in Israel. Alexandros Press. p.93. 
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Unlike the frequent use of flora decoration in ancient Roman frescoes, botanical motif rarely 

appears in the Han tomb murals. The Han people sought immortality and believed that plants 

were prone to decay and, therefore, rarely appeared in wall paintings1113, with the mulberry 

tree being an exception as a symbol of immortality1114. There are many examples of mulberry 

trees depicted in the Han dynasty murals, such as the wall paintings depicted in the Bu 

Qianqiu's tomb at Shaogoucun in Luoyang (Figure 4.94). 

 

The mulberry tree is a symbol of good fortune, which should be closely related to the ancient 

Chinese folklore concept of the mulberry tree as a fertility god1115. The mulberry tree has a 

wide distribution in China and has long been known to the ancients1116. Which tree can be 

divided into two kinds, one is a small tree planted artificially for the purpose of picking leaves 

to feed silkworms1117, and the other is a wild tree distributed in the mountains and valleys, and 

this wild tree, with its long growth age, tall trunk and luxuriant branches, can be used for fruit 

and leaves to feed silkworms1118. In the Shanhaijing (The Classic of Mountains and Seas), the 

sacred mulberry tree is recorded in many places. The most miraculous and unusual feature of 

the mulberry is the purple-red fruit that hangs from its branches, which is delicious and sweet 

and can be used to feed the hungry. In real life, people find many seedy species, and they often 

use these seedy things to symbolise the fertility of human beings. This is how the principle of 

symbolic witchcraft was used in the ancient practice of seeking pregnancy. In the witchcraft 

principle, things with the same sound can be related and even substituted for each other, a 

special phenomenon in which the Chinese language is given a witchcraft meaning1119. 

 

 
1113 Deng, L. L. (2009). The content of Han Dynasty tomb murals as an indication of social thought and conceptual 

patterns. Meiyushidai, (1), pp.115-117. 
1114 Wang, Y. F., & Huang, X. W. (2011). An analysis of the connotation of tree images in Han Dynasty portrait 

art. Silk Road, (22), pp.96-97. 
1115 Ibid. 
1116 Xiao, F. (2001). A Study of "Sangzi", Folklore Research, (1). pp.8-12. 

1117 Ibid. 
1118 Zhang, M. Z. (2020). Shanhaijing. Beijing Book Co. Inc. pp.33-37. 
1119 Gao, M. (2010). Images of "Trees" in Han Pictorial Stones. Studies in Literature and Art, (9), pp.135-137. 
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In nature, the mulberry tree is not only lush and leafy but also highly capable of regenerating 

and branching1120, which is why it became a symbol of life in the minds of ancient Chinese1121. 

They believed that death was not the end of life but rather an alternation between old and new 

life1122. It was thought that the dead ancestors could be reincarnated and reborn by some divine 

power and that the life of the descendants was also a transformation of the life of the 

ancestors1123. Therefore, the ancients believed that by burying their deceased ancestors under 

a mulberry tree (or planting a mulberry tree in a cemetery), they would gain the magical power 

of the tree to regenerate1124. It was also on the basis of this ancient sense of mulberry worship 

that the tree was not only sacred for fertility but was also regarded as a unique funerary thing1125. 

It is also believed that the ancient practice of planting mulberry trees in graveyards was linked 

to the tree's magical properties in warding off ghosts1126. It is only a fond wish that human 

beings can be reborn after death through divinity1127, but this is a cruel reality that human beings 

themselves cannot change1128. 

 

Similarly, certain trees in the Greek and Roman worlds have the meaning of regeneration and 

fertility. The pomegranate tree was accorded several death and resurrection myths in the Greek 

and Roman world, and was believed to have sprouted from the blood of heroes who had met 

an believed to spouted from the blood of heroes who had met an untimely death1129. The 

pomegranate is meaningful as a symbol of fertility, and its seed-packed interior is also 

compared with the qualities of a scholar; but no life and death meanings are accorded it. In the 

eastern Mediterranean its fertility association is further emphasized, as can be interpreted from 

 
1120 Xiao, F. (2001). A Study of "Sangzi", Folklore Research, (1). pp.8-12. 
1121  Liu, Q. (2014). Research on the design of Chinese sacred tree images (Doctoral dissertation, Soochow 

University). p.32. 
1122 Yang, H., & Yang, X. J. (2016). An analysis of tree images and their symbolic meanings in Han portrait stones. 

World of cultural relics, (3), pp.25-30. 
1123  Liu, Q. (2014). Research on the design of Chinese sacred tree images (Doctoral dissertation, Soochow 
University). p.32. 
1124 Yang, H., & Yang, X. J. (2016). An analysis of tree images and their symbolic meanings in Han portrait stones. 

World of cultural relics, (3), pp.25-30. 
1125 Gao, M. (2010). Images of "Trees" in Han Pictorial Stones. Studies in Literature and Art, (9), pp.135-137. 
1126 Yang, H., & Yang, X. J. (2016). An analysis of tree images and their symbolic meanings in Han portrait stones. 

World of cultural relics, (3), pp.25-30. 
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1129  Goodenough, E. R. (2014). Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period: Abridged Edition (Vol. 104). 
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the name of the god “Hadadrimon” (rimon in Hebrew means “pomegranate”) mentioned by the 

prophet Zachariah1130. This eastern god was revered as both fertility and thus encompassing 

the entire life cycle, is thus better understood. And indeed, pomegranates also appear some 

funerary monuments1131, like the wall paintings in the tomb of Gaius Vestorius Priscus (Figure 

4.95). 

 

4.5.3 Fauna 

The animal system most employed in Han tomb murals is the Four Divine Beasts, referring to 

the four legendary divine beasts of ancient China, namely the Green Dragon (Figure 4.96), the 

White Tiger (Figure 4.97), the Scarlet Bird (Figure 4.98), and the Xuanwu (Figure 4.99),1132. 

They are part of the Five Elements concept thus became the symbols of social order in the Han 

dynasty1133, and the ruler's respect and favour made them the essence of Confucianism1134, 

forming the core of Han thought and penetrating into the minds and concepts of all classes of 

people1135. The worship of the Four Divine Beasts was due to the fact that they had a number 

of meanings attached that were closely related to lives and could meet the psychological and 

aesthetic needs of the people1136. As the worship of the totem became more popular, and as the 

reign of the Han emperor continued1137, the images of the Four Divine Beasts frequently 

appeared on the portals of living houses and tombs to ward off evil spirits1138, which were 

worshipped and revered as guardians of the tombs 1139 , praying for their protection and 

blessing1140. In addition, they were also used as symbols of good fortune1141 and a notion 

 
1130 Ibid. 
1131 Ibid. 
1132 Wang, J. W. (1985). Green Dragon, White Tiger, Scarlet Bird, Xuanwu. Sichuan Cultural Relics, (1), p.72. 
1133 Ni, Y. A. (1999). Study on the origin of the four mythical creatures of the Han dynastie. Zhong Yuan Cultural 

Relics, (1), pp.81-89. 
1134 Sun, Z. (2015). The symbolic significance of the four mythical creatures. Heilongjiang History, 8, pp.39-40. 
1135 Ibid. 
1136 Ni, Y. A. (1999). Study on the origin of the four mythical creatures of the Han dynastie. Zhong Yuan Cultural 

Relics, (1), pp.81-89. 
1137  Wu, Z. D. (1981). "The Four mythical creatures": An Introduction. Journal of Zhengzhou University: 

Philosophical and Social Sciences Edition, (4), pp.91-99. 
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1139  Wang, K. (2018). The four mythical creatures of the Eastern Han Dynasty. Cultural Identification and 

Appreciation, (11), pp.42-43. 
1140 Xu, J. Y. (2019). Four spirits. Collection, p.6. 
1141 Wang, J. W. (1985). Green Dragon, White Tiger, Scarlet Bird, Xuanwu. Sichuan Cultural Relics, (1), p.72. 
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derived from the idea of celestial induction1142. If a ruler was able to govern the country in an 

orderly manner1143, it was natural that the emperor would be rewarded with an auspicious sight 

as a sign of approval or praise for the ruler1144. The symbols and forms of use of the four beasts 

show that the system itself reflected an increasingly important role in the psyche of the 

people1145. As far as archaeological data is concerned, the middle and lower reaches of the 

Yellow River are one of the most densely distributed areas for this type of ornamentation of 

divine beasts. 

 

Therefore, the four divine beasts, as the four astrological constellations matching the sun, the 

moon, the stars and the clouds1146, represent the "natural celestial landscape" as commonly 

perceived by the people1147, and sum up the subjective intention of the "four signs"1148. The 

four beasts were originally worshipped in terms of their orientation, elements and astrology, 

and were themselves given a certain functionality1149. Moreover, during the Han dynasty, there 

was an awareness of the concept of life and death, and images of the four beasts were often 

found in tombs, signifying that the soul of the tomb owner could ascend to heaven1150. People 

believed that the world of the immortals was the highest realm of existence in the real world1151, 

and that the souls of the dead should also be reposed, showing the popularity of the concept of 

the immortals during the Han dynasty1152. The cult of the four beasts also led to the proliferation 

of images in the Han tombs, signifying ascension to immortality1153. 
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Just as Han Chinese relied on symbolic objects such as dragons and immortals to guide their 

souls after death, so the deceased could ascend to heaven and enter the world of the immortals. 

People could rely on spirits to achieve immortality, and so in some tomb decorations we often 

see pictures of spirits and immortals reflecting this idea. The animal decorations in ancient 

Roman tombs are mainly associated with the creation of the Elysium, the world of bliss. In this 

respect, they are similar to the Han frescoes in that they define the place of burial, and indeed 

the entire tomb, as a sacred place as, well as expressing the wish of the deceased to attain the 

blessed afterlife. 

 

Common animals that represent the world of bliss are: antelope and fallow-deer, hare, felines, 

doves, heron, hound, the bull, fishes, peacock, pheasant, partridge, birds etc., In fact, the 

Romans wished to draw on certain characteristics of animals to achieve the hopes and purposes 

of their symbolic pursuits. In the case of birds and fowl, which appeared in the Columbaria in 

Villa Pamphilj (Figure 4.100), in the tomb of Ostiense Sepulchre (Figure 4.101), the Patron's 

tomb (Figure 4.102) and the Columbaria in via Taranto (Figure 4.103). 

 

Birds, in general, through their ability to fly to the upper spheres, perhaps suggest a connection 

between the mortal and the eternal worlds. Such an intention is expressed, albeit satirically, by 

Aristophanes, who places the new world' between the earth and Olympus1154. Birds inhabiting 

vine scrolls are often depicted in Roman funerary art, usually as pecking at grapes, and they 

are generally accepted as representing the deceased in Elysium. This meaning seems to have 

been adopted into the Christian iconography, and the birds are identified as the Christian souls 

inhabiting the Garden of Eden. 

Specific birds carry different meanings, such as doves or partridges, regarded as "soul birds", 

those birds into which heroes were metamorphosed. In funerary art, the integration of different 

birds with vines is very common, as for example in the Columbaria in Villa Pamphilj (Figure 

4.100), in the tomb of Ostiense Sepulchre (Figure 4.101), the Patron's tomb (Figure 4.102) and 

 
1154 Aristophanes Vues: The Birds (in The Comedies of Aristophanes, trans. Rogers, B.B. (1968). The Comedies 

of Aristophanes Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge. Mass. London, 1968, pp.127-289). 
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the Columbaria in via Taranto (Figure 4.103). All these portrayals seem to convey that the 

deceased, often represented as birds, wished to reside in the blessed netherworld, indicated, 

among others, through vines. 

 

In Roman frescoes, different birds may have had richer symbolic meanings. Doves are the most 

common birds found in Roman funerary art, they symbolize love, chastity, fidelity, modesty, 

fertility and are also mentioned1155, as soul birds, the Church Fathers considered the dove to 

represent sacrifice: it is Christ, it is the Church and it symbolizes the return to God. According 

to Ambrose1156, the dove is the perfect and faithful soul, and thus is also interpreted as the 

Christian believer. And indeed, doves are frequently depicted in funerary art inhabiting vine 

trellises and pecking at grapes, as in a painted catacomb on the Via Appia where a dove 

occupies the centre of a lunette, set against a vegetal background. The depiction of doves in 

connection with wine connects them to Dionysos and his mysteries, and this is always 

understood as symbolizing death and resurrection. Since wine is interchangeable with blood 

and doves are often identified with souls, they could thus be understood as gaining new or 

eternal life. Examples of this motif in funerary art are numerous, and it will suffice to mention 

a first century AD. A tomb in Morlupo on which doves are depicted (Figure 4.104), other birds 

and wild beasts within vine twigs, and on vault of the Mausoleum of Costanza S., Rome1157. 

Additionally, many birds or poultry have the meaning of the soul birds1158, apart from the doves 

as mentioned above, herons, aquatic birds, partridge1159 , pheasant, peacock also have the 

meaning, such as the fresco in the Tomb in Morlupo with the images of three ducks between 

two sparrows, and the fresco of a duck in the Tomb of Biopark (Figure 4.105), these animals 

were known for their sexual voracity, as can be read in many ancient sources, and thus might 

have been adopted into funerary art to represent fertility, usually interpreted as birth, death and 

 
1155 Aristo Hist. An.: Historia Animalium, trans. Puck, A.L. (1953). Aristotle History of Animals, Loeb Classical 
Library, London. Cambridge, Mass., pp.26-32. 
1156 Ambrose De Isaac vel Anima, 7, 59. 

 
1157 Michaeli, T. (2009). Visual representations of the afterlife: six Roman and early Byzantine painted tombs in 

Israel. Alexandros Press. p.44. 
1158 Aristo Hist. An.: Historia Animalium, trans. Puck, A.L. (1953). Aristotle History of Animals, Loeb Classical 

Library, London. Cambridge, Mass., pp.26-32. 
1159 Ibid. 
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rebirth, consequently the entire life cycle1160. Terrestrial animals are also common in Roman 

frescoes. Some of them contain the same symbolic fertility as birds, like the Hare that appears 

in the burial chamber of the Columbaria of Villa Doria Pamphili (Figure 4.106). 
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Chapter 5 Perceptions 

 

5.1 Perceptions of Funeral Arts 

The Han dynasty was a time of superstitious belief in the destiny of the heavens, the 

resurrection of the dead and the ways of the gods and immortals, and this belief was also 

expressed in the art of the tomb murals. Although the subject matter seems absurd and full of 

superstition, the graphic images are neither fearful nor depressing but rather optimistic1161. The 

people's lives were not depressed by their yearning for the world of immortals. An essential 

feature of the Han funeral decoration is the vivid and graphic depiction of historical stories and 

folk life1162, which is characterised by its simplicity and evocative nature1163. In terms of 

expression, it is mostly a combination of realism and romanticism. The animals are primarily 

realistic, while the immortals are fully imaginative, using exaggerated and unrealistic stylistic 

forms. 

 

In contrast, the people of the Roman Empire were passionate to pursue realistic pleasures and 

luxuries in their lives1164, which they portrayed in the decorative art of the tomb frescoes1165. 

The tomb from the Via Portuense necropolis, for example, depicts a variety of themes in the 

frescoes. The strong realistic style of the decorative motifs and the richness and variety of the 

subject matter are a reflection of the diverse realities of life1166（Figure 4.85） . Roman 

decorative design was based on the needs of the human being. People used a very realistic 

approach 1167 , combining the different craft characteristics of the different types of 

 
1161 Miao, Y. (2013). Study on the ideological background of Han Dynasty funerary art. Knowledge Economy, (5), 

pp.76-77. 
1162 Yang, S. D., & Wang, Z. J. (2000). An examination of wedding and funeral rites and customs in the Han 

Dynasty. Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House. pp.12-18. 
1163 Ibid. 
1164 Zheng, T. Y. (2018). A comparison of Qin and Han frescoes with ancient Roman frescoes. p.284. 
1165 Dunbabin, K. M. (2003). The Roman banquet: images of conviviality. Cambridge University Press. p.101 
1166 Zheng, T. Y. (2018). A comparison of Qin and Han frescoes with ancient Roman frescoes. p.284. 
1167 Pollitt, J. J. (Ed.). (2014). The Cambridge history of painting in the classical world. Cambridge University 

Press.p.302 
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workmanship to express the relevant content of the decorative motifs in the best possible 

way1168. Also, they believed in the 'hero cult'1169. As a result, there are traces of heroism in 

many of the decorative designs. However, because of the strong eclecticism of Roman art and 

culture 1170 , there was not a single design form and style, but rather a rich variety and 

eclecticism1171, so that, in addition to the rational and rigorous expressive features1172, the main 

style in which the decorative art of burial was practised was beautiful and elegant1173. 

 

The ruling class of the Han dynasty believed in the idea of gods and immortals1174, pursued 

immortality and launched large-scale campaigns to find them1175. This conceptualised image 

of 'gods' was deeply rooted in people's minds1176. The decorative motifs of the Han dynasty are 

diverse and include not only the typical image of immortals but also various gods and beasts, 

all of which express the people's belief in the supernatural world. For example, the images of 

Fuxi and Nüwa show the people's desire to ascend to immortality, and the juxtaposition of Fuxi 

and Nüwa in an intertwined form reflects the Han people's view of yin and yang and their desire 

for life1177 (Figures 4.58, 4.59 and 4.60). There is also the deification of animal figures, as in 

the case of the Four Divine Beasts motif, which was borne out of the Four Heavenly Signs of 

the Han astronomy1178 (Figures 4.96, 4.97, 4.98 and 4.99). 

 

Roman funerary frescoes are mainly narrative decorative and monumental arts. As a unique 

artistic product of the Roman period, narrative paintings were combined with funeral 

architecture, which can be seen as a formal transition, thus strengthening the monumental 

function. The wall paintings in the tomb of Gaius Vestorius Priscus are typical of narrative 

 
1168 Ibid. 
1169 Zhang, X. H. (2016). A comparison of the forms of decorative art in the Han and Roman periods. Journal of 

Mudanjiang University, 25(6), pp.27-29. 
1170 Pollitt, J. J. (Ed.). (2014). The Cambridge history of painting in the classical world. Cambridge University 
Press.p.302 
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decorative frescoes1179 (Figures 4.53, 4.54 and 4.64). An in-depth analysis of these reveals that 

the primary subject matter is the daily life of the tomb occupant, which makes these decorations 

more chronological realistic. They were initially strongly associated with the funerary rituals 

of ancient Rome but gradually developed into a form of decorative and monumental art 

representing various social figures, with individual characterisation being a feature of Roman 

monumental arts1180. 

 

The difference between the extraverted and introverted, which also the characteristic level of 

ancient Roman and the Han funeral art, Roman funeral architecture and frescoes were mainly 

constructed in surface spaces. Considering that Chinese funeral frescoes were primarily used 

for underground burials, it is possible to visualise the influence of the differences in cultural 

forms and contexts. There is also a strong link between the respective cultures. Roman 

civilisations had a typical maritime feature, which was characterised by an extraverted 

temperament and respect for individual heroism 1181 , resulting in a greater emphasis on 

commonality in the funeral art1182; whereas China during the Han Dynasty was a period of 

rising feudal society, when the monarchy, centralisation and highly unified socio-economic 

and cultural ideology flourished. As a feudal society in China was dominated by continental 

culture, the belief in collective power, conservatism and introverted values of the people were 

reflected in the Han funeral art, and the desire of the nobility to continue the reality of society 

after death led to the emergence of introverted art features. 

 

The emphasis on the homogeneity of social concepts and the existence of a substantial group 

ethic in the Han society all had a profound impact on the art of Han mural paintings. The Han 

artists' disdain for frescoes that did not reflect individual creation as an aesthetic orientation, 

the existence of a group obsession, and the assimilation of ethical content and visual form all 

stem from the influence of group ethics. In comparison with ancient Roman society, it is easy 

 
1179 Moormann, E. M. (1998). Le tombeau de Caius Vestorius Priscus à Pompéi. pp.96-99 
1180 Tuck, S. L. (2021). A history of Roman art. John Wiley & Sons. pp.110-115. 
1181 Ling, J. Y. (2002). Hellenism and the evolution of Roman aesthetic thought. Journal of Southeast University: 

Philosophy and Social Sciences, 4(3), pp.149-152. 
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to understand that although there are certain similarities between the two societies in terms of 

agricultural traditions, social ethics and centralisation of power, compared to the Han Chinese 

concept of group ethics, ancient Roman society was full of individual commercial adventures 

and the independent value of the individual in a group society, influenced by the absence of a 

hierarchical structure of strict class attachment, a more developed commodity trade economy 

and industrial and commercial activities, etc. The value of the individual in a group society was 

also of great concern for a long time. The emphasis on the value of the individual's independent 

existence became the concept of life for the ancient Romans. Furthermore, the aesthetics of the 

human form, the choice of the individual character as the leading aesthetic elements, and the 

focus on the physical and psychological desires of the individual all stem from the influence of 

the individual will that existed in Roman society1183. 

 

There were differences in perception of art between the Han Chinese and Romans, which are 

also visually evident in the funeral frescoes1184. In the Han dynasties of China, there was a 

perception of the laws of the universe as yin and yang. This perception, by analogy with social 

ethics, led to an order of inferiority and superiority. In contrast, there was a perception of 

antagonistic dualism in ancient Rome, where sensual emotions and rational thought were seen 

as opposites. The emphasis on 'neutral beauty' in Chinese Han paintings and the polarisation 

and purity of ancient Roman tomb paintings were influenced by different views. It is worth 

noting that there were also significant differences in artistic psychology and thinking between 

the two countries1185. 

 

As the Roman civilisation was heavily influenced by Greek culture, the Romans applied their 

practical spirit to the decorative arts1186. They inherited the achievements of other people. This 
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eclectic attitude directly influenced the aesthetic concepts, decorative themes and styles of 

Roman burial art1187. 

 

The richness of the decorative motifs in terms of style and subject matter reflects the eclectic 

nature of the aesthetic or cultural spirit1188. The Roman aesthetic vision was made up of a 

number of components, firstly, the development of the art and aesthetics of the Etruscans, the 

Greek regions and the Alexandrian region of Egypt1189, expressed in a focus on technique, 

beauty and elegance1190; secondly, the realistic spirit of its tradition, expressed in a variety of 

artistic forms rich in rationality, heroism and realistic artistry1191; and finally, the religious 

perception of Roman society1192. With the deepening of the crisis in the social relations of 

slavery in the Roman Empire, the rulers legalised Christianity and used it as a new tool of 

domination, while various philosophical views of idealism and religious mysticism emerged in 

society1193, adding a mystical, hedonistic and pessimistic dimension to the aesthetic thought of 

decorative motifs 1194 . It can therefore be argued that the Roman civilisation's ability to 

incorporate, harmonise and draw on foreign cultures provided the possibility of coexistence in 

its stylistic diversity1195, so that these aesthetic views were not in an absolute order, but were, 

to a certain extent, cross-cutting and fused1196. This does not prevent some decorative objects 

from having a specific aesthetic style due to their technical requirements, the function of the 

work and the preference of the visitor's taste1197. 
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Ancient Rome and the Han dynasty of China were two powerful civilisations on the Eurasian 

continent, existing striking decorative motifs in spite of their vast differences in economic, 

political, cultural, religious and geographical contexts. Rooted in different social structures and 

cultural contexts, the decorative arts of the two countries intersected at both ends of the 

Eurasian continent, laying the foundations and direction for the subsequent development of 

Eastern and Western funeral arts and demonstrating the individual artistry and culture. 

 

Although both the Han Chinese and the Romans developed their traditional cultures and created 

artistic ideas that belonged to that era, they took different paths: firstly, their ideological roots. 

The Han decorative motifs were based on hierarchy throughout; Roman decorative motifs were 

based on the idea of human needs1198. That is to say, the Han decorative art thought was 

predominantly emotional, while Roman decorative art was predominantly rational1199. A look 

at the modelling characteristics of Han and Roman decorative art shows the validity of this 

view. The second is the mode of inheritance. The Han art developed in continuity and had a 

relatively static character: it was recreated and integrated on the basis of the internal resources 

of the national cultural organism1200, and the style of the Han dynasty inherited from the pre-

Qin dynasty was always present in the context of Confucianism, which is why it is said that the 

humanistic thought of the Han was a blend of Confucianism and Taoism. Although it looked 

to the classic Hellenistic art as a model and followed it, Roman art, showing a new solemn, 

rational, and realistic style. This was done by first incorporating and assimilating the parts of 

other kinds of cultural thought, adding their own spiritual pursuits spontaneously1201. Thirdly, 

religious practices. The Han Chinese had a mystical sense of worship of the heavens, believing 

that the universe was the master of nature, but at the same time emphasising the harmony and 

unity of nature and man. Romans emphasised the importance of the human person, and religion 

developed for the realisation of the fullness of humanity1202. 

 

 
1198 Tao, J. H. (2013). Exploring the style of ancient Roman painting. Meiyuan, (2), pp.83-85. 
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Empire (Master's thesis, Fudan University). p.13. 
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5.2 Perceptions of Funeral Culture 

Life and death are natural laws that cannot be escaped from the trajectory of human existence. 

The Romans and the Han Chinese did not have exactly the same attitude towards burial and 

death. The attitude shown by the Romans towards the end of life was one of fearlessness and 

rationality1203. On the whole, most Romans of the late republican to early imperial period were 

undaunted by death1204. Cicero showed his equanimity when it came to death. In Cato Maior 

de Senectute (Cato the Elder on Old Age), first published in 44 BC, he said that human beings 

die 'just as the fruit of the tree and the crops of the field must eventually fall and wither. A wise 

man does not complain about this. People, like apples, die when they are young, as a result of 

external forces, and when they are old, as a natural consequence of maturity. He also believes 

that the soul is immortal after death while so death is not a sad thing. At the end of life, one 

may feel some kind of pain, physical or spiritual, which is only temporary, but after death, one 

either feels happy, or one feels nothing at all. This fearlessness in the face of death requires 

education in this field from youth so that one can put life and death out of one's mind, for 

without this knowledge, one cannot have peace of mind1205. Cicero was convinced that there is 

always death, that no one can predict it, that it is a constant threat, and that if a man is afraid of 

death, he will not have peace of mind1206. 

 

How did the inhabitants of the Roman world come to know what happened to people after they 

died? There is no exact and simple answer to this question. Roman beliefs were variable: death 

was a completion, a complete spatial arrival in a relatively isolated world of the dead; or, a 

change and migration of the soul from the host body to some other place. In Epicureanism, the 

idea of an individual's existence after death was utterly rejected, and they believed that the soul 

perished when the person died. Lucretius of Epicureanism in the first century BC. wrote: 

 
1203 Xing, T. N. (2013). The death and life of the Eternal City: Rome. Kanlishi, (5), pp.26-31. 
1204 Ibid. 
1205 Stenuit, B. (2009). M. Tulli Ciceronis De re publica, De legibus, Cato Maior De senectute, Laelius De amicitia. 

pp.175-176. 

1206 On Old Age (De senectute): 19 (1.15), see Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. 

p.247. 
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"Death, for us, is nothing and nothing to worry about, for we insist that it is in the nature of 

thought to die at last1207. He insists that it is impossible to separate the body from the soul: the 

life-sustaining spirit is present in the whole body, the body does not experience birth and 

growth by itself1208, and we can see that it does not sustain the spirits of living beings and the 

fallible constitution of their spirits after death. The mind dies eventually, when the body 

shatters with the most fatal breath, and in the same way the senses of mind and spirit change, 

for the body and mind cannot exist together when united, but according to the funeral rites 

performed by the living for the dead after death, Lucretius' statement that the soul perishes 

when a person dies is only a minority view1209. On the whole, the majority of Romans believed 

in the existence of the soul after death. After death, the soul could not be separated from the 

body and remained among humans, living underground, both in the seclusion of the tomb, 

called the 'second world', and many of the religious rituals described by Virgil make it very 

clear that people believed in the existence of the soul. He records that after Bridal's funeral he 

said: "Keep his soul in the tomb"1210. There are also many people who may be sceptical about 

the existence of the underworld or even the soul, but perhaps still maintain an open mind or at 

least a vague hope that there might be something after death. Seneca, like many others, is 

 
1207 Epicureanism advocated a peaceful attitude towards death and the inadvisability of great joy or sorrow. 

According to Seneca, a representative of the Stoicism, grief and pain are inevitable, but the noble man should 

know how to control and end it. Seneca, Letters, 99.16 Tacitus, in his autobiography of his father-in-law, Cnaeus 

Agricola, records that Agricola, on learning of the death of his beloved son, "neither looked as if he had nothing 

to do nor wept as the women did. " See Tacitus, The Biography of Agricola, translated by Ma Yong and Fu 

Zhengyuan, The Commercial Press, Beijing, p.3. In the third chapter of the Tusculan Debates, Cicero focuses on 

the control of personal emotions and cites the views of different philosophical schools on this issue. Although 

Cicero himself was on the philosophical side of the argument that the emotions of a noble man should not be 

overly expressed and exposed, he showed his inability to mourn the death of his daughter, Tullia M., on several 
occasions in his heart to his friend Atticus. See Cic., Att. 14.14.3, 12.20.1, 12.28.2. There are many accounts in 

ancient literature of the expression and control of Roman grief, see in particular the monograph Kaster, R. (2005). 

Emotion, restraint, and community in ancient Rome. Oxford University Press. see also Hopkins, K. (1985). Death 

and Renewal: Volume 2: Sociological Studies in Roman History (Vol. 2). Cambridge University Press. pp.215-

230. 
1208 See Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 3.323. Philosophical (Epicurean) poetry: So the soul is held together by all 

of the body, and is itself the guardian of the body and the source of its safety; for soul and body cling together 

with common roots, and it is apparent that they cannot be torn apart without being destroyed. Hope, V. (2007). 

Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.213. 
1209  Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 3.323. On the Epicureanism understanding of death, see Warren, J. 

(2004). Facing death: Epicurus and his critics. Clarendon Press, pp.15-30. 

 
1210 Virgil, Aeneid, 6; Burke, P. F. (1979). Roman Rites for the Dead and" Aeneid 6". The Classical Journal, 74(3), 

pp.220-228. 
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dismissive of the traditional horrors of the underworld, but admits that denying its existence 

raises other questions and fears, "because the fear of going to the underworld is equivalent to 

the fear of going nowhere fear1211." Seneca did believe in the immortality of the soul1212, but 

also equated death to the state of non-exis- tence before birth, ‘whatever condition existed 

before our birth is death’1213 Yet even Seneca seems to imply a hope for some sort of continuity 

(although note the ‘if only’) when concluding a letter about the recent death of a friend. These 

ifs and buts also find parallels in epitaphs. 

 

Indeed, the Roman tombs, with their images, texts and designs, facilitate interaction between 

the dead and the living. In part this may indicate a belief in an afterlife and the continued 

existence of the dead, but it also suggests that ideally the dead will continue to exist on earth, 

that there is no desire in the creators of these graves for the dead to be physically isolated in a 

completely separate world or place, and that there is a responsibility to remember the dead in 

their lifetime1214. In short, the ideal is that the dead will continue presence among the living1215. 

 

In the thought and belief, of the Han dynasty, the soul also existed as a spiritual element of 

man, which was often seen as 'breath'1216. The Han Chinese not only believed that the soul 

existed within the body of a living person and dominated human life and thought, but also 

believed that the soul was immortal and would not disappear with the death of the physical 

body1217. The prevalence of elaborate burial and sacrifice in the burial system was a reflection 

of this idea of the immortality of the soul, and the so-called belief in ghosts and gods was 

merely an extension and secularisation of the idea of the immortality of the soul. Since the soul 

is immortal, people usually believe that the soul will leave the body and rise to heaven after 

death according to the different natural properties of the soul, and the body will return to the 

 
1211 Seneca, Letters 82.16, see also Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.228. 
1212 Seneca, Letters 65, 57, 92, see also Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.229. 
1213 Seneca, Letters 54.5. see also Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.229. 
1214  Carroll, M. (2006). Spirits of the dead: Roman funerary commemoration in Western Europe. Oxford 

University Press. pp.30-32. 
1215 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing, pp.38-

39. 
1216 Yu, Y. S. (2005). The Eastern Han view of life and death. Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House.p.65. 
1217 Peng, W., &Yang, Z. H. (2002). A General History of Chinese Customs - Qin and Han Volumes, Shanghai: 

Shanghai Literature and Art Publishing House. pp.433-434. 
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earth with the demise of the body1218. It was because of the existence of the concept of the 

immortality of the soul that the Han Chinese were further convinced that life was cyclical and 

inexhaustible, and that the soul of a person whose body died would continue to live in another 

world1219. In the real world, the 'other world' in which the soul lives are, in a way, the tomb that 

people build for the dead after they die1220. Therefore, it is safe to say that, apart from the 

influence of Confucian filial piety1221, the Han dynasty burial system was undoubtedly directly 

and necessarily linked to the idea of the immortality of the soul and the belief in an afterlife1222. 

The formation and prosperity of funerary art, which was an important part of the Han dynasty 

burial system, was naturally the result of the influence of such concepts and beliefs1223. The 

funerary art in Han dynasty tombs was usually arranged in two parts, upper and lower, 

according to the spatial structure of the chamber itself, in terms of the overall conception and 

selection and configuration of the images1224. The upper part is usually arranged for the sun, 

moon and sky, while the lower part is usually arranged for the underground netherworld. From 

the above discussion, it can be concluded that the concept of the soul was an important part of 

early Chinese thought and belief, and an important ideological foundation of Han dynasty 

funerary culture, and that Han dynasty funerary art reflects this universal concept in a distinct 

and prominent way1225. 

 

 
1218 The idea of the immortality of the Chinese soul has been studied in depth by scholars in both East and West, 

representative examples being Harrell, Stevan. 'When Ghosts Become Gods' & Wolf Arthur P. 'Gods, Ghosts and 

Ancestors', in Wolf, ed. Religion and Ritual in Chinese Society, Stanford: Stanford University, 1974, pp.131-182. 

131-182, 193-206; Cohen, Myron, L., Souls and Salvation: Themes of Conflict in Chinese Popular Religion, in 

James, L. Watson, ed. Ritual and the Social Meaning of Death in Chinese Society, printed 1985, pp.320-334; 

Loewe, Michael. 'The Road to Heaven - The Chinese Quest for Immortality', reprint. Chinese Conceptions of Life 

and Death, Taipei, 1994; The Chinese Conception of Life and Death. Faith, Myth and Reason in the Han Dynasty 

(202 B.C.-220 A.D.). Yu Ying-shih, "Life and Immortality in Han Chinese Thought", Harvard University Journal 

25, 1985: 80-122; A Study in the Changing Conceptions of the Soul and Afterlife in Pre-Buddhist China', Harvard 

Journal of Asiatic Studies 25 (1965), p.80-122 & 147 (1987), pp. 363-395; Pu Muzhou, Burial and Life and Death: 

Reflections on Religion in Ancient China, Taipei, Lianjing, 1993, pp. 193-268; In Pursuit of One's Bliss: The 
World of Faith in Ancient China, Taipei, Yun Chen Culture Industry Co. 
1219 Yu, Y. S. (2005). The Eastern Han view of life and death. Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House. p.35. 
1220 Ibid., pp.36-37. 
1221 Peng, W., &Yang, Z. H. (2002). A General History of Chinese Customs - Qin and Han Volumes, Shanghai: 

Shanghai Literature and Art Publishing House. pp.433-434. 
1222 Ibid. 
1223 Yu, Y. S. (2005). The Eastern Han view of life and death. Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House. pp.36-

37. 
1224 Ibid. 
1225 Zeng, B. (1993). Han Dynasty Pictorial Stones: Ascension of the Immortals, Oriental Journal, (65). pp.84-92. 
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In ancient times, when people were not fully aware of the structure of their bodies and were 

influenced by dream visions, the idea arose that their thinking and feeling was not an activity 

of their bodies, but a unique, soul activity that existed in this body and left it at the time of one's 

death. From this time onwards, one has to think about the relationship of this soul to the external 

world. Since the soul leaves the body at the time of death and continues to live, there is no 

reason to conceive of it dying itself; thus arises the idea of the immortality of the soul. Since 

the soul is immortal, one must be kind to the soul; and to be kind to the soul, one must likewise 

be kind to the original soul's parasitic body. In this way the soul can be consoled, and when the 

soul is consoled it can give peace and shelter to the living. It was under this belief in the 

immortality of the soul that the ancient Chinese beliefs and ideas about the blessing of the soul 

and the blessing of the ancestors came into being, and the dead began to be consciously 

protected and dealt with, giving rise to the most primitive funerary culture and customs. During 

the Han Dynasty, civilisation improved, but the Han people's understanding of life and death 

was still relatively weak. Therefore, they still see death as if they were alive, and see the dead 

as if it still existed. 

 

Ideas about the soul, the afterlife were all part of the reality of the living dealing with death in 

the Roman world, and although there were Romans who believed in the existence of the soul, 

the living's fear of the existence of the soul after death was inevitable. The fear of the existence 

of the soul after death was great among the living in the late republic and early empire, but for 

the living, the dead did not play a major role in systematic religious beliefs. After death, the 

souls of the living would be united with the deified souls of their deceased ancestors, who, 

according to Roman belief, were honoured in gradually expanding families and clans. This 

gave the 'death of the common man' in the Roman Empire a special feel, focusing more on the 

living and the anxieties about the impact of the death on the lives of the living than on the dead 

and their fate. People's beliefs are different, and some people may not even consider what they 

believe in. But the relationship between the living and the dead places a burden of responsibility 

on the living. The dead need to be respected and properly buried; need to rest in peace; and, 
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more ideally, need to be remembered1226. The living is grateful to the dead who have gone 

before them, even if they are unsure where they will go. But ensure that the dead are properly 

dealt with, simply so that the living and their descendants are not haunted and disturbed by the 

spirits of the dead, and to ensure a harmonious order in the world of the living1227. In order for 

the soul of the deceased to rest in peace, the body to which it is attached must be covered with 

earth, and a spirit without a tomb will have no place to live and wander, and its evil spirits will 

disturb others, making them ill, destroying their crops and showing them terrible things, all of 

which prompts the living to bury the dead. It is important to note that it is not enough to bury 

the corpse, but various rituals need to be performed. If the proper rituals are not used, the spirit 

will still wander1228. Caligula is said to have been buried without rituals, and the spirit often 

appeared before the people, wandering until he was reburied in a ritualistic manner 1229 . 

Moreover, the ancients feared not being buried more than they feared death, because it was 

associated with eternal peace and happiness. Since the soul is still not completely separated 

from humanity underground, it still needs to eat and drink. Therefore at regular times of the 

year, there would be sacrifices. According to the rituals of the time recorded by Ovid1230, the 

tomb was decorated with flowers and plants all around during the rituals, snacks and fruit were 

displayed, and wine and milk were offered. It would be a mistake to think that this ritual was 

merely a memorial ceremony. The family of the deceased brought him offerings that were 

actually for their own1231. The purpose of a solemn and dignified funeral and regular sacrifices 

was to soothe the spirits of the dead so as not to provoke their anger and invite misfortune1232, 

thus protecting the peace of the living and maintaining the prosperity of the family and clan1233. 

 
1226  Carroll, M. (2006). Spirits of the dead: Roman funerary commemoration in Western Europe. Oxford 

University Press. pp.32-33. 
1227 Ibid. 
1228 In the early republic funeral processions were generally scheduled at night, and after the mid-republic adult 

funeral processions were held during the day and funeral processions for children were held at night. See Flower, 

p.97, also Rose, H. J. (1923). Nocturnal funerals in Rome. The Classical Quarterly, 17(3-4), pp.191-194. 
1229 Suetonius, Caligula 59, see Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.241. 
1230 Ovid, The Art of Love 3, pp.429-432, see also Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. 

Routledge. p.118. 
1231 Saller, R. P. (1997). Patriarchy, property and death in the Roman family (Vol. 25). Cambridge University 

Press. pp.71-133. 
1232 Virgil, Aeneid, 6; see also Burke, P. F. (1979). Roman Rites for the Dead and" Aeneid 6". The Classical 

Journal, 74(3), pp.220-228. 
1233 Saller, R. P. (1984). "Familia, Domus", and the Roman Conception of the Family. Phoenix, 38(4), 336-355. 
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For the Romans, the dead were gone, but they were still with the living1234. Funeral rites, the 

care of graves, epitaphs written for the dead and warnings from graves all demonstrate the 

belief in the presence of the spirits of the dead and their threatening nature1235. 

 

In both ancient and modern societies, the primary function of a funeral as a ritual is one of 

remembrance and mourning, and in this respect the funerals of the Romans and the Han 

Chinese were no exception; they were a way for the living to say goodbye to the dead, to send 

their condolences and to show respect. 

 

As a rite of passage for the living to say goodbye to the dead, funerals were equally valued in 

ancient Roman and Han dynasty societies. From the cleaning of the body by the family after 

death to the final burial practice1236, a series of processes were used to show the respect the 

Romans had for the life of the deceased. In Roman society, the funeral functioned not only as 

a remembrance and memorial1237, but also as a display and a memory1238. The glory of the 

deceased and the glorious history of their family are fully reflected in the various stages of the 

funeral1239. In this way, the political and family culture of Roman society is brought to the fore. 

In fact, the concept of the family had an irreplaceable place in the hearts of the Romans. The 

worship and veneration of the family ancestors are reflected in the written records of ancient 

Roman writers in various forms. In aristocratic families, the master had absolute power over 

each member1240. 

 
1234 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. p.37. 
1235 Cicero, Leg, 2.22.55. Since the classical literature is relatively sparse on this part of the process, one can only 

speculate on the basis of the limited information available. 
1236 On the one hand, the Romans had a great respect and remembrance for their recently deceased relatives, but 

on the other hand, they held a concept of "uncleanness" for the corpse. The Romans believed that any person or 

place touched by a dead person was contaminated and therefore had to be cleaned constantly after the person's 
death. See Lindsay, H. (2002). Death-pollution and funerals in the city of Rome. In Death and disease in the 

ancient city. Routledge. pp. 164-184., Hope, V. M., & Marshall, E. (Eds.). (2002). Death and disease in the 

ancient city. Routledge. pp.64-181. In this respect, the Romans were quite similar to certain Chinese traditions, 

such as the Chinese tradition that corpses were dirty and unclean. 
1237  Carroll, M. (2006). Spirits of the dead: Roman funerary commemoration in Western Europe. Oxford 

University Press.pp.30-58. 
1238 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. pp.56-

150. 
1239  Carroll, M. (2006). Spirits of the dead: Roman funerary commemoration in Western Europe. Oxford 

University Press. pp.32-33. 
1240 On the powers held by parents in the traditional Roman family, see Saller, R. P. (1984). "Familia, Domus", 
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During the Han dynasty, elaborate burial was the norm, and the reasons for this phenomenon 

were manifold, both in terms of historical tradition and practical factors. The reasons for this 

phenomenon are many and varied and include both historical and practical factors. The concept 

of the immortality of the soul arose in primitive societies, where it was believed that a person's 

physical body disappeared, but the soul remained intact and could still participate in and 

influence some of the activities of people. This concept became popular as soon as it appeared 

and was still held in high esteem by people from all walks of life during the Han Dynasty, and 

was entwined with religious superstitions such as the five elements of yin and yang, and divine 

magic, which influenced all aspects of society. The importance of superstition among the Han 

people can be reflected in the many different kinds of rituals. Since it was believed that the soul 

of the deceased would live on in the other world, a generous burial was inevitable in order for 

the deceased to live a comfortable and secure life. The burial chambers were spacious and 

luxurious, and the burial goods were rich and complete. The underground world was entirely 

constructed for the deceased in real life, with generous funds and many collections, and with 

the use of the utensils of a living man. Since the Han Chinese believed that people could bless 

the living as well as plague the living, rituals became a regular activity in order to beg the dead 

for protection and protection of the living. Both the emperor and the ordinary people never be 

bored with it. 

 

The unity of people's perception of funerary and life displayed in the Han burial chambers is 

also closely related to real life1241. As the burial and guardianship of the tomb owner, the funeral 

murals are invisible to others but contain many scenes showing real life, making the images 

interwoven with many factors such as god and man, illusion and reality, romance and 

rationality. For example, there is a picture of a riverboat and a fish chariot in the portrait stones 

of the tomb in Jiaxiang, where a man is depicted in front of and behind the carriage of the 

riverboat on his journey, kneeling to greet and pay respects, respectively, moreover, in a mural 

 
and the Roman Conception of the Family. Phoenix, 38(4), pp.336-355. 
1241 Zhuang, B. H. (1976). The Development and Characteristics of Han Dynasty Painting, The Artist, 8, p.21. 
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entitled Feasting and Acrobatics Performance in the tomb of Dahutingcun in Xinmi, the tomb 

occupant and the dignitary are surrounded by attendants and attendants, (Figure 4.70), all of 

which are reflections of the concept of hierarchy in the social reality of the Han dynasty1242. 

By the late Han dynasty, many tomb murals were even more direct displays of real-life, shifting 

from absolute depictions of gods to representations of people, from unrealistic romanticism to 

rational realism1243. Specifically, in the late Western Han period, a number of tombs, such as 

the No. 61 Han tomb in Luoyang, began to feature paintings of historical stories1244 (Figure 

4.82); in the Xinmang and Eastern Han periods, images of officials, music, dance, banquets, 

trips and farming were added1245 (Figures 4.63 and 4.67). These elements are based on people's 

real-life, a more direct and concrete expression of the concept of life. 

 

The Han burial places the corpse within the whole of the universe, not only as a sign of 

reverence and submission to heaven but also as a conception and shaping of the mysterious 

world after death. The burial chamber was not only a living space constructed for the deceased, 

but also an eternal abode for the occupant's soul, or an entrance to ascend to the realm of the 

immortals, a personal and private space for the deceased, with all facilities, displays and 

accompanying burials catering to the preferences and interests of the dead and their relatives1246, 

a direct reflection of the funerary outlook of the time. This use of rich imagination to cross the 

boundaries between life and death and to merge the scenes of a person's life before death with 

the ideal world after death not only breaks through the time limits of life and continues the life 

process of the deceased but also embodies the power of the eternal life1247. However, it is worth 

noting that there is a contradiction in the content of the wall paintings in the tomb, in that those 

representing secular life can be interpreted as continuing to live as they did before death, while 

 
1242 Li, Y. (2014). An Analysis of the Artistic Features of Han Painting Stones from the Jiaxiang Wushi Shrine. 
Fine Arts Great View, (10), p.79. 
1243 Yu, W. C. & Xin, L. X. (1986). Han tomb murals, in Chinese Encyclopedia of Archaeology, Beijing: Chinese 

Encyclopedia Press, pp.158-159. 
1244 Ni, L. J. (2006). An appreciation of the wall paintings from Han tomb No. 61 in Luoyang Yaogou. Journal of 

Huainan Normal College, 8(6), pp.103-105. 
1245 Xing, Y. T. (2011). The development of wall painting and wall-painted tombs in the Han Dynasty, Institute 

of History and Philology, p.57. 
1246 Wang, B. Y., & Yang, J. P. (2018). Han Dynasty Philosophy of Life and Death and Burial Culture. Shanxi 

Youth. p.89. 
1247 Ibid. 
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those representing the ascension of the tomb occupant to immortality wish to leave the 

underworld1248. To address this issue, Wu Hung argues that the ancient Chinese did not have 

an absolutely rational understanding of death and therefore had to put every possible solution 

in the tomb1249. 

 

The Han Chinese believed that the dark world they entered after death was a frightening one, 

and that the deceased needed to be protected by some force, and that the auspicious images 

conveyed the will of 'heaven'. Hence, the images of the gods and goddesses on the murals were 

a form of protection for the dead. This grand world view is reflected in the murals, which are 

full of dynamic images of auspicious rites and mysterious stories of ascension to immortality. 

The murals include motifs of heaven, earth, plants, animals, minerals and gods and goddesses, 

specifically the Green Dragon, the White Tiger, the Scarlet Bird, the Xuanwu, the Toad, Fuxi, 

Nüwa, the East Duke, the West Queen, the Sun, the Moon, the Immortals and the auspicious 

clouds, etc. (Figures 4.58, 4.59, 4.60, 4.96, 4.97, 4.98 and 4.99). This depiction of auspicious 

images reflects the Han reverence for natural life, making death less of a horror and more of a 

process of returning to nature and becoming one with all things in the natural universe. The 

content of the ascension to immortality represents the desire to transcend the corpse, the desire 

for life to last forever, and the yearning and pursuit of an ideal world. 

 

The Han funeral painting is a restricted aesthetic art with a clear purpose and function. Funerary 

culture has a long history in China as an initial understanding of death and a cultural way of 

dealing with the dead, and its initial creation was closely linked to belief in the soul. The 

ancients believed that the soul could exist eternally in another form invisible to humans and 

have an impact on them when their physical body ceased to move while they were dreaming1250, 

yet they could still be awake in their dreams to do tasks and wishes that could not be done in 

 
1248 Ibid. 
1249 Wu, H. (2000). Religious art and archaeology between the Han and Tang dynasties of China, Cultural 

Heritage Press. p.566. 
1250 Liu, Z. Z. (2014). The material culture of Han Dynasty funeral rites. Nankai Journal: Philosophy and Social 

Sciences, (3), pp.84-93. 
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reality. The British anthropologist Tylor, Edward Burnett called this belief in the separability 

of body and spirit "the animism"1251. 

 

As people enjoyed the reality of life and longed for the eternity of happiness, hoping for 

immortality and eternal bliss, they transformed their burial chambers into their living 

environment or imagined pictures to protect their tombs, reflecting a profound spirit of ultimate 

care. The so-called ultimate care is, at its most fundamental, the question of human life and 

death. Throughout the images of Han funeral murals, they all revolve around a single theme: 

the pursuit of eternal immortality in the life of the deceased. People are attached to reality and 

long for eternal happiness, but ultimately they must face death, the threat and fear of which are 

always present1252. There is no way to know the world after death, only to imagine it. Thus, 

under the influence of the belief in the immortality of the soul and the psychology of realistic 

utilitarianism1253, the owners and creators of the Han murals, with their devotion and desire to 

live as long as gold and stone1254, spared all their human, material and financial resources to 

bet their passion on the unspoken spiritual paintings1255. They did their utmost to bring the real 

world underground, hoping to create a space for the dead souls that would be the same as when 

they were alive so that the souls of the dead would be comforted, and the living would be 

sheltered1256. As a result, many Han funeral wall paintings reflect the reality of social life and 

show the desires of life, giving a solid sense of reality, and are clearly a portrayal of real life. 

 

The Han people longed for life to last forever, imagining the world after death as one 

surrounded by a multitude of life-guardian gods, where the dead could ascend to immortality, 

 
1251 Tylor, E. B. (1924). Animism. 
1252 Li, R. S. (1995). Mural tombs, in Han Dynasty Funerary Systems, Jilin: Jilin University Press, pp.323-334. 
1253 He, X. L. (2001). The discovery and study of funeral paintings in Han tombs, Xi'an: Shaanxi People's Art 

Publishing House, p.12. 
1254 Xie, X. Y., & Wei, H. Y. (2010). The cultural awareness of Han Dynasty funerals. Journal of Lanzhou College 

of Education, 26(3), pp.48-50. 
1255 Gu, S. (2000). A History of Painting in the Qin and Han Dynasties of China, Beijing: People's Publishing 

House of Art, p.56. 
1256 Miao, Y. (2013). Study on the ideological background of Han Dynasty funerary art. Knowledge Economy, (5), 

pp.76-77. 
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as a way of enshrining a desire for the security of life and a good wish for life to last forever1257. 

Many images of gods, rare birds and beasts that carry people to heaven and town tombs to ward 

off evil spirits appear in Han painting (Figures 4.96, 4.97, 4.98 and 4.99), and they all revolve 

around the theme of the ascension of the soul to heaven and the pursuit of immortality1258. In 

the world of Han funeral paintings, whether reflecting realistic life scenes (Figures 4.65, 4.66 

and 4.67) or depicting mythological figures (Figures 4.58, 4.59 and 4.60), auspicious and evil-

doing myths and legends (Figures 4.45 and 4.46), they all express people's love, affirmation 

and attachment to earthly life1259, their desire and expectation for happiness and eternal life 

after death 1260 . Hippolyte Adolphe, a famous nineteenth-century French aesthetician and 

historian, in discussing the laws of literary development, said: "Nature has its climate, and its 

changes determine the appearance of this kind of plant; the spiritual aspect also has its climate, 

and its changes determine the appearance of this kind of art. the products of spiritual civilization, 

like those of the animal and plant worlds, can only be explained by their respective 

environments." 1261  As a building attached to a tomb, the Han murals arose in a social 

environment where elaborate burial practices were all the rage and were undoubtedly the most 

direct and secular expression of funerary culture. Jiang Yingfeng, a renowned expert on Han 

dynasty painting, suggests that the Han tomb murals were a functional art serving funerary 

rituals, and their artistic function was not only decorative and magnificent, but mainly it 

enriched the connotative meaning of the tomb buildings1262. 

 

The idea that heaven and man corresponded to each other during the Han dynasty can be clearly 

seen from the mural paintings of the heaven in Han dynasty tombs, which show that the 'heaven' 

in the minds of the Han Chinese was not a purely natural1263, but the ideal realm in which the 

 
1257 Gu, S. (2000). A History of Painting in the Qin and Han Dynasties of China, Beijing: People's Publishing 

House of Art, p.56. 
1258 He, X. L. (1997). A Study of the Pictorial History of Xiwangmu in the Han Dynasty. Studies in Fine Arts, (2), 

pp.42-47. 
1259 Wang, Y. (2018). A Study of the Images of Fuxi and Nüwa in the Han Dynasty. Archaeology, p.3. 
1260 Wang, H. Y. (2014).  Study on the Aesthetic Characteristics of Mythological Imagery in the Han Dynasty. 

Collection, 1. p.38. 
1261 Taine, H. A. (1875). Lectures on art (Vol. 2). H. Holt. 
1262 Jiang, Y. F. (1998). Reflections on the Background and Artistic Function of Han Pictorial Stones. Archaeology, 

(11), pp.90-96. 
1263 Zhu, Y. Z. (2007). An analysis of cosmogenesis in the Han Dynasty. Journal of Qilu Studies, (3), pp.22-24. 
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gods of myth and legend lived. From the end of the Western Han to the end of the Eastern Han, 

the tomb murals evolved to include an increasing variety of 'heavenly' deities1264, from simple 

scenes of the sun, moon, stars and streaming clouds to complex scenes of the four divine beasts 

and winged men (like the case in the tomb of the Western Han Dynasty unearthed at Xi'an 

University of Technology, see figure 3.34). In the narrow chamber of the tomb, the Han 

Chinese chose the ideal location on top of and above the grave to reveal their ideal of a complete 

'universe' in the form of intuitive painting1265 (Murals unearthed from the tombs of Bu qianqiu 

and Qianjingtou, see figures 3.42 and 3.43), expressing their perception, association and 

reverence for the heavens. The painting is an expression of their perception of association with, 

and reverence for heaven1266. It also reflects the unique mentality, the spirit of ultimate enquiry 

into the relationship between cosmic space and human history. It is clear from this that in the 

Han dynasty, where nature was an important thing, there was a connection between man and 

nature, and that people revolved around the will of nature in their various activities in order to 

achieve a state of harmony and unity1267. 

 

Many people who lived in the Roman era must have been very aware of their own mortality. 

At times, Roman life can even seem a little morbid; Memento mori (reminders of death)  1268, 

the obsession with last wills1269, the numerous monuments to the dead, gladiators fighting to 

the last (See figure 3.55, painting of a gladiator fight hosted by or held in honour of the deceased. 

the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus) and philosophers who believed that any day could be 

one's last all suggest that death and the dead were close neighbours of the living, neighbours to 

be faced rather than avoided. However, it remains difficult to judge how the people of Rome 

and its empire approached their own concept of death, as much of the surviving evidence 

presents a distorted view of the wealthy male elite. For those who were disenfranchised. The 

 
1264 Zhao, Z. G. (1994). The cosmology of heaven and man and its cultural and psychological characteristics in 

the Han Dynasty. Journal of Xiangtan University: Philosophy and Social Sciences, (4), pp.158-161. 
1265 Bai, Y. (2015). An analysis of the cosmic space pattern in Han painting and the qualities of Han culture. 

Business Manager, (10), p.354. 
1266 Chen, G. Z. (1996). The cosmology of Daoism in the Han Dynasty. Chinese Cultural Studies, (3), pp.43-47. 
1267 Zhang, X. (2007). The art of the Han Dynasty from the perspective of the "unity of nature and man". Journal 

of Kangding National Normal College of Higher Education, 16(5), pp.68-70. 
1268 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing.pp.17-

25. 
1269 Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.118. 
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views and outlook of slaves, the urban poor, women and children on inevitable death are almost 

impossible to track. There are mechanisms to help people (especially, though not exclusively, 

affluent male elites) negotiate, accept and deal with the death of self and others. Preparing for 

death may involve practical, emotional, spiritual and philosophical factors1270. 

 

Facing death is not so much a matter of spiritual preparation for the afterlife as of accepting 

one's fate and making practical plans for earthly descendants. In short, a good Roman should 

do something for his death, not only for himself but also for his family and heirs: he needs to 

write a will, plan his commemorations and consider the reputation he will leave behind1271, the 

funeral frescoes meet all of this very well1272. 

 

For the serious-minded, death defines life. The most important surviving insights into facing 

death come from the pens of ancient philosophers, not from religious writers or classic religious 

texts. As Plato said, as mentioned by Valerie Hope, the philosopher's whole life is a preparation 

for death1273. There were different views on how death should be faced and how the fact of 

death should affect life. Most philosophers, regardless of doctrine, believe that the inevitability 

of death implies a responsibility to live conscientiously, sensibly and virtuously, accepting that 

death will come to all alike1274. 

 

It is not an easy task to examine the Roman concept of life and death in detail. First of all, 

Roman society in ancient times underwent three political regimes, encompassing the Roman 

Kingdom, Roman Republic and Roman Empire. The civilisation began as an Italic settlement 

in the Italian Peninsula that grew into the city of Rome and which subsequently gave its name 

to the empire over which it ruled and to the widespread civilisation the empire developed. The 

civilisation was led and ruled by the Romans, alternately considered an ethnic group or a 

 
1270 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing.pp.17-

25. 
1271 Ibid. 
1272  Carroll, M. (2006). Spirits of the dead: Roman funerary commemoration in Western Europe. Oxford 

University Press. pp.30-32. 
1273 See Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.246. 
1274 Ibid. 
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nationality. The Roman Empire expanded to become one of the largest empires in the ancient 

world. There is no doubt that the beliefs and values of the Romans changed with the expansion 

of their territory and the intermingling of cultures, and with them, their approach to life and the 

unknown, which was reflected in the changing style of Roman funeral rites. In the early 

Republic, for example, the prevalent form of burial among the Romans was earth burial, which 

was gradually replaced by cremation in the mid to late Republic and early Empire, and then 

again in the mid to late Empire1275, reflecting the changing beliefs of the Romans1276. Historical, 

cultural and political changes aside, even within the same period, the attitudes to death and to 

live in the afterlife may have differed considerably between the two groups, the Roman elite 

and the lower classes, who lived in different circumstances. In particular, since the Third 

Macedonian War, various philosophical schools from Greece and the East have infiltrated the 

spiritual life of the Italian upper classes, causing a significant impact on the traditional native 

culture. The beliefs and values of the Romans, as we know them through classical texts, came 

overwhelmingly from the Roman elite who were in the upper echelons of society. History has 

more often than not chosen to remain silent regarding the views of the general population on 

death and the unknown. Although many of the tombstones and monuments found in Italy, 

Spain, Gaul and Africa are from the plebeian and freedman classes, inscriptions carved in stone 

are far less likely to reveal the inner world of the people than are literary works1277. More 

importantly, in ancient Roman society, where polytheism was prevalent, the perception of 

 
1275 According to Cicero, Numa, the second king of Rome, was buried in a tomb not far from the altar of the spring. 

In the time of Sulla, for example, the Cornelius family still practised the ancient practice of burial because Sulla 

feared that his body would be trampled by his enemies. He was the first member of the family to adopt cremation. 

See Cic., Leg. 2.56-7. 
1276 With regard to the disposal of dead bodies in Roman funerals, the Twelve Tables provided for both burial and 

cremation as reasonable forms of disposition of the body. Pliny the Elder acknowledged that burial was an ancient 

Roman practice, but later cremation became the norm, yet burial was not replaced by it. Tacitus records that the 

burial of the wife of the emperor Nero was carried out in accordance with the form of burial. See: Pliny, 7.54.187; 

3.24 Tacitus, Annals, translated by Wang Yichu and Cui Miaoyin, Beijing: Commercial Press, 1981, p. 570. See 

also: Brock, R., Hope, V. M., & Marshall, E. (2000). Death and disease in the ancient city. London and New York: 

Routledge. pp. 167-168. 

1277 Wang, Z. X. (2010). Study on aristocratic funerals and their functions in the late Roman Republic and early 

Empire. (Master's thesis, Fudan University). p.32. 



274 

 

death and the unknown world after death was not as monolithic as it was for Christians1278. 

Therefore, before formally exploring Roman funerary practices, it is necessary to have a clearer 

understanding of the ancient Roman view of death and the world after death. 

 

First of all, we can find some clues as to whether the soul can exist independently of the body 

after death in Cicero's philosophical dialogue 1279 , On the Title of Cicero’s Tusculanae 

Disputationes, written in 45 BC. It is clear from this that there was not a complete and 

consistent answer to this question in the Roman mind. From the time of Cicero's life until the 

early Roman Empire, the intellectual elite in Italy, influenced by various philosophical schools 

from Asia Minor and Greece, had very different views on the body, the soul, death, etc1280. For 

example, the historian Sallustius, who was influenced by Greek thought at about the same time 

as Cicero, believed that after the death of the human body, the spirit existed independently of 

it and was eternal1281. For the philosophers of the Stoic school, the soul could survive after 

death, but it would not be as permanent as Sallust believed. As the philosopher Marcus Aurelius, 

who lived in the 2nd century AD, believed that the soul survives for a while after death and 

then quickly dissipates into the vastness of the universe1282. Contrary to the previous view, for 

 
1278 Ibid. 
1279 Cicero, Tusculanae Disputationes, 1.9.18: sunt enim qui discessum animi a corpore putent esse mortem, sunt 

qui nullum censeant fieri discessum, sed una animum et corpus occidere, animumque in corpore extingui. Que 

discedere animum consent, alii statim dissipari, alii diu permanere, alii semper. Some believe that death means 
the separation of the soul from the body, while others believe that there is no such separation but that the soul and 

the body will disappear together and that the soul will perish with the body. Among those who believe that the 

soul will separate, some believe that it will do so immediately, some believe that it will last for a long time, and 

some believe that it will last forever. Cicero himself accepted the fundamental view of Plato's philosophy 

concerning the soul that it did not depend on the body for its existence. See Davies, J. (1999). Death, burial and 

rebirth in the religions of antiquity. Routledge. p.135. 
1280 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. pp.37-

38. 
1281 Sallust, Jug. 2.1-3: Nam uti genus hominum compositum ex corpore et anima est, ita res cunctae studiaque 

omnia nostra corpris alia, alia animi naturam secuntur. Igitur praeclara facies, magnae diuitiae, ad hoc uis corporis 

et alia omnia huiusce nodi breui dilabunatui, at ingeni egregeia facinora sicuti anima inmortalia sunt. (As man in 

the beginning was composed of body and soul so all our actions and pursuits are by nature some of them are of 
the nature of the body and some of them are of the nature of the soul so beautiful looks great wealth physical 

power and such like things will soon dissipate but outstanding intellect will be as immortal as the soul.) Some 

scholars have argued that Sallust's historical writings are strongly influenced by Plato's ideas, which may have 

been indirectly influenced by the writings of Polybius, Postonius, and even Cicero. See in particular: MacQueen, 

B. D. (1980). Plato's" Republic" in the Monographs of Sallust (Doctoral dissertation, The University of Iowa), 

Mellor, R. (2002). Sir Ronald Syme: Life and Scholarship (1903-1989). R. Syme, Sallust, Berkeley-London, Nestle, 

M. (2004). Forward to the paperback edition. In How the cows turned mad by M. Schwartz (pp. ix-xviii). 

University of California Press., 1964, p.44. 
1282 Marcus Aurelius, Ta eis heauton, translated by He Huaihong, Beijing, China, 2007, vol. 4, ch. 21. An excellent 

example of the Stoic approach to death is provided by Seneca, a playwright who lived in the time of Nero. 
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the philosophers of Epicureanism, represented by Lucretius, the soul dies with the physical 

body, and there is no such thing as a soul that can exist apart from the physical body1283. In 

short, at least until the dominance of Christianity in the ancient Mediterranean world, the 

various philosophical schools within Roman society had different views on death, the body and 

the soul, and there was no agreement between them1284. 

 

However, it is doubtful how representative this conclusion was among the Romans. For the 

general population, who had little or no access to Greek philosophy and discernment, there are 

more often than not no satisfactory answers to the question of what such people thought about 

death. Nonetheless, we can still draw general conclusions about the Romans' view of their 

ancestors and past souls by examining their worship of the gods, especially in relation to their 

domestic religion. Firstly, it should be acknowledged that in the ancient world prior to Christian 

society, a similar concept of ancestor worship did exist among the Romans. The meticulousness 

of the various stages of the deceased's funeral reveals a religious devotion to the preparation of 

the deceased1285. After the funeral rites, the body or ashes of the dead were transferred to a 

grave that had been built before the death, completing the transition between the world of the 

deceased in this life and the next. In the home of the deceased, on the one hand, the busts, 

masks or items of the ancestors (such as spears, shields, etc.) are placed prominently in the 

central courtyard and 1286 (like the frescoes painted on the wall of the Columbaria of via Taranto 

and the Tomb 19 from the Necropolis of Porto to Isola Sacra, see figures 4.78 and 4.79), on the 

other hand, there is an altar in a corner of the home where the parents make offerings to the 

spirits of the ancestors1287. Those who die without a burial or who have not been consecrated 

 
1283  Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 3.323-8, and on the Epicurean understanding of death see Warren, J. 

(2004). Facing death: Epicurus and his critics. Clarendon Press. 
1284 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. pp.17-
19. 
1285 Ibid., pp.65-74. 
1286 Flower, H. I. (1996). Ancestor masks and aristocratic power in Roman culture. Oxford University Press. p.93 
1287 Wissowa, G. considers the fire and hearth in the home as a place of ancestor worship. Religious accounts of 

ancestral spirits being worshipped in the home have been vague in the Latin literature. Initially German scholars 

considered it referred only to wandering spirits. It was thought to refer to the spirits of ancestors who were deified 

and worshipped by their descendants. He does not deny that the Romans worshipped their ancestors but cites 

scholars and research on the ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum to show that ancestor worship was usually located 

in the atrium of Roman houses, and he also denies that there was any connection between the ancestor masks 

placed in the atrium and the ancestors. He even argues that the Romans did not have a so-called ancestor worship 
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for a certain period of time, are considered to be wandering soul1288. These spirits would roam 

the dwellings of the living and cause trouble for them. This may have been one of the reasons 

why Roman law required the graves of the dead to be built on the outskirts of the city walls 

and to be strictly demarcated from residential areas1289. 

 

Opinions about where and in what way souls gathered after death also varied1290. Influenced 

by Greek mythology, many Romans who lived in the late Republic and early Empire believed 

that the souls of the dead gathered in the underworld of Pluto1291. The most representative 

account of this belief is found in the Aeneid by Virgil in the first half of the first century BC. 

In the sixth book of this heroic epic, which celebrates the ancestors of Rome, Virgil describes 

the visit of Aeneas to his dead father Anchises in the hell of Hades, the king of the underworld, 

he meets people who have died for various reasons, many of whom are suffering cruel 

punishments for their evil deeds in life1292. Although the author's sixth book was written with 

a strong political agenda and, at the same time, as a Roman Homeric epic, Virgil's imitation of 

the Odyssey is quite obvious, it is clear that the descriptions of the unknown world in book six 

are somewhat representative of a more general Roman perception of the world after death and 

the destination of the soul at that time1293. Similar to Virgil's view, In the chapter of the satirical 

Satyricon by the first century writer Petronius, Trimalchio, a wealthy freedman, vividly 

describes to his guests at a banquet his arrangements for his funeral after death. After he has 

read out his will to the crowd, Trimalchio goes on to describe his residence after his death. The 

protagonist gives a detailed description of the size and dimensions of the tomb, the outer 

ornaments and the reliefs and inscriptions on the tombstones. In his eyes, life after death is no 

 
practice. He argues that the worship of the ancestors was only related to agriculture and to praying for a good 

harvest to protect the family's property. 
1288 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing.pp.65-

74. 
1289 Ibid. 
1290 Ibid., pp37-38. 
1291 Ovid depicted the concrete situation of the post-mortem world in the Metamorphoses: Anderson, W. S. (Ed.). 

(1997). Ovid's Metamorphoses. University of Oklahoma Press. pp.432-451. 
1292 Burke, P. F. (1979). Roman Rites for the Dead and" Aeneid 6". The Classical Journal, 74(3), pp.217-231. 
1293 In the sixth book of the Aeneid, Aeneas and his old father meet in hell, who tells him that the various spirits 

living in the underworld will be reincarnated on earth, and that a few of them will become heroes who will lead 

Rome to greatness and hegemony in the future. See Virgil, Aeneid, 6. pp.743-751. 
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different from life while he was alive1294. We also know from the satirical poems of Juvenal, 

another Roman satirist who lived in the 2nd century AD, that in his time1295, a large number of 

Romans believed in the existence of mythical spirits and the underworld1296. 

 

Philosophically based moral codes were crucial to the likes of Seneca the Younger. but one 

wonders how and in what ways these philosophical views influenced the rest of society. It is 

difficult to judge how many people actively believe in the existence of a soul or an afterlife, or 

seriously consider traditional beliefs or philosophical thinking. Some authors were sceptical 

about the import and impact of philosophy; the satirist Juvenal (c. 65-130 AD) suggested that 

real people got their fortitude through the school of hard knocks; the bawdy novelist Petronius 

(mid first century AD) had his nouveau riche freed slave. Trimalchio claim that he had never 

listened to a philosopher, as if this was a positive attribute 1297 . Yet Petronius also had 

Trimalchio 'philosophize' about death and the frailty of life1298. While playing with a model 

skeleton, Trimalchio noted that life is all too short. Petronius was perhaps mocking both over-

zealous philosophers and those who pretended to understand them or quoted from them out of 

context. However, Trimalchio's musings do reflect a common literary, rather than purely 

philosophical, thread of the need to accept death. Everyone, philosopher or not, had to 

remember that they were born to die and thus make the most of their allotted span1299. This is 

best immortalized in poetic mottoes such as 'seize the day' and 'death is coming1300.  

 

The brevity of life and the inevitability of death are often associated with the fact that death is 

a great leveller. Whether young or old, rich or poor – all would die. This may be a comfort, for 

even the great and powerful cannot escape death. Horace notes that kings, tyrants, the good 

and evil die, while also noting the vulnerability of human creations such as cities and empires, 

 
1294 Petronius: Heseltine, M., & Warmington E. H., (1969). Satyricon. Loeb Classical Library, p.71. 
1295 Juvenal: Goold, G. P. (1940). Satires. Loeb Classical Library, pp.147-155. 
1296 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing.pp.22-

26 
1297 See Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.119. 
1298 Ibid., p.163. 
1299 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing, pp.17-

25. 
1300 Juvenal, Satire 13, pp.19-22; Petroni us, Satyricon. pp.34-71. 
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which helps to emphasise that men are mortal: 'Pale death knocks on the door of the poor man's 

cottage and the king's castle with equal force'1301 (65-8 BC). In Rome, even the all-powerful 

emperors, who claimed descent from the gods and divinity for themselves, could not escape 

the inevitable1302. Just as the themes of Roman frescoes constantly emphasize that man is 

mortal and that there is a death in man. 

 

For some, partly inspired by the philosophy of Epicurus, if death is certain then life needs to 

be filled with fun as much as1303, if not more than, with virtue. Any day can be one's last, so 

one should enjoy the pleasures of life, such as bathing, sex, food and, especially, wine. 

Hedonism is the eternal theme of Roman funeral wall paintings. This may be given an extra 

edge if death is really imminent1304. In their final days (31 BC) Antony and Cleopatra partied 

in style, even forming a society among their friends called the "Order of the Inseparable Dead". 

The doomed couple's final hedonistic celebrations were complemented by Cleopatra's search 

for a painless way to die. The theme of 'seize the day' is also taken to the extreme and parodied 

in the extravagant banquet of the novelist Petronius' fictional freed slave Trimalchio, the 

fictional creation of the novelist Petronius. Trimalchio's feast is both fabulous and grotesque - 

the food is exotic and decorative, along with dancers and entertainers, baths and lots of wine. 

However, the spectre of death is also present. Trimalchio knows by astrology how long he had 

left to live, and he had a clock and a trumpeter to remind him of the time that had passed in his 

life. Among his guests were an undertaker, a monumental mason and another guest straight 

from the funeral home1305. Trimalchio even entertained his guests by reading out his will and 

planning his grave1306. 

 

 
1301  Horace, Satires 1.8, pp.17–29, also see Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. 

Routledge.p.245. 
1302 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing.pp.17-

25. 
1303 Warren, J. (2004). Facing death: Epicurus and his critics. Clarendon Press, pp.15-30. 
1304  Konstan, D. (2006). Emotion, Restraint, and Community in Ancient Rome. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, The Journal of Roman Studies, 96, pp.234-236. 
1305 Antony and Cleopatra: Plutarch, Antony 71. Trimalchio's feast: Petronius, Satyricon. pp.26-78. 
1306 Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. pp.17-

25. 
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In addition to literary descriptions, we can also learn about the views of ordinary Romans on 

the world after death from the importance and influence of religious beliefs in ancient Roman 

society, and the role of religion permeated everything from public affairs to individual family 

life, and Coulanges has noted that "the history of Greco-Roman antiquity is evidence of the 

close connection between human thought and its social state1307. To examine the institutions of 

the ancients without thinking about their religious ideas would be to think them obscure, 

grotesque and incomprehensible." In general, the religious beliefs of the ancient Romans began 

with their original concept of the soul and the worship of the dead, and then gradually formed 

a polytheistic belief system by inheriting the divine lineage of ancient Greece. When we talk 

about the religious beliefs of the ancient Romans, we have to start with their concept of the 

soul. The ancient Romans believed that death did not mean the end of life, but that life would 

continue after death in another form, which the ancient Romans called "second existence". Nor 

does death cause the soul to be separated from the body, it remains in the human left and lives 

on underground1308. In other words, death does not materially change the life of a human 

being1309, he simply continues to live underground in a different way1310. After death, a person 

still needs food, necessities, slaves, etc., and has emotions such as joy, anger, sorrow and 

happiness, just as he did when he was alive1311. The grave is therefore essential for the resting 

place of the 'second existence' of the human being1312. In the grave, people enjoyed the offerings 

made to them by the living and avoided becoming a wandering spirit with no place to hide1313. 

 

The worship of the dead constituted the first religious belief of the ancient Romans. This belief 

was 'without doctrine', 'but with closely observed rituals'. These rituals usually consisted of a 

 
1307 De Coulanges, N. D. F. (2012). The ancient city: A study of the religion, laws, and institutions of Greece and 

Rome. Courier Corporation. pp.15-34. 
1308 Saller, R. (2008). Commemorating the Dead: Texts and Artifacts in Context. Studies of Roman, Jewish and 
Christian Burials. Walter de Gruyter. pp.39-45. 
1309 Ibid. 
1310 Many Romans believed that after death the soul entered the other world and saw it as a place similar to the 

world of the living, and that after death one still needed food and other necessities of life. 
1311  Konstan, D. (2006). Emotion, Restraint, and Community in Ancient Rome. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, The Journal of Roman Studies, 96, pp.234-236. 
1312 Saller, R. (2008). Commemorating the Dead: Texts and Artifacts in Context. Studies of Roman, Jewish and 

Christian Burials. Walter de Gruyter. pp.39-45. 
1313  Hopkins, K. (1985). Death and Renewal: Volume 2: Sociological Studies in Roman History (Vol. 2). 

Cambridge University Press. pp.218-226. 
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number of fixed traditional aspects of the funeral of the deceased, as well as the recitation of 

prayers for the dead. The ancient Romans, who were popular with the practice of elaborate 

burial, usually held a large funeral for their dead. They believed that it was often difficult for 

the dead to rest and be happy without a full funeral1314. According to Suetonius1315, after the 

death of the emperor Gaius Caligula, his soul was not given the peace it deserved because the 

living had not initially given him a proper burial1316: he (Gaius Caligula) lived to be 29 years 

old and reigned for three years, ten months and eight days. His body was taken quietly to the 

garden of the Lamia family and buried half-burnt on a hastily prepared pyre, covered with a 

thin layer of grass. Later, his sisters returned from exile, exhumed him, recreated him and 

buried him. It is well known that the keepers of the garden were often frightened by his ghost 

until the reburial and that there was no night in the house where he was assassinated that one 

could sleep soundly without being haunted, until the house was burned to the ground in a great 

fire. Therefore, in order to give the dead more comfort and solace, or to avoid being harassed 

and tormented by the unburied spirits of the dead, the living, especially the richer nobles, 

occasionally added something new to their funerals and the gladiator show is one of them, 

which is also a common subject for tomb frescoes1317 (see figure 3.55, painting of a gladiator 

fight hosted by or held in honour of the deceased, the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus). This 

was because they believed that "the blood of the sacrifice fed the souls of the dead and kept 

them alive. Without this 'food', the spirits of the dead would lose their strength and memory 

and wander around in hell1318. Feasting is another common theme. Like the painting of banquet 

scene from the tomb of Crispia Salvia and the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (Figure 4.53). 

 
1314 Hope, V. M. (2007). Death in Ancient Rome, New York. pp.95-100.  
1315 Suetonius, Gaius 59, see Hope, V. (2007). Death in ancient Rome: a sourcebook. Routledge. p.241. 
1316 Ibid. 
1317 In the early days of the Roman Republic, the Senate had decreed that individual were forbidden to hold 

extravagant funerals and had set limits on the cost of funerals. But, according to Cicero, such restrictions were in 

fact of no avail. See Cic., cf. g. 2.22-6, 2.59-60. On the practice of some noble families from the middle and late 
Republic onwards of organising gladiatorial displays after funerals to gain popular political support, see Livy, 

23.30.15; 31.50.4; 39. 46. 2; 41.28.11. 
1318 In the literature, what is known about the conduct of funerals in ancient Rome is largely confined to the 

nobility and political figures. Little is known about the procedures and details of the funerals of the commoners. 

Considering that funerals were a costly event, the general public could not afford to hold a full-scale funeral. See 

Hope, V. M. (2009). Roman death: the dying and the dead in ancient Rome. Bloomsbury Publishing. pp. 110-117 

i.e. A number of inscriptions and reliefs from archaeological excavations have also gone some way to making up 

for the lack of documentation. For example, the main sources used by scholars on these two aspects are the marble 

reliefs on the family tombstones preserved in the Vatican Museum and the marble statues in the Aquileia Museum 

in Italy. See Toynbee, J. M. (1996). Death and burial in the Roman world. JHU Press. pp.23-48. 
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Besides the primitive cult of the dead, the ancient Romans had another means of expressing 

their religious feelings - the worship of nature. Thus, in ancient Roman tomb paintings, motifs 

of natural elements are ubiquitous1319. The Romans believed that many elements of nature, 

such as the sky, the earth, the wind, clouds, rain, thunder and lightning, not only possessed their 

own souls, like humans but also had divine powers beyond human hands or were unknown to 

man. They then deified and imagined these things, forming Roman gods and goddesses, each 

with their own distinctive and distinctive functions, and worshipped them. From the late 

Republic onwards, a systematic polytheistic belief system of the Romans gradually took 

shape1320. On this point, the German historian Monson has said, "Roman religion did not have 

a single idol that expressed itself peculiarly, with the exception of the two-headed god Janus 

being considered."1321 In the polytheistic belief system of the ancient Romans, each deity had 

a different status and function. They each had their own role, and together, they sheltered 

everyone who worshipped him, from birth until death.  

 

In conclusion, the above analysis leads us to the following general conclusion: in the ancient 

Roman world before the rise of Christianity, there was no clear, unified view of the world after 

death. It is possible that the perception of the unknown was very different in the eyes of 

different people. However, it is worth noting that for the ancient Romans, death meant the end 

of life and the transition from the world of the living to the unknown world of the dead. The 

Romans were always unanimous on this point. If the family represents the world in which the 

deceased lived, the grave is the final home after death. The Romans had an obvious and strict 

division between these two completely different worlds. From the hygienic disposal of the body 

after death, to the cremation or burial of the deceased, to the indelible inscriptions and statues 

on the tombstones of the deceased, the Romans made the transition from the secular world to 

the unknown world through a series of specific rituals and procedures. For a Roman aristocrat 

living in the mid-to late-Republican period, this change of identity had extraordinary 

 
1319 Tuck, S. L. (2021). A history of Roman art. John Wiley & Sons. pp.113-115. 
1320 Bomgardner, D.L. (2000). The story of the Roman amphitheatre, London and New York: Routledge, p.32. 
1321 Monson, A. (2012). From the Ptolemies to the Romans: political and economic change in Egypt. Cambridge 

University Press.pp.73-107. 
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significance. These are constantly emphasized in the frescoes of Roman tombs. During the Han 

dynasty, people knew that death was inevitable for everyone. Still, they believed that 

'everything has a spirit' and that the death of the body was merely a transformation of life forms 

and that the soul remained alive after death. This was, in fact, the idea of the immortality of the 

soul that was prevalent in society at the time. Guided by this notion of the immortality of the 

soul, immortality became the ideal and pursuit of the Han people out of their unique attachment 

to life and their fear of death. It was due to this ideal and pursuit that the concept of the immortal 

gods, a symbol of immortality, began to emerge in Han society, and the pursuit of immortality 

gradually penetrated and merged with the belief in the immortals. Under the influence of the 

Han emperors, the belief in immortality and the quest for immortality continued to spread, 

gradually becoming a social belief and a universal spiritual pursuit for the people. In addition, 

the belief in immortality may also have had a certain origin in the early witchcraft concept, 

since at that time, 'ascension to heaven' was a privilege and an idea reserved for witchcraft. 

However, from the available archaeological data, images related to the concept of ascension 

are commonly found in Han tombs. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusions 

 

The exploration of 'life' and 'death' is one of the eternal themes of humankind in its own 

development process, and it has accompanied the progress of social history and has been 

mirrored in various regions and historical periods. The establishment of the world after death 

is a reflection of the abundance of human imagination and creativity. As the material remains 

of a particular act, burials reflect a particular funerary system and custom through the way in 

which the dead are treated by the living. As such, the creation and decoration of tombs, which 

reproduce certain ideologies, are necessary physical materials for our examination of the 

development of ancient cultures. People of various races and cultures offered a variety of 

interpretations and imaginings of the creation of the post-mortem world, reflecting different 

ideas and concepts, which is one way that demonstrates the development of the overall cultural 

form of society. At the same time, the development of ideas and concepts also influenced 

people's creative activity, as they projected their great creative enthusiasm and imagination into 

the 'other world'. The creation of burial spaces, which embodied the concept of burial and 

rituals of various historical periods, provides an essential basis for our research. The stability 

or variation of similar burial patterns in a given area suggests that people in the region shared 

similar funerary practices, and the appearance and characteristics of the mural decorations and 

funerary objects in the tombs are indicative of the aesthetic and living habits of the people of 

the time. By examining the characteristics and cultural traditions of the Roman and Han funeral 

wall paintings, it is possible to understand the development and changes in the Roman and Han 

concepts of burial, the ways and means of creating and decorating burials, and to discover 

information about the social, political, historical aspects of the time. Particularly in studies 

related to funeral art, issues such as the continuation and change of ritual systems, creative 

thinking and artistic treatment, the interaction between visual images and ideology, and the 

formation and influence of cultural exchanges between different regions are all issues that the 

research focus on.  
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The creation of a funeral painting is an artistic activity, but the subject matter reflected in the 

painting is the expectations and corresponding arrangements of the tomb builder for the world 

after death, so the mural is first and foremost an activity of faith in relation to the world of the 

dead, and then an artistic activity of pictorial representation. This makes the murals an 

inescapable funerary cultural experience, which comes from two sources: the tomb occupants' 

unquestioning belief in the existence of the world after death, and the other tomb builders' 

identification with the world after death and the various expectations that arise from it as a 

result. In the case of the deceased, they were convinced of the existence of the after-death world 

and, having recognised that tomb construction was a necessary part of the transformation of 

life and death, they made prior arrangements to correspond. The content of the images in the 

tomb murals of the ancient Roman and Han dynasty of China suggests that they imagined 

another realm after death in reference to the world of the living and therefore wished to bring 

the reality of life around them, such as wealth and status. The equivalence of the after-death 

world to the before-death world, along with the possibility of transformation between life and 

death within the burial architecture, should be the funerary experience that the tomb occupants 

gave to the murals. In the case of other tomb builders, identifying with and fulfilling the owner's 

desire for transformation is the starting point for constructing a wall-painted tomb. At the same 

time, the construction of mural tombs has many utilitarian aspects attached to it because of the 

existence of the deceased's wish to be reborn after death. The fulfilment of the desire and the 

addition of these incidental requirements should also be the funerary cultural experience the 

tomb builders gave to the murals. It is crucial to emphasise here that the completion or existence 

of the funerary experience in the murals requires a prerequisite, namely the death of the tomb 

owner, followed by rebirth, hence the many specific depictions of the process of death and life 

in the post-mortem world in the murals. With the combined efforts of the deceased and tomb 

builders, the funeral murals form a relatively fixed funerary experience while satisfying some 

of the utilitarian demands of the other mural tomb builders. 

 

The funeral wall paintings depict the experience of the living world of the deceased and are, 

therefore, first a funerary act and then an artistic one. In the funerary aspect, the murals contain 
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the rebirth experience of both the deceased and the other participants in the construction of the 

tomb, and because there is a pointing to the premise of death, the paintings have many concrete 

depictions of the transformation process of life and death. Artistically, the murals allow for a 

strong narrative capacity, resulting in two aesthetic phases: the remains' formation and 

excavation. The cultural value can be considered in two ways: on the one hand, the value of 

universality, as the murals are such a long-standing and widespread cultural phenomenon that 

they have naturally become a massive vehicle for the development of human civilisation, thus 

presenting a universal cultural value; on the other hand, the value of specificity, as the pictorial 

depictions of the murals point to another world, with the images expressing the funerary 

experience of life and death. In terms of the way in which the murals exist, the specificity better 

explains their cultural value. Additionally, the tomb murals reveal the social system of the state 

system, illustrating the existence and powerful influence of social classes with the various 

provisions of the tomb form. The emergence of the state was a sign of the progress of human 

civilisation, and the influence of the state system is evident in the funeral paintings, the most 

prominent of which emphasises the status of the tomb occupant, as in the two countries. The 

Romans with different legal statuses tend to choose different burial methods and burial 

buildings. The burial architecture and decoration of frescoed tombs of those with high legal 

status were also mostly high-class, with slaves often chosen and configured differently from 

the owners or even freedmen. Rituals that could reflect power are often highlighted in the 

images. Furthermore, the economy was an important factor considered in the choice of tombs. 

The development of funeral murals in ancient China was somewhat peculiar, as in the Han 

dynasty, where there were both mural tombs of mainstream society and painted stone tombs of 

non-mainstream society. Nevertheless, the requirements of the hierarchy were unambiguous. 

 

Chronologically, there is an overlap between the two regions. A discussion of the 

characteristics of the funeral wall paintings should be a significant element in the comparison. 

Firstly, the cross-class structure of the Han dynasty contributed to the rapid flourishing of 

funeral painting. Chinese tomb painting emerged in the Han dynasty, primarily because of the 

formal conditions provided by the emergence of horizontal cave tombs, but was able to move 
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rapidly into a flourishing phase. Roman funeral frescoes were developed by both elite and non-

elite, and this cross-class structure allowed the fledgling frescoes to flourish quickly. In contrast, 

the Han murals developed largely within the aristocracy. On the level of hierarchy, funeral wall 

painting was a burial activity that required a certain amount of power and financial support, so 

it could be argued that hierarchy brought about a boom. However, the discrepancy is that the 

Han murals show unity of power and wealth, a situation in which the upper aristocracy 

flourished, whereas in Roman, power and wealth could be separated, sometimes with the upper 

elite flourishing alongside the non-elite, a cross-class structure. In the case of the Romans, 

money allowed for the construction of frescoed tombs, which were built fundamentally with 

economics in mind. In the case of Han murals, the class structure allowed for the development. 

The decoration on the wall was the funeral art of the upper aristocracy and was utterly 

subservient to the pyramidal structure of the class. Such form, scale, funerary objects and 

paintings themselves all indicate the nature of the feudal empire, with its strict hierarchical 

characteristics, the deification of the personality of the Han emperor, who enjoyed supreme 

authority and held various authorities such as administrative, legislative, military, diplomatic, 

financial and religious; there was also a group of bureaucrats to manage the state for him; the 

supreme ruler relied on taxation to hold a large amount of wealth. Plus, the kingship of the Han 

dynasty was transformed into a despotic kingship. It can be said that the evolution of the Han 

royal tombs is, to some extent, an intuitive reflection of the formation of kingship and its 

evolution from early kingship to autocratic kingship, and moreover of the characteristics of 

early kingship and autocratic kingship. The archaeology of the Han dynasty includes a category 

of 'private burials' in addition to imperial burials; while the 'private' were not commoners 

without social status, but local nobles and high-ranking officials, there were very few, if any, 

mural tombs of ordinary people outside of mainstream society. In contrast, the construction of 

Roman tombs was governed by laws and institutions. Still, the two types of wall-painted burials, 

elite and non-elite, could develop in parallel during the Roman period, and the non-elite nature 

allowed frescoes to remain in some specific tombs, prolonging the development. 
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Funeral frescoes are a form of painting. Whereas the surviving Roman paintings exist mainly 

above ground, the Han paintings were largely excavated underground. Above-ground paintings 

are open-ended structures of existence, where remains can be formed without the need for 

aesthetic activity by means of excavation, and where the aesthetic approach of all participants 

is essentially the same; underground paintings are closed structures of existence, with two 

aesthetic stages: the formation and the excavation of the remains. The aesthetic approach of 

these two phases is very different, with the aesthetic approach of the relic formation phase 

being closed and the excavation phase being open. 

 

In the long history of world art, the technique of ancient wall paintings that have survived to 

date can be broadly divided into fresco and fresco-secco. Chinese Han funeral wall paintings 

were created by fresco-secco techniques, while Roman paintings were generally created by 

fresco and, in rare cases, fresco-secco. In the fresco process, the evaporation of water allows 

the pigments to adhere to the surface of the plaster, causing the particles to bond more tightly, 

creating a seamless surface layer of carbonation. The water in the pigment delays the 

carbonisation process and facilitates the transfer of the saturated calcium hydroxide solution to 

the surface, where it precipitates throughout the pigment layer to form calcium carbonate. As 

a result, the layer of calcium carbonate on the surface of the fresco is always thicker and the 

pigment particles are completely covered by a film of calcium carbonate. In fresco-secco, the 

pigment is mixed with a binder such as quicklime and applied to the prime-coat. The water in 

the pigment is rapidly absorbed by the plaster layer, which bonds the pigment layer to the 

plaster layer and forms the first layer of carbonation on the surface. The evaporation of the 

water from the pigment surface results in a second layer of carbonisation on the surface, where 

the calcium hydroxide is mainly from the pigment layer rather than from the prime-coat layer, 

so that the second layer on the surface is significantly thinner than the layer formed on the 

prime-coat surface. 

 

The structure of fresco and fresco-secco paintings is the same, consisting largely of the support 

carriers, the rendering (prime-coat) and the painting layer. The main discrepancies between 
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them are referred to the making practice and materials: In terms of practice, fresco-secco 

painting is executed after the thoroughly dried prime-coat, while the fresco wall painting is 

different; it is painted on the wet state of the prime-coat. Based on this difference, researchers 

can adapt the modern instrument to reveal and analyse the combination of the painting layer 

with the prime-coat (section microscopic analysis) to identify ancient fresco-secco paintings 

from fresco paintings. 

 

In practice, the service of the wall is for the tomb is not specifically for the painting, while it is 

used as a carrier that behind the prime-coat and have a substantial repercussion on the prime-

coat and even on the painting layer. The support carrier is the essential part of a wall painting 

and the prerequisite for drawing. The painting layer is above the prime-coat and the support 

carrier, and the relationship between these three is solid and inseparable. Till the choice of the 

support carriers is straight relevant to the rendering effect of the colourant. On the whole, from 

the 2nd century BC to the 2nd century AD, the dominant support carrier for funeral wall 

paintings in Ancient Rome and the Han Dynasty of China is pretty similar, which chiefly 

subsists of three sorts of elements: stone, brick and integrated materials. The support carrier of 

the Han period was mainly brick, and in the later period a combination of brick and stone 

material emerged, with the outer layer mostly made of brick and the inner layer of smooth 

polished stone. Both stone and brick supports were used extensively in the Roman period. The 

use of brick as support was common in the two countries because they had a well-developed 

brick-making industry, and bricks could be produced in bulk. It did not require a great deal of 

labour, and the abundance of clay of high clarity, good cohesion, strength and toughness 

distributed in both places, which were ideal materials for making bricks. While, although the 

stone is not as easy to obtain and produce as clay bricks, it is often used as the primary material 

for fresco supports because of its hardness and excellent physical properties, which make it 

better able to resist all kinds of natural erosion and human damage. 

 

Equally, the rendering coat is a necessary part between the support carriers and the painting 

layer, which is profoundly remarkable for painting. The purpose of making the rendering coat 
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is to provide the basis for drawing, and lasting colour always exists on the exquisite rendering 

coat. Whether it is the stone or brick support carriers, the surface is very uneven or unsteady, 

which is unacceptable for sketching directly. Only by making the rendering coat on the support 

carriers with the usage of tools, materials and craftsmanship. The rule can keep the wall 

paintings preserved for a long time which is based on repeated experiments by the ancient 

craftsmen and painters. 

 

Lime (calcium carbonate) obtained by heating limestone or marble was used to manufacture 

the plaster in Ancient Rome. It had already been used in this way for several thousand years, 

so the Romans adopted and extended an existing technology. The process involved mixing the 

lime first with water (to obtain slaked lime) and then with a filler such as sand before applying 

it to the wall. Drying and hardening occurred through the evaporation of the water, and reaction 

with carbon dioxide in the air, to produce lime plaster. The plaster mix was applied in layers, 

the first of which was usually rough and applied directly to the wall to provide a horizontal 

base. The Roman plasterer took great care in the treatment of the walls and had to apply 

multiple layers of plaster to cover up surface irregularities, and the plaster was mixed with 

pounded brick dust. The purpose of the multiple layers was partly to eliminate irregularities in 

the wall fabric and provide the best conditions for painting. 

 

The rendering coats of the Han and Roman tombs were not identical, except that they were 

both painted with a plaster layer as a base for the painting, and the Han muralists often used 

clay as a base, which was already consciously used in the production of murals before the Han 

Dynasty. The most important thing is the quality of the wall surface before the mural is painted. 

Whether the wall can be painted and preserved for a long time depends on the wall support 

carrier and the treatment of the rendering coat, which need to be treated by local experienced 

traditional craftsmen. The fresco-secco painting tended to flake off over time because the outer 

layer of pigment did not bond effectively with the underlying layer. Unlike the fresco-secco 

paintings, which were painted in their entirety, Roman frescoes were painted in sections, and 

the amount of work that could be done on the day had to be calculated in advance. Only the 
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part of the fresco that could be painted on the same day was painted with a lime base. The 

burial chambers of the two countries chose to produce their frescoes in different layers due to 

mutual adaptation to the local geographical and climatic environment. 

 

In general, the drawing process of the funeral wall painting of the two countries can be 

approximately arranged into five parts: positioning, draft, colouring, details attaching and 

protective methods. The painter's extraordinary grasp of the texture of the painting content will 

be expressed through the treatment of extra instruction, and the ultimate detail processing is to 

scrutinise the comprehensive consequence of the murals. 

 

In the pre-design of frescoes, painters from the two regions were bound to be influenced by 

regional culture, requiring a skilled technique in order to meet the needs of their employers, as 

well as creating the conditions for the transfer of skills from one master to another. The methods 

used were often exchanged, and in each era existed the ' Formulas' or pattern books, popular 

patterns or styles that were in line with the mainstream of the time. However, the painters were 

not imprisoned by the original 'template', and they were still very imaginative and creative. 

There is still plenty of scope for creativity beyond the prescribed subject matter. In the 

production of the murals, the pattern books and samples were designed in advance. Both as 

famous and folk painters, they tended to use previously as a reference for the large and 

technically complex murals. The primary function of the pattern book should be to maintain 

the similarity, but sometimes the artist can draw slightly differently. This is a necessary 

adjustment, and this variation reveals to us that pattern books were adapted to maintain integrity 

and correctness, a particular feature that distinguishes them. Concerning the relationship 

between templates and creative freedom, Roman painters had greater freedom. Because of the 

influence of Confucianism and Taoism on Han Chinese culture, the Han murals were strictly 

standardised for images representing cosmic gods and rituals, and their pattern books had 

mainstream patterns that did not allow the painters much freedom of creation. 
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In the refinements of the wall paintings, Roman artisans used polishing techniques to create 

mirror-like surfaces. Still, this procedure did not exist for the Han paintings, where the 

muralists were used to painting on uneven surfaces. Thanks to the use of rollers or other 

polishing tools, the walls have a hard, smooth surface, and when the pigments are carefully 

applied to the still-wet substrate, they do not fade but remain in vibrant colour. Also, the 

rendering coat does not become rough over time, nor do they lose their colour when wiped. 

The process of polishing gives an optical beauty to the colours that are not possible by using 

fresco-secco techniques. However, with the fresco technique, if mistakes were made and there 

was a need to revise, the only way to do so was to remove the surface layer and apply again. 

The painter, therefore, needed considerable painting skills, both to paint quickly and to be clear 

about the result, a technique that was complex, difficult and not easy to master. In contrast, the 

fresco-secco painting did not require the removal of the rendering coat and the pigment layer 

as a whole in order to modify the picture. If a Han painter made a mistake in the process of 

creating a painting or due to the needs of the employer, he could scrape off the pigment layer 

of the rendering coat and redraw it based on the original draft. 

 

The completion of wall painting techniques in the two countries was the result of the 

exploration and painstaking efforts of countless artists throughout history, and in the formation 

of their practices, in the production of support carrier, the rendering coat, and pigments. Each 

step is a combination of art and technology.  Fresco and fresco-secco techniques were each 

adapted to the geographical and climatic conditions of the time and the context of the period: 

the Mediterranean climate and the development of stucco technology, the specificity of the 

materials used to create the substrate and the quality of the pigments brought about by 

technological and commercial developments led to a system of production based on frescoes, 

while the arid external climate, the abundance of pigment deposits and the development of 

pigment technology led to a system of production represented by fresco-secco and the 

development of which was a major factor in the development of the art form. In addition, the 

requirements of the two different modelling systems of ancient East Asia and Europe were also 

an important reason for the different techniques. There were certain discrepancies between 
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ancient Roman and Han wall paintings in terms of the atmosphere, conditions, concepts, 

perceptions and creative mentality. 

 

The decorative function of the funeral seems to have been better reflected in the painting. In 

the minds of many Romans and Han people, a tomb was not only a place for the body of the 

deceased, but also a space for the soul of the deceased to continue to 'live', and a point of 

transformation of the individual's form of life, where death marked the beginning of one's 

continued existence in another world. The tomb is, therefore, both a home for the deceased and 

an essential place for the transformation and sublimation of life. This burial function is fulfilled 

with the help of a series of symbols such as burial building materials, picture content, burial 

layout and decoration. Although the symbol is initially a sign, a suggestion, a metaphor, rather 

than a fact in itself...... symbols sometimes go so far as to replace the real thing as the locus of 

meaning. Looking at the available information on the excavations of painted Han and Roman 

burial chambers, it is easy to see that the colours have two meanings, realistic and symbolic. In 

the first sense, these colours represent the objects themselves in nature. The earliest artistic 

understanding of humankind lay in a holistic grasp of the objective world. Many things in the 

tomb murals reveal the objective world in terms of both form and colour. For example, the 

colouring of the figures, their hair, clothing, the earthy yellow or pink of their faces, the red of 

their lips, etc. The second connotation is that of artificially assigned symbolic meaning. 

 

It is easy to see how skilled the artists used colour in the existing examples of coloured 

decoration in Roman and Han tomb paintings. The painters had already mastered the 

techniques of pigment extraction and had already acquired the basic rules for using colour. Of 

the many ways in which colour was used, the most common was colour contrast. The main 

distinction includes hue, brightness and purity. For instance, the Han murals are dominated by 

pure and intense colours. In contrast, Roman murals are rich in colour and highly flamboyant, 

and other composite colours appear in a matching role. Moreover, the Han murals are most 

often paired with red and black. At the same time, Roman frescoes are often contrasted with 



293 

 

red and yellow. They can strictly grasp the harmonious relationship between contrasting 

colours, etc., giving the overall effect a harmonious and unified atmosphere. 

 

The Han mural, whether in terms of theme, colour and other observation methods, is 

significantly different from those of ancient Rome. Some of them are employed by line as the 

primary means of artistic modelling. While others are dedicated to an artistic image 

characterised by purely colourful variations in intensity, which can even be utterly unaffected 

by light and the colour of the surrounding environment, pursuing an artistic form with 

considerable subjectivity. The artistic characteristics of the expression are typological, flat, 

imaginative and decorative. The colour method of Roman frescoes, on the other hand, is based 

on the observation and analysis of the objective images depicted and the shaping of artistic 

images according to the colour relationships formed by the objective images in a particular 

environment. It serves mainly only to reinforce the visual effect, which is very different from 

the flat and decorative artistic features of the Chinese Han painting. 

 

Roman fresco artists focused on the reproduction of objective objects, pursuing naturalistic and 

realistic effects. In ancient European frescoes, the colours of the objects were often very 

complex. Roman painters from as early as the first century BC. were already vaguely aware of 

the ambient colours present in things. The effect of changes in light on colour began to be 

discovered so that painters did not typify the objects they represented with one or two colours. 

In their long-term sketching, the painters gradually realised the changing laws of light and 

ambient colours and the intrinsic relationship between them in the objects and constantly 

formed a complete theoretical system. The primary method of colour expression is to create a 

three-dimensional image that conforms to the human visual reality and produces a naturalistic 

through the rigorous observation, analysis and presentation of the various colour relationships. 

The three-dimensionality in frescoes further gives a realistic effect. The stronger the light, the 

greater the distance in luminosity between the object's light and backlight, the stronger the 

colour contrast and the stronger the sense of a thing. The painters fully understood and mastered 
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this law of variation to create a 'realistic' artistic image on the painting. As a result, people often 

marvelled at the high degree of materiality and realism shown in realistic frescoes. 

 

From the mainstream of colour expression in the two regions, the two different natures of 

internal and external colour discovery, chasing the brightness of light colours and the 

mysterious silence of quietly perceiving black, led to a subtle difference in the attitude of the 

ancient Europeans and Chinese in actively accepting external colour changes. This culminated 

in two distinctly different expressions of colour autonomy between East Asia and Europe. The 

different traditional cultures and different modes of thinking led to discrepancies in their 

respective aesthetic ideas of painting. The ancient Chinese philosophies of the 'Five Elements', 

Confucianism's idea of 'pure colour' and 'ritual', and Taoism's ideas of 'xuan' and 'white' have 

had a profound influence on the concept of colour in painting. The basic mode of thinking in 

Chinese culture is the 'unity of nature and man', and this cultural spirit is ultimately reflected 

in the concept of colour in painting. The use of colour is also intended to underline the 

expression of the painter's subjective consciousness. In contrast, the thinking and philosophical 

traditions of ancient Roman culture were, on the whole, about the separation of nature and man, 

and the insistence on the dichotomy between subject and object. The Roman approach to 

philosophical research and scientific rigour of thinking allowed the spirit of pure objectivity to 

permeate the art of painting, and the combination of this objective spirit with the practice of 

painting fully embodied the concept and method of colour that emphasised the objective 

representation of real objects. As a result, the concept of colour with scientific overtones was 

inherited from and dominated by the Roman concept of colour in painting. 

 

Looking at the development of colour in the two regions, we can see that the cognition of colour 

in ancient Rome was always from a rational point of view, constantly exploring the causes, 

changes and classification, and later on, the symbolism of colour, emotion and its various 

effects on the psyche, and the emergence of a scientific chromatographic system. It can be said 

that colour science has been systematically researched and interpreted from scientific, 

philosophical and humanistic perspectives and that it has formed a relatively mature colour 
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science system. In contrast, the trajectory of the development of colour perception in the Han 

dynasty differs from that of ancient Rome in terms of its focus, as Han artists' understanding 

of colour always revolved around a metaphysical and spiritual dimension, with the emphasis 

not on the colour itself, but the 'human' as the centre. The development of their understanding 

of colour has always revolved around beliefs, concepts, culture, history and other factors and 

is characterised by a complex, diverse and scattered nature, with a lack of systematicity. 

 

Suppose we can distinguish three tendencies in the colour expressions of Roman frescoes: 

sensory, emotional and imaginative expressions. The Han artists, then, placed more emphasis 

on emotional and imaginative expression. This kind of expression is closely related to the 

constraints of traditional Chinese philosophical thought and artistic concepts. As for 

imaginative colour expression, Han artists mainly followed the principle of 'imaginative' 

modelling. It should be said that 'imagery' is only part of the full range of imaginative human 

activity. But the imagery of the ancient Chinese, particularly the painters, reflects an 

expressiveness ahead of its time, compared to the Roman artists, and which went straight to 

the spiritual level of human art. The mainstream painters of the Han dynasty used colour in a 

way that was not only different in nature from the colour symbolism of mimetic colour 

reproduction in ancient Rome. It goes beyond the surface of colour in the representation of 

objects and is a purely aesthetic form of colour presented by the artist's imagination in its 

original colour nature. 

 

The tendency of Roman painters to imitate nature was reflected in the creation of specific 

funeral frescoes, which inevitably focused on the reproduction of nature and the faithful 

observation and depiction of visual objects. Thus, the aesthetic culture tended to favour 

reproduction, realism and precision. The development of fresco art was inseparable from the 

people's tendency to imitate and their meticulous observation and scientific study of the human 

body. Additionally, the rational principles and the methods of scientific analysis were 

commonly applied, which was not only a projection of evidence of truth-seeking thinking in 

the aesthetic orientation of art, but also a reason for Roman artists to experiment, analyse and 
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calculate to obtain the best mankind size and proportional relationships. Without this spirit of 

reason, it would have been impossible to motivate the Romans to study perspective, anatomy, 

and proportion seriously. However, this scientific and empirical truth-seeking thinking, which 

permeated the painting, is obviously different from the 'rhythmic vitality' of Chinese painting. 

 

In the Han painting system, there exists a unique spatial awareness and law of expression, 

harbouring the extraordinary imagination of the ancient Chinese, which is a reflection of their 

common perception of spatial awareness and expression, as well as a shared manifestation of 

aesthetic meaning in the Han painting. Roman painters, on the other hand, saw painting as a 

true reproduction of objective things, and were keen to portray images more realistically and 

closer to nature. The rigorous laws of science and a rational way of thinking led the painters to 

admire the scientific laws of spatial observation. Whether they were painting portraits, 

landscapes or still lifes, a sense of spatiality and realism became a general aesthetic element. It 

is thus clear that the awareness of spatial as an aesthetic implication was a common pursuit of 

ancient Roman and Han painters when creating their paintings. 

 

In terms of thematic content, these common themes - immortality, enjoyment, sheltering the 

dead for eternity - are often expressed in Roman and Han dynasty tomb murals, showing scenes 

and feats of the life of the deceased during the lifetime, reaching the world of bliss and 

beginning a life in another world,  In addition, the painter draws real-life images to depict and 

imagine life in the afterlife, such as feasting, hunting, singing and dancing, to continue or attain 

the pleasures of real life. At the same time, they seek to bless the dead, often using the hidden 

function of mythological images set up to allow the dead to live in a world of bliss after death, 

using a beautiful myth to send a message to the spirits of the dead so that they can live happily 

in a world of carefree enjoyment. In the spiritual world of many ancient Romans and Han 

Chinese, the soul exists and lives forever after death and can still live in another world as it 

does in the present one. 
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The Han dynasty was the heyday of feudal society in China, followed the feudal hierarchy that 

had been in place since the Qin dynasty, which was fully reflected in the tomb murals, with the 

content and style varying based on the status of the tomb occupant. According to the funerary 

system of the time, the status of the deceased determined the scale of the tomb. From the 

archaeological findings, the quality, content and distribution of the murals in the burial 

chambers differ markedly within the same period, depending on the scale of the burial. 

Influenced by the ancient Chinese native traditional ideas of soul immortality and death as alive, 

the content and subject matter of murals are primarily a reflection of real life, with the 

occupants hoping that the world they enjoyed in life would last forever after death. The content 

encompasses the heavens, the earth, the past and the present, and they reproduce the social life 

of the Han dynasty comprehensively and authentically. They reflect in detail the ideology and 

social life of the different classes of people and express the ideology of society. The main 

themes are that the tomb occupants became gods and immortals, that they were prominent in 

life, and that they enjoyed the pleasures of real-world, the content of the images it represents 

is, above all, in line with the ideology of the people of the time, such as the belief in gods and 

immortals and the concept of life and death, the structural features of the burial chambers were 

also taken into account, and variations in modelling were emphasized. The Han murals were 

influenced by social trends and socio-economic changes, with a focus on the content of each 

period. For example, from the Western Han dynasty to the Xinmang period, the mural's 

iconography was dominated by the ascension of immortals, gods and goddesses, celestial signs, 

and the warding off of evil spirits; in the late Eastern Han dynasty, many of the images show 

the status and prestige of the tomb occupants during their lifetime, and the auspicious aspects 

of the images gradually replaced the images of the repelling and warding off of evil spirits. 

 

Similarly, the subject matter and content of Roman murals are particularly broad, and the 

themes are ubiquitous in reflecting the former prominence of the deceased, their pleasures and 

almost every aspect of social life at the time, echoeing the breadth of their tomb mural design. 

There are similarities between the themes of the funeral wall paintings from the two countries. 

Most of them represent scenes from the life of the deceased or some mythological story with 
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symbolic meaning. The design of Roman frescoes reflects the idea that the life of the tomb 

occupant and the people in the present world were the main focus of the design. The question 

of the primary purpose of funerary art decoration, many researchers point out that it was 

designed with the deceased, some believe that it opened up the creation of another magical 

world, with an ideal moral code, full of peace and enjoyment of life in the realm of the fields. 

This kind of pictorial art in the burial service, for the sacrifice and blessing of the dead to avoid 

disasters, was sufficient to satisfy and comfort the souls. The function of the fresco art is shown 

by the fact that it was closely linked to and subordinated to the burial architecture of those 

where people died and where sacrifices were made, and the choice of its subject matter content 

and location, etc., was designed to establish a link with the dead and the other world, in an 

attempt, through this means to achieve a supernatural purpose, to recreate a magical world on 

the other side that people can reach after death. Whether alive or dead, the family had 

monumental buildings built, inscriptions and decorations engraved, murals painted, etc. There 

is no doubt that it is for the preparation and service of the deceased. 

 

The ultimate aim of Roman funerary painting design was not only to serve the dead, but also 

for the betterment and survival of those in the real world. In terms of their funerary rituals, 

people spent a great deal of money to create or buy decorated tombs and shrines, in order to 

translate their respect, thoughts, feelings and hopes for the deceased into concrete material 

forms, through which they could express their affirmation of the deceased's behaviour, life, 

values and status during their lifetime and their hope that they would live as peacefully and 

happily after death as they did during their lifetime. The hope was merely a fantasy of a 

mysterious 'life' in the world after death. The impossibility of the existence of a soul or a 

beautiful other world, or of the soul being harmed by evil spirits after death, was also known 

to be an illusion in the robust discourse of ancient Roman funerary thought. Just as old age, 

sickness and death are the laws of life. 

 

In contrast, the Han people had a superstitious belief in the destiny of the heavens, in the 

ascension of the dead, in the resurrection of the dead and in the ways of the gods and immortals. 
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This belief is also expressed in the murals. Although the theme seems absurd and full of 

superstition, the graphic images are neither fearful nor depressing but optimistic and aspiring. 

The people's lives are not depressed by their yearning for the world of immortals. An essential 

feature of decorative art is the vivid and imaginative depiction of historical stories and folklife, 

characterised by its simplicity and evocativeness. In terms of expression, it is primarily a 

combination of realism and romanticism. The animals are mostly realistic, while the immortals 

are entirely imaginative, using exaggerated and unrealistic stylistic forms. 

 

The people of the Roman Empire were happy to pursue realistic pleasures and luxuries in their 

lives, which they portrayed in their decorative art designs. The strong realistic style and the 

richness and variety of the subject matter of the burial motifs are a reflection of the diverse 

realities of life. The Roman decorative design was based on the needs of man and was primarily 

rational. People used a very realistic approach, combining the different craft characteristics of 

the different types of workmanship to express the relevant elements of the decorative motifs in 

the best possible way. In addition, many people believed in hero-worship, and there are traces 

of heroism in various decorative designs. However, because of the strong eclecticism and 

culture, the design forms and styles were not homogeneous but rather rich and diverse. 

Therefore, in addition to the rational, rigorous, self-disciplined and heroic expressions, the 

main style in which the decorative arts were practised was beautiful and elegant. 

 

The Han people also expressed their belief in gods and the immortal world through depictions 

including various gods and monsters. For example, the images of Fuxi and Nüwa show the 

people's desire to ascend to immortality, and their combined forms reflect the view of yin and 

yang and aspiration to life. There is also the deification of animal figures, as in the case of the 

Four Divine Beasts motif, which was borne out of the legend of the four heavenly signs in Han 

dynasty astronomy. 

 

Mythology in Ancient Rome had an important influence on the development of European 

culture, with its content mainly consisting of historical legends, heroes, gods and goddesses. In 
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the field of art, the design of burial decorations based on mythological stories was also 

prevalent. At the same time, man and god were brought close to each other, it reflects the 

marked tendency of ancient Roman culture of alternating man's deification with the gods' 

personification, even though the belief in the consecratio in formam deorum did not become 

popular until late in the third century. 

 

The national cultural spirit of the Han Dynasty was centred on the fusion of Confucianism and 

Taoism, i.e. the "ethical centre and political supremacy" emphasized by Confucianism was 

developed into the idea of "grand unification" and the "all is one and interconnected". Also, the 

aesthetic concept of 'infinity' in Taoist thought was developed to the extreme. In addition, the 

culture of Qin and Chu, which played a decisive role in the rise of Taoist philosophy in the 

early Han dynasty, made the decorative arts a romantic affair. Thus, on the whole, the aesthetic 

sensibility of Han funeral decoration was influenced by two cultural systems, and led to the 

development of an inclusive, romantic and majestic character in the subject matter and formal 

style. The first system refers to the general ideology and popular beliefs, including elements of 

filial piety and brotherhood, the five elements of yin and yang, divine magic, prophecy and 

other concepts; the second system refers to the classical thought of the time, expressed in the 

idea of the complementarity of Confucianism and Taoism. It is true that the state of existence 

of the aesthetic concepts of decorative motifs evolved largely in sequence, and they were 

accompanied by changes in the overall cultural and spiritual context. Firstly, the fantasy and 

romance of the Chu culture continued in the early Han period and was gradually integrated into 

the intuitive and archaic nature of Han culture; secondly, the policy of abstinence and frugality 

and rest with the people in the early Han period led to the great promotion of the idea of 

Huanglao, whose ideas of tranquillity and inaction, of overcoming rigidity with softness, and 

of combining form and spirit, gave the decorative motifs a sense of quietness and simplicity; 

the government of Emperor Wu and the emergence of the new Confucianism led to the 

appearance of decorative motifs in the mid-Han period, which focused on the harmony of yin 

and yang. The religiousization of Confucianism and Taoism, the rise of prophetic theology, 

and the prevalence of elaborate funeral custom led to the development of superstitious ideas of 



301 

 

praying for good fortune and ascending to immortality, and the decorative motifs at this time 

presented a spirited and romantic atmosphere. The aesthetics of decorative motifs are 

characterized by diversity and unity, thanks to the combined influence of various cultures and 

ideas. 

 

The richness of the decorative motifs in terms of style and subject matter mirrors the eclectic 

nature of the aesthetic or cultural spirit of the people of ancient Rome. The aesthetic outlook 

was made up of several components, firstly, the development of the ideas from the Etruscans, 

the Greek-speaking regions and the Alexandrian region of Egypt, expressed in the emphasis on 

technical aesthetics; secondly, the realistic spirit of its tradition, expressed in self-discipline, 

rationality, heroism and realistic aesthetics in a variety of artistic forms; and finally, the Roman 

society's religious outlook. As the crisis of slavery, the rulers legalised Christianity and used it 

as a new tool of domination, while various philosophical views of idealism and religious 

mysticism emerged in Roman society, adding a mystical and hedonistic dimension to the 

aesthetic thought of decorative motifs. It can therefore be argued that the Roman civilisation's 

ability to incorporate, harmonise and draw on various cultures provided the possibility of 

coexistence in its stylistic diversity, so that the above several aesthetic views were not in 

absolute order, but were, to a certain extent, crossed and fused. This does not prevent some 

decorative objects from having a specific aesthetic style due to their technical requirements, 

the function of the work and the preference of the viewer's taste. 

 

Although both the Roman and Han artists developed traditional cultures and created artistic 

ideas, they took different paths: firstly, their ideological roots. The decorative motifs in the Han 

Dynasty were based on the rule by rites throughout, while the Roman decorative motifs were 

based on the idea of human needs as their purpose. The second is about the inheritance mode. 

The Han artistry developed in continuity and had relatively static properties: it was recreated 

and integrated based on the internal resources of its cultural organism, and in the context of a 

predominantly Confucian ideology but always with the Chu style inherited from the pre-Qin 

dynasty, which is why it is said that the humanistic ideology was a blend of Confucianism and 
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Taoism; In contrast, Roman art developed in negation: it is more practical although it once 

regarded the works of the classical Greek period as a model, showing a new style that was 

rational and realistic. This was done by first incorporating and assimilating the parts of other 

peoples' cultural thought that suited them while at the same time adding their spiritual pursuits, 

forming an eclectic structure with relatively dynamic attributes. Thirdly, religious practices. 

There was a mystical sense of worship of heaven in the Han Dynasty; people believed that the 

universe was the master of the earth while emphasising the harmony and unity of nature and 

man. Roman art emphasised the importance of humankind, and religion developed to realise 

the fullness of humanity. 

 

Roman funerary frescoes are mainly narrative decorative and monumental figures. As a unique 

artistic product, narrative frescoes were combined with funeral architecture. This combination 

can be seen as a formal transition from fresco to architecture, thus strengthening the 

monumental function, making the narrative decoration more chronological and realistic in 

character. An in-depth analysis of these narrative frescoes reveals that the main subject matter 

is the daily life of the tomb occupant, which makes the character more distinctive. These figures 

were initially strongly associated with the funerary rituals, but gradually developed into a 

decorative and monumental art representing a variety of social figures, with individual 

characterisation as a feature of Roman fresco, from which we can appreciate the distinctive 

artistic style. 

 

Openness and closedness are also among the differences between the characteristics of Roman 

tomb murals and those of the Han dynasty. This difference is since there were far fewer large 

above-ground structures than underground tombs in China during the Han period, whereas 

Roman funeral architecture and frescoes were mainly built in surface spaces. Considering that 

the Han tomb paintings were mainly used for underground burials, it is possible to visualise 

the impact of the differences between the cultural forms and contexts of tomb paintings on both 

sides. The Roman and Han funeral paintings thus have their artistic appeal. It is worth noting 

that the introverted and extroverted artistic characteristics of the funeral paintings from the two 
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countries are also strongly linked to their respective cultures. Ancient Rome was built on the 

foundations of the ancient Greek and Italian civilisations, and was a typical maritime culture, 

whose openness with its emphasis on individual heroism, led to a greater emphasis on 

aesthetics. As a feudal society in China was dominated by mainland culture, the belief in 

collective power, conservatism and introverted values of the people were reflected in the 

funeral art, and the desire of the nobility to continue the reality of society after death led to the 

appearance of closedness. 

 

At the level of artistic conception, group ethics and the patriarchal and socio-political links 

between individual will and blood have long existed in ancient Chinese society, and the 

emphasis on the homogeneity of social conceptions by the autocratic monarchy and the strong 

group ethics that existed in Han society has had a profound influence on Chinese tomb murals. 

The Han funeral wall paintings were not based on the aesthetic orientation of individual 

creation, but on the existence of a group obsession, and the homogeneity of ethical content and 

visual form, all of which were influenced by the group ethic. In comparison with ancient 

Roman society, it is easy to see that although there are certain similarities between the two in 

terms of agricultural traditions, social ethics, and centralisation, ancient Roman society was 

full of individual commercial adventures and the independence of the individual in a group 

society was highly valued compared to the group ethics of the Han Dynasty in China, which 

was influenced by the absence of a hierarchical structure of strict class attachment, a more 

developed commodity trade economy and industrial and commercial activities. The value of 

the individual in a group society was also of great concern for a long time, and the emphasis 

on the value of the individual's independent existence became the concept of life for the 

Romans. The aesthetics of the human form, the choice of the individual character as the main 

aesthetic element, and the focus on the physical and psychological desires of the individual 

were all influenced by the individual will that existed in Roman society. 

 

In addition, there were major differences in their perception of the world, which are also 

visually reflected in the tomb murals. During the Han dynasty, there was a perception of the 



304 

 

laws of the universe as 'yin and yang are the laws of development' and 'clever use of imbalances 

of power to dominate changes in the situation', which, by analogy with social ethics, led to an 

order of inferiority and superiority, whereas in ancient Rome, there existed the idea that one of 

antagonistic dualism, where sensual emotion and rational thought were seen as opposites. The 

emphasis on 'neutral beauty' in Chinese Han wall paintings and the polarisation and purity in 

ancient Roman were both influenced by these different perceptions. It is worth noting that there 

were also significant differences in artistic psychology and thinking between the two countries, 

and the different degrees to which these diversities influenced the murals. 

 

Ancient Rome and the Han dynasty of China were two powerful civilisations in Eurasia, each 

with vast differences in economic, political, cultural, religious and geographical contexts, both 

of which created the remarkable funerary wall painting. Rooted in different social structures 

and cultural contexts, the tomb murals of the two countries intersected at the eastern and 

western sides of the Eurasian continent, laying the foundation for the later development of 

Asian and European murals. 
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Tables 4.1-4.7 

 

Table 4.1 The use of red colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han and 

Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

Red 

 

R1a  

 
The Portraits of the Tomb Occupant Couple. Xin 

to Eastern Han (9-220 AD), Unearthed from a Han 

Tomb in Haotan, Township of Dingbian, Shaanxi, 

in 2003. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute 

of Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Minghui). 

 

R1b  

 
Wall painting of a Corinthian capital and grape vine 

from the Tomb of the Three Brothers. The Tomb of 

the Busts of Qweilbeh (2nd half of the 2nd century 

AD, photo courtesy of Syrian Heritage Archive). 

 R2a   

 

 
 

 

Bu Qianqiu (the Tomb Occupant) and His Wife 

Ascending Fairyland, Fuxi, and the Sun. Western 

Han (206 BC-25 AD), Unearthed from Bu 

Qianqiu’s tomb at Shaogoucun in Luoyang, 

Henan, in 1976. Preserved in Museum of Ancient 

Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai 

Mengke.) 

 

 

R2b  

 
Wall painting from the Tomb of the Busts of 

Qweilbeh (2nd half of the 2nd century AD), 

Qweilbeh, tombeau des femmes, voilées (Q13, photo 

courtesy of Barbet, A.) 
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 R3a   

 
 

Fuxi, the Sun and White Tiger (Detail). Western 

Han (206 BC-25 AD) Unearthed from the Han 

tomb at Qianjingtou in western suburbs of 

Luoyang, Henan, in 1992. Preserved in Museum 

of Ancient Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of 

Cai Mengke). 

 

R3b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombari in via Pescara (or 

in via Taranto) Rome, (First Century AD, (photo 

courtesy Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni 

Culturali). 

 R4a  

 
Feasting and Acrobatics Performance (Detail 1) 

(Replica) Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from Tomb 2 at west of Dahutingcun in Xinmi, 

Henan, in 1960. Preserved on the original site 

(photo courtesy of Cai Quanfa). 

 

R4b   

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting from a tomb in Morlupo (Rome) - 

lunette with female figure, Preserved in National 

Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo (First Century 

AD, photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at 

Palazzo Massimo.) 

 R5a  

 
Tomb Occupant Seated in Tent. 5th Year of 

Xiping Era, Eastern Han (176 AD). Unearthed 

from the Eastern Han painting tomb at 

Lujiazhuang in Anping, Hebei, in 1971. Preserved 

on the original site (photo courtesy of Feng Ling.) 

 

 

 

R5b   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Wall painting from the Via Portuense necropolis, 

Roma, via Portuense (end of the first Century AD to 

2nd half of the 2nd Century AD) Preserved in 

National Roman Museum at the Baths of Diocletian 

Chamber painted tomb with niches and tabernacles on 

walls (photo courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano.) 
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 R6a  

 
Green Dragon. Western Han (206 BC-25 AD). 

Unearthed from Han tomb at Shiyuan of 

Mangdangshan in Yongcheng, Henan, in 1978. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Cai Quanfa.) 

 

R6b  

 
Wall painting from the Via Portuense necropolis, 

Roma, via Portuense (end of the first Century AD to 

2nd half of the 2nd Century AD) Preserved in 

National Roman Museum at the Baths of Diocletian 

Chamber painted tomb with niches and tabernacles on 

walls (photo courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano.) 

 

 R7a  

 
Fuxi and the Sun. Western Han (206 BC-25 AD). 

Unearthed from Han tomb at brickyard of Lihecun 

in Cijian of Xin'an, Henan, in 2000 (photo 

courtesy of Luoyang Ancient Art Museum). 

R7b  

 
Wall painting from the Via Portuense necropolis, 

Roma, via Portuense (end of the first Century AD to 

2nd half of the 2nd Century AD, (photo courtesy of 

Museo Nazionale Romano). 

 

 R8a  

 
The Sun in the Center of Caisson Ceiling (Detail). 

Xin (9-23 AD), Unearthed from Han tomb at 

Jinguyuancun in Luoyang, Henan, in 1978  (photo 

courtesy of Luoyang Ancient Art Museum). 

 

R8b  

 
Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus, Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, (1st 

Century AD, photo: Engelmann, W.) 
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 R9a  

 
Xihe Carrying the Sun on the Head Eastern Han 

(25-220 AD). Unearthed from Tomb 689 at the 

dwelling district of petrol dump in northern 

suburbs of Luoyang, Henan, in 1987 (photo 

courtesy of Luoyang Ancient Art Museum). 

 

R9b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus, Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, (1st 

Century AD, photo: Engelmann, W.) 

 

 R10a  

 
Children. Eastern Han (25-220 AD), Height 23 

cm; Width 25 cm, Unearthed from an Eastern Han 

Tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi, in 2000. 

Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute of 

Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang Minghui). 

 

R10b  

 
Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus, Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, (1st 

Century AD, photo: Engelmann, W.) 

 

 R11a  

 
Portrait of the Female Tomb Occupant (Detail). 

Late Eastern Han-Early Three-Kingdom (around 

220 AD), Unearthed from Tomb 2 at Zhucun in 

Esterrn suburbs of Luoyang, Henan, in 1991. 

Preserved in Museums of Ancient Tombs in 

Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

R11b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus, Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, (1st 

Century AD, photo: Engelmann, W.) 
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Table 4.2 The use of black colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han and 

Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

Black B1a   

 

 
 

Mythical Animal. Western Han (206 BC-25 AD). 

Unearthed from Tomb M7 of Western Han. 

Dynasty at Wubashan of Honghuacun, 

Hanzuoxiang in Wuwei, Gansu, in 1984 (photo 

courtesy of Yue Banghu.) 

 

B1b  

 
Wall painting form the tomb of Neuvy-Pailloux (middle 

of the first century AD, photo courtesy of Barbet, A.) 

 B2a  

 
Old Man Clapping Hands. Western Han (206 BC-

25 AD), Unearthed from Tomb 61 at Shaogoucun 

in Luoyang, Henan, in 1957. Preserved in Museum 

of Ancient Tombs in Luoyang. (photo courtesy of 

Cai Mengke.) 

 

B2b  

 
Wall painting form the Colombario Di Villa Doria 

Pamphili (First Century BC), Rome (photo courtesy of 

National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo). 
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 B3a  

 
Portrait of the Male Tomb Occupant (Detail). Late 

Eastern Han-Early Three-Kingdom (around 220 

AD), Unearthed from Tomb 2 at Zhucun in Eastern 

suburbs of Luoyang, Henan、in 1991. Preserved in 

Museums of Ancient Tombs in Luoyang (photo 

courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

B3b  

 
Wall painting form the Colombario Di Villa Doria 

Pamphili (First Century BC), Rome (photo courtesy of 

National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo). 

 B4a  

 
Official Residence. 5th Year of Xiping Era, Eastern 

Han (176 AD) Unearthed from the Eastern Han 

painting tomb at Lujiazhuang in Anping, Hebei, in 

1971. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy 

of Feng Ling.) 

 

B4b   

 
 

Wall painting form the Colombario di Pomponio Hylas 

(Columbaria of Pomponius Hylas) Rome. (First Century 

AD, photo courtesy of Newton, F. G. and Ashby, T.) 

 B5a   

 

 

 
 

 

Wrestling Rhinoceros. Eastern Han (25-220 AD) 

Unearthed from Tomb M 1 at Fenghuangshan in 

Otog Banner; Inner Mongolia, in 1992. Preserved 

on the original site (photo courtesy of Wang 

Zhihao. 

 

B5b  

 
Wall painting form the Colombario di Pomponio Hylas 

(Columbaria of Pomponius Hylas) Rome. (First Century 

AD, photo courtesy of Newton, F. G. and Ashby, T.) 
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 B6a  

 
Officials Holding Ax and Staff of Authority. 

Western Han (206 BC-25 AD). Said to be 

unearthed from Han tomb at Balitai of Luoyang, 

Henan” in 1916. Preserved in Museum of Fine Arts 

in Boston, USA. (photo courtesy of Zhou Li and 

Gao Hu.) 

B6b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting form the Necropolis of Ostiense Sepulchre 

Rome (photo: Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina Al Beni 

Culturali). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



361 

 

Table 4.3 The use of while colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han and 

Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

White W1a  

 
Door Guardians and Mythical Animal. Eastern 

Han (25-220 AD) Unearthed from a mural tomb at 

Yingchengzi of Dalian, Liaoning, in 1931. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Tao Liang) 

 

W1b  

 
Wall painting from the tomb of the Three Brothers, Syria 

(2nd Century AD, photo courtesy of Syrian Heritage 

Archive). 

 W2a  

 
Ascending Fairland Eastern Han (25-220 AD) 

Unearthed from a mural tomb at Yingchengzi of 

Dalian, Liaoning, in 1931. Preserved on the 

original site (photo courtesy of Tao Liang) 

 

W2b   

 

 
 

 

Wall painting from the Jewish catacomb of Vigna 

Randanini, Rome. (2nd century AD, photo courtesy of 

International Catacomb Society). 

 

 W3a  

 
Door Guardian, Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Height 

59 cm; Width 33 cm Unearthed from the No.3 

mural tomb at Beiyuan of Liaoyang, Liaoning, in 

1986. Preserved on the original site (photo 

courtesy of Zhao Hongshan) 

 

W3b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting from the Catacomb of Saints Marcellin and 

Peter (150 AD, photo courtesy of Sotterranei di Roma.) 
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 W4a  

 
Serving and Attending. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). 

Unearthed from Tomb Ml at Galutu in Uxin 

Banner, Inner Mongolia, in 2001. Preserved on the 

original site (photo courtesy of Yang zemeng) 

 

W4b   

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting from the Colombario di Scribonio Menofilo 

o di villa Pamphili, Rome (10 AD, photo courtesy of 

National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo) 

 W5a   

 

 
 

 

Sombre Warrior (Replica). Xin (9-23 AD). 

Unearthed from Han tomb at Zaoyuancun in 

Pinglu, Shanxi, in 1959 (photo courtesy of Li 

Jinchun). 

 

W5b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombario di Patlacius Maximus, 

Rome (photo courtesy of Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 W6a   

 
 

Procession Scene. Xin (9-23 AD). Unearthed from 

a Tomb to the South of Village No. 2 of 

Yangqiaopan in Jingbian, Shaanxi, in 2009. 

Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute of 

Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zheng Minghui 

and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

W6b  

 
Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus, 

Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio (1st Century AD, 

photo: Engelmann, W.) 
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 W7a  

 
Confucius Meeting Laozi (Detail). Xin (9-23 AD). 

Unearthed from a Tomb to the South of Village 

No. 2 of Yangqiaopan in Jingbian, Shaanxi, in 

2009. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute of 

Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zheng Minghui 

and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

W7b  

 
 

Wall painting from the Sepolcro dei Nasoni (Sepulcher of 

the Nasoni), Rome (150 AD, photo courtesy of Sotterranei 

di Roma.) 

 W8a  

 
Music and Dancing Performance (Detail) 

Xin (9-23 AD). Unearthed from a Tomb to the 

South of Village No. 2 of Yangqiaopan in 

Jingbian, Shaanxi, in 2009. Preserved in Shaanxi 

Provincial Institute of Archaeology (photo 

courtesy of Zheng Minghui and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

W8b   

 
Wall painting from the Pancratii's Tomb - First Burial 

Chamber (Archaeological Park of Via Latina), Rome. 

(2nd Century AD, courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. 

Culturali e del Turismo) 

 W9a  

 
Bi (Net) of the 28 Lunar Mansions, Xin to Eastern 

Han (9-220 AD). Unearthed from a Han Tomb in 

Haotan Township of Dingbian, Shaanxi, in 2003. 

Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute of 

Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang Minghui) 

 

W9b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Wall painting from the Sepolcro dei Valerii (Sepulcher of 

the Valerii), Rome (165 AD, photo courtesy of Sotterranei 

di Roma.) 
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 W10a  

 
Confucius Meeting Laozi (Detail). Eastern Han 

(25-220 AD) Unearthed from an Eastern Han 

Tomb at Yangyicun of Yangqiaopan in Jingbian, 

Shaanxi, in 2005. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial 

Institute of Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zheng 

Minghui and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

W10b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting from the Tomb of Piramide Cestia, Rome 

(12 BC, photo courtesy of Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 W11a  

 
Immortal Riding Crane. Eastern Han (25-220 

AD). Unearthed from an Eastern Han Tomb at 

Yangyicun of Yangqiaopan in Jingbian, Shaanxi, 

in 2005. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute 

of Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zheng 

Minghui and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

W11b  

 
Wall painting from the Tomb of Piramide Cestia, Rome 

(12 BC, photo courtesy of Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 W12a  

 
Hoeing Scene. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). 

Unearthed from an Eastern Han Tomb at 

Yangyicun of Yangqiaopan in Jingbian, Shaanxi, 

in 2005. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute 

of Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zheng 

Minghui and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

W12b  

 
Wall painting from the second burial chamber of 

Pancratii's tomb, via Latina, Rome (190 AD, courtesy of 

the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali e del Turismo.) 
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Table 4.4 The use of cyan (blue) colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han 

and Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

Cyan 

(blue) 

C1a  

 
Dance Watching (Detail) Xin to Early Eastern Han (9-

88 AD). Unearthed from tomb M1 at the construction 

site of Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, 

Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the Shandong 

Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan.) 

 

C1b   

 

 
 

Wall painting from a tomb in Morlupo (Rome) - 

lunette with birds (First Century AD, photo courtesy 

of National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo.) 

 C2a  

 
Figures (1). Xin to Early Eastern Han (9-88 AD).  

Unearthed from tomb Ml at the construction. site of 

Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, 

Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the Shandong 

Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan.) 

 

C2b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting from a tomb in Morlupo (Rome) - 

unette with glass vase (First Century AD, photo 

courtesy of National Roman Museum at Palazzo 

Massimo.) 

 C3a  

 
Figures (2), Xin to Early Eastern Han (9-88 AD). 

Unearthed from tomb M1 at the construction site of 

Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, 

Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the Shandong 

Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan.) 

 

C3b   

 

 
 

 

Wall painting from the Columbaria of Villa 

Pamphilj, Rome. Preserved in National Roman 

Museum at Palazzo Massimo. 
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 C4a  

 
Figures (3). Xin to Early Eastern Han (9-88 AD). 

Unearthed from tomb Ml at the construction site of 

Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, 

Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the Shandong 

Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan.) 

 

C4b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Wall painting from the Columbaria of Villa Pamphilj, 

Rome (photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at 

Palazzo Massimo). 

 C5a  

 
Figures (4). Xin to Early Eastern Han (9-88 AD). 

Unearthed from tomb M1 at the construction site of 

Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, 

Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the Shandong 

Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan.) 

 

C5b   

 
 

Wall painting from the Columbaria of Villa Pamphilj, 

Rome (photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at 

Palazzo Massimo). 

 C6a   

 
 

Humans, Chickens, and Dogs (Detail). Xin to Early 

Eastern Han (9-88 AD). Unearthed from tomb M1 at 

the construction site of Goods and Materials Bureau in 

Dongpingxian, Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the 

Shandong Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Ruiquan.) 

 

 

 

 

C6b  

 
Wall painting from the Columbaria of Villa Pamphilj, 

Rome (photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at 

Palazzo Massimo). 
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 C7a   

 
Farewell. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed from 

Tomb Ml at Galutu in Uxin Banner, Inner Mongolia, 

in 2001. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy 

of Yang zemeng.) 

 

C7b  

 
Wall painting from the Columbaria of Pomponius 

Hylas) Rome. (First Century AD, photo courtesy of 

Newton, F. G. and Ashby, T.) 

 C8a  

 
Feast Scene (1). Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from the Cliff Tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of Guihuacun 

in Minzhu Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, in 2002. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Jiang 

Cong). 

 

C8b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombari di via Pescara 

Rome, (first half of the 2nd Century AD, photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni 

Culturali) 

 C9a  

 
Feast Scene (2). Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from the Cliff Tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of Guihuacun 

in Minzhu Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, in 2002. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Jiang 

Cong). 

 

C9b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombari di via Pescara 

Rome, (first half of the 2nd Century AD, photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni 

Culturali) 

 C10a  

 
Three-legged Crow. Western Han (206 BC - 25 AD). 

Unearthed from a Later Western Han Tomb in the 

Campus of Xi'an Jiaotong University in 1987. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Minghui). 

 

C10b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombari di via Pescara 

Rome, (first half of the 2nd Century AD, photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni 

Culturali) 
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 C11a  

 
Ji (Basket) of the 28 Lunar Mansions. Xin to Eastern 

Han (9-220 AD). Unearthed from a Han Tomb in 

Haotan Township of Dingbian, Shaanxi, in 2003. 

Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute of 

Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang Minghui) 

 

C11b  

 
Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus, Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, (1st 

Century AD, photo: Engelmann, W.) 
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Table 4.5 The use of yellow colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han and 

Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

Yellow Y1a  

 
Besieging and Hunting (Detail). Eastern Han (25-

220 AD). Unearthed from Tomb M 1 at Milanhao 

in Otog Banner, Inner Mongolia, in 1999. Preserved 

on the original site (photo courtesy of Yang 

zemeng) 

 

Y1b  

 
Wall painting from the necropoli della via Laurentina, 

Ostia, (First Century AD, Photo courtesy of Museo 

Ostiense.) 

 Y2a  

 
Besieging and Hunting. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). 

Unearthed from Tomb Ml at Milanhao in Otog 

Banner, Inner Mongolia, in 1999. Preserved on the 

original site (photo courtesy of Yang zemeng) 

 

Y2b   

 
 

Wall painting from the Colombari in via Pescara (or in via 

Taranto) Rome, (First Century AD, photo courtesy of 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.) 

 

 Y3a  

 
Attendants Holding Halberd and Sword. Western 

Han (206 BC-25 AD) Unearthed from Tomb 61 al 

Shaogoucun in Luoyang, Henan, in 1957. Preserved 

in Museum of Ancient Tombs in Luoyang (photo 

courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

Y3b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombari in via Pescara (or in via 

Taranto) Rome, (First Century AD, photo courtesy of 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.) 
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 Y4a  

 
Feast Scene. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from the Cliff Tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of 

Guihuacun in Minzhu Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, 

in 2002. Preserved on the original site (photo 

courtesy of Jiang Cong). 

 

Y4b  

 
Wall painting from the Necropoli vaticana (Vatican 

necropolis) Vatican, (50 AD, photo courtesy of 

Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 

 Y5a  

 
Scarlet Bird. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from the Cliff tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of Guihuacun 

in Minzhu Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, in 2002. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Jiang Cong). 

 

Y5b   

 

 

 
 

 

Wall painting from the Ostiense Sepulchre Rome, (photo: 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina Al Beni Culturali). 

 

 

 Y6a  

 
The Moon. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from an Eastern Han Tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, 

Shaanxi, in 2000. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial 

Institute of Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Minghui). 

 

 

Y6b  

 
Wall painting from the Ostiense Sepulchre Rome, (photo: 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina Al Beni Culturali). 
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 Y7a  

 
The Heaven Gate and Procession. Eastern Han (25-

220 AD). Unearthed from an Easter n Han Tomb at 

Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi, in 2000. Preserved in 

Shaanxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology (photo 

courtesy of Zhang Minghui). 

 

Y7b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fresco from the Via Portuense necropolis, (end of the first 

Century AD to 2nd half of the 2nd Century AD, photo 

courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano). 

 

 Y8a  

 
Green Dragon. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). 

Unearthed from an Eastern Han Tomb at Baizicun 

in Xunyi, Shaanxi, in 2000. Preserved in Shaanxi 

Provincial Institute of Archaeology (photo courtesy 

of Zhang Minghui). 

 

Y8b  

 
 

Fresco from the Via Portuense necropolis, (end of the first 

Century AD to 2nd half of the 2nd Century AD, photo 

courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano). 

 

 

 Y9a  

 
White Tiger. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from an Eastern Han Tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, 

Shaanxi, in 2000. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial 

Institute of Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Minghui). 

Y9b   

 
 

 

Wall painting form the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus 

Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, (First Century AD, 

Engelmann, W.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



372 

 

Table 4.6 The use of purple colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han and 

Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

Purple P1a  

 
Winged Immortal. Western Han (206 BC-25 AD. 

Unearthed from Tomb M7 of Western Han 

Dynasty at Wubashan of Honghuacun, 

Hanzuoxiang in Wuwei, Gansu, in 1984 (photo 

courtesy of Yue Banghu.) 

 

P1b  

 
Wall painting from the Colombari in via Pescara (or in via 

Taranto) Rome (First Century AD, photo courtesy of 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.) 

 

 P2a  

 
Nüwa. Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) Unearthed 

from Bu Qianqiu’s tomb in Luoyang, Henan, in 

1976. Preserved in Museum of Ancient Tombs in 

Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 

 

 

P2b   

 

 
 

 

Wall painting from the Colombari in via Pescara (or in via 

Taranto) Rome (First Century AD, photo courtesy of 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.) 
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 P3a  

 
Attendants Holding Halberd and Sword. Western 

Han (206 BC-25 AD) Unearthed from Tomb 61 al 

Shaogoucun in Luoyang, Henan, in 1957. 

Preserved in Museum of Ancient Tombs in 

Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

P3b   

 

 
 

 

Wall painting from the Colombari in via Pescara (or in via 

Taranto) Rome (First Century AD, photo courtesy of 

Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.) 

 

 P4a  

 
Noble Lady. Western Han (206 BC - 25 AD). 

Unearthed from Cuizhuyuan Tomb No. 1 in 

Qujiang New District of Xi'an, Shaanxi, in 2008. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Wang Baoping). 

 

P4b  

 
Wall painting from the tomba di Fadilla (tomb of Fadilla) 

Rome (First Century AD, photo courtesy of Sotterranei di 

Roma.) 
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Table 4.7 The use of brown colour from different sources in the wall paintings of Han and 

Roman burial chambers 

 

Colour 

 

 Cases from the Han dynasty  Cases from ancient Rome 

Brown B1a  

 
Inferior Officials in Attendance. Eastern Han (25-

220 AD). Unearthed from an Eastern Han tomb at 

Nanjiaojie of Liaoyang, Liaoning, in 2004. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Mu Qiwen.) 

 

B1b   

 

 
 

Wall painting from the colombario of T. Statilio, 

Rome (First Century AD, photo courtesy of Roma, 

Museo Nazionale Romano.) 

 B2a   

 
 

People, Chickens and Dogs (Detail). Xin to Early 

Eastern Han (9-88 AD). Unearthed from tomb M1 

at the construction site of Goods and Materials 

Bureau in Dongpingxian, Shandong, in 2007. 

Preserved in the Shandong Museum (photo 

courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan.) 

 

B2b  

 
Wall painting from the colombario of T. Statilio, 

Rome (First Century AD, photo courtesy of Roma, 

Museo Nazionale Romano.) 

 B3a  

 
Horse Herding. Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Height 

135 cm; Width 200 cm Unearthed from Eastern 

Han mural tomb at Xiaobanshencun in Xindianzi, 

Horinger, Inner Mongolia, in 1972. Preserved on 

the original site (photo courtesy of Zheng Long.) 

 

B3b  

 
Ritratto femminile, Wall painting from the 

Necropoli of Porto - Isola Sacra Necropolis, tomb 

19, Rome, (90 AD, photo courtesy of Museo 

Ostiense) 
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 B4a   

 
 

Horse Herding (Detail). Eastern Han (25-220 AD) 

Height 135 cm; Width 200 cm Unearthed from 

Eastern Han mural tomb at Xiaobanshencun in 

Xindianzi, Horinger, Inner Mongolia, in 1972. 

Preserved on the original site. Photo courtesy of 

Zheng Long. 

 

B4b  

 
Wall painting from Patron's tomb, on the Latin 

Street, Rome, near Porta Capena, already caimpana 

collection End of the first century BC (photo 

courtesy of Parigi, musée du Louvre.) 

 B5a  

 
 

Big Drum. Eastern Han (25-220 AD). Unearthed 

from Eastern Han mural tomb at Xiaobanshencun 

in Xindianzi, Horinger, Inner Mongolia, in 1972. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Zheng Long.) 

 

B5b  

 
Two birds Wall painting from Patron's tomb, on the 

Latin Street, Rome, near Porta Capena, already 

caimpana collection End of the first century BC 

(photo courtesy of Parigi, musée du Louvre.) 

 B6a   

 

 
 

Greeting Guests. Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) 

Said to be unearthed from Han tomb at Balitai of 

Luoyang, Henan, in 1916. Preserved in Museum 

of Fine Arts in Boston, USA (photo courtesy of 

Zhou Li and Gao Hu.) 

 

B6b  

 
Heron/Airone, Wall painting from Patron's tomb, on 

the Latin Street, Rome, near Porta Capena, already 

caimpana collection End of the first century BC 

(photo courtesy of Parigi, musée du Louvre.) 
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 B7a  

 
Procession of the Tomb Occupant in Anche 

(Carriage with Canopy). Eastern Han (25-220 

AD). Unearthed from Han tomb at the power plant 

of Shouyangshan, Xingyuancun in Yanshi, 

Henan, in 1984. Preserved in Shangcheng 

Museum in Yanshi (photo courtesy of Gao Hu). 

 

B7b  

 
Wall painting from the tomb Sepolcro dei Nasoni 

(Sepulcher of the Nasoni) Rome, (150 AD, photo 

courtesy of Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 

 B8a  

 
Master Chariot. Late Eastern Han-Early Three-

Kingdom (around 220 AD) Unearthed from Tomb 

2 at Zhucun in Eastern suburbs of Luoyang, 

Henan, in 1991.Preserved in Museums of Ancient 

Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai 

Mengke.) 

 

B8b  

 
Wall painting from the tomb Sepolcro dei Nasoni 

(Sepulcher of the Nasoni) Rome, (150 AD, photo 

courtesy of Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 

 B9a  

 
 

Greeting Guests (Detail) (Replica). Eastern Han 

(25-220 AD) Unearthed from Tomb 2 at west of 

Dahutingcun in Xinmi, Henan, in 1960. Preserved 

on the original site (photo courtesy of Cai 

Quanfa.) 

 

B9b  

 
Wall painting from the tomb Ipogeo degli Ottavi, 

Rome, (Hypogeum of the Ottavi) Rome, (first half 

of the 2nd Century AD, photo courtesy of Museo 

Nazionale Romano) 

 

 B10a  

 
Maid Holding a Cup. Western Han (206 BC - 25 

AD). Unearthed from Cuizhuyuan Tomb No. 1 in 

Qujiang New District of Xi'an, Shaanxi. Preserved 

on the original site (photo courtesy of Wang 

Baoping). 

 

B10b   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Wall painting from the Tomb in the Biopark (Tomba 

nel Bioparco) Rome (210 AD, photo courtesy of 

Sotterranei di Roma.) 
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Figures 

 

 
Figure 1.1. Map of the countries west of China during the Han 

Dynasty (this map, painted by Zhipan, a monk, of the Southern 

Song dynasty of China). 

 

 
Figure 1.2. The Han stone inscriptions in Xuchang, Henan 

Province (photo courtesy of Susan) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1.3. The Silk Road (retrieved from 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Silk_Road_in_the_I_cen

tury_AD_-_de.svg.) 

 

 
Figure 1.4. Woman in a silk tunic in Roman frescoes (photo 

courtesy of Shuhua.) 

 

 
Figure 2.1. The tomb of Neuvy-Pailloux (photo courtesy of Barbet, 

A.) 

 

 
Figure 3.1 The main part of the wall painting. 
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Figure 3.2 Diagram of the attachment of a fresco (photo courtesy 

of Barbet, A., & Allag, C., design Lefèvre, J. F.) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.3 Tomb of Gaius Munatius Faustus (photo:  

https://www.pompeiiinpictures.com) 

 

 
Figure 3.4 Tomb of Gaius Cuspius Cyrus (photo:  

https://www.pompeiiinpictures.com) 

 

 
Figure 3.5 Tomb of Marcus Obellius Firmus (photo:  

https://www.pompeiiinpictures.com) 

 

 
Figure 3.6 Tomb of Lucius Cellius (photo:  

https://www.pompeiiinpictures.com) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3.7 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty 

unearthed in Jinan County, Shandong (photo courtesy of Li 

Zhengguang and Wang Zebing) 

 

 
Figure 3.8 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty 

unearthed in Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu county, Shanxi province 

(photo courtesy of Li Jinchun). 

 

 
Figure 3.9 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty 

unearthed in Zaoyuan Village, Pinglu county, Shanxi province 

(photo courtesy of Liang Ziming). 
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Figure 3.10 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Baoan Mountain in Yongcheng, Henan province 

(photo courtesy of Cai Quanfa). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.11 Mural of the fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed at Qianjingtou village in 1992 (photo courtesy 

of Cai Mengke). 

 

 
Figure 3.12 Mural in the Pu Qianqiu tomb of the Western Han 

dynasty unearthed in 1976 (photo courtesy of Gao Hu). 

 

 
Figure 3.13 Mural in the tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed at Xi'an University of Technology (photo courtesy of 

Wang Baoping) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.14 Mural in the tomb of the Western Han Dynasty 

unearthed at Xi'an University of Technology (photo courtesy of 

Wang Baoping). 

 

 
Figure 3.15 Mural in the tomb of the Western Han dynasty 

unearthed at the Affiliated Primary School of Xi 'an Jiaotong 

University (photo courtesy of Zhang Minghui). 

 

 
Figure 3.16 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty 

unearthed in Etoke, Inner Mongolia (photo courtesy of Wang 

Zhihao) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.17 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Luoyang Locomotive Factory in 1990 (photo 

courtesy of Gao Hu). 
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Figure 3.18 Mural in the tomb M1 at the construction site of Goods 

and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, Shandong, in 2007 (photo 

courtesy of Zang Ruiquan) 

 

 
Figure 3.19 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Xingyuan village in in 1984 (photo courtesy of Gao 

Hu). 

 

 
Figure 3.20 Mural in the tomb of the of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed Xin’an county in 1984 (photo courtesy of Gao Hu). 

 

 
Figure 3.21 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Jingbian, Shaanxi province (photo courtesy of Zheng 

Minghui and Zhang Qingbo). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.22 Mural in the tomb of the Eastern Han dynasty 

unearthed at Anping, Hebei province (photo courtesy of Feng 

Ling). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.23 Mural in the tomb at Qujiangchi No. 1 in the southern 

suburbs of Xi'an, Shaanxi province (photo courtesy of Wang 

Baoping). 

 

 
Figure 3.24 The wall paintings in the tomb of the Eastern Han 

Dynasty unearthed in the south-central part of Inner Mongolia 

(photo courtesy of Wei Jian). 

 

 
Figure 3.25 Rendered reticulate masonry (photo courtesy of 

Adam, J. P.). 
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Figure 3.26 Rendering coat in three layers of decreasing thickness 

on a wall at Pompeii (photo courtesy of Adam, J. P.). 

 

 
Figure 3.27 Triple layer of rendering coat on a brick column 

(photo courtesy of Adam, J. P.). 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3.28 Underlayer of rendering coat, with furrows made with 

a trowel to give a good surface for adhesion. Pompeii, Temple of 

Vespasian (photo courtesy of Adam, J. P.). 

 
 

Figure 3.29 Wall-plaster with keying pattern for final coat. 

Vaison-la-Romaine (France), House of the Messii (photo courtesy 

of Ling, R.). 

 

 
Figure 3.30 Filippi (Greece), theatre. Fish plug carvings drawn in 

the first layer of plaster to help the next layer adhere (photo 

courtesy of Barbet, A.). 

 

 
Figure 3.31 Périgueux (France), Périgord Museum in Périgueux. 

Footprint of wall in stone blocks on the back of a portion of 

plaster (photo courtesy of Barbet, A.) 

 

 
 

Figure 3.32 Mural unearthed from the Cliff Tomb No.3 at 

Taliangzi of Guihuacun in Minzhu Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, in 

2002. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Jiang 

Cong). 

 
Figure 3.33 Mural unearthed from tomb M13 at the construction 

site of Goods and Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, Shandong, 

in 2007. Preserved in the Shandong Museum (photo courtesy of 

Li Zhengguang and Wang Zebing) 
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Figure 3.34 Mural in the tomb of the Western Han Dynasty 

unearthed at Xi'an University of Technology (photo courtesy of 

Wang Baoping). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.35 Mural in the Santa Rosa necropolis, Vatican City 

(photo courtesy of Musei Vativani) 

 

 
Figure 3.36 Mural in the Ostiense Sepulchre Necropolis, Rome 

(photo courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina Al Beni 

Culturali). 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.37 Mural in the Ostiense Sepulchre Necropolis, Rome 

(photo courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina Al Beni 

Culturali). 

 

 
Figure 3.38 Mural in the Columbaria near the mausoleum of the 

Scipios, late first century BC/ early first century AD (Multi-layer 

of rendering coat on a brick column. Photo courtesy of Sotterranei 

Di Roma). 

 
Figure 3.39 Mural in the tomb of the imperial freedman Ti. 

Claudius Nicanor on the via Nomentana after excavation, mid-

first century AD (photo courtesy of Borg, B.). 

 

 

 
Figure 3.40 Auxerre (France). Vaulabelle course. Auxerre 

Museum of Art and History. Fingerprints in clay or mortar of clay 

and straw; the gesture of the ancient craftsman is simulated by the 

restorer (photo courtesy of Allag, C). 

 
Figure 3.41 Sainte-Marguerite Island (France), Fort-Royal 

excavation. Footprint of wooden elements (poles or beams): traces 

of wooden veins, traces of sawdust, ledges intentionally created 

for better grip of the plaster (photo courtesy of Allag, C.). 

 



383 

 

 
Figure 3.42 Mural unearthed from the tomb of Bu qianqiu (photo 

courtesy of Gao Hu). 

 

 
Figure 3.43 Mural unearthed from the tomb of Qianjingtou (photo 

courtesy of Cai Mengke). 

 
Figure 3.44 Freehand sketch, house of the Small Fountain, 

Pompeii, IV Pompeian style, mid-1st century AD (photo courtesy 

of Allag, C.). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.45 Synopia on square, Oplontis, Villa A, atrium (photo: 

The Pompeian Painting, Naples, 2008, p.106). 

 

 
Figure 3.46 Frescoes from the house of the Lovers Casti, IV 

Pompeian style, 79 AD (photo courtesy of Barbet, A.). 

 
Figure 3.47 Wall painting: Door Guardians and Mythical Animal 

Unearthed from a mural tomb at Yingchengzi of Dalian, Liaoning, 

in 1931. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Tao 

Liang). 

 

 
Figure 3.48 Ascending Fairland Wall painting: Ascending 

Fairland. Unearthed from a mural tomb at Yingchengzi of Dalian, 

Liaoning, in 1931. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of 

Tao Liang) 

 

 
Figure 3.49 Wall painting: Ascending Fairland (117 AD), 

unearthed from the Cliff Tomb No.l at Bailinpo of Qijiang in 

Santai, Sichuan, in 2002. Preserved on the original site (photo 

courtesy of Jiang Cong). 
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Figure 3.50 Wall painting in the Bu Qianqiu tomb of the Western 

Han Dynasty unearthed in 1976 (photo courtesy of Gao Hu). 

 
Figure 3.51 Wall painting: The Sun. Unearthed from a Later 

Western Han Tomb in the Campus of Xi'an Jiaotong University in 

1987. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Minghui). 

 

 
Figure 3.52 Wall painting: Capital Pavilion and Humans Portrait 

(Detail) (Replica), Unearthed from Houyinshan Eastern Han tomb 

at Liangshanxian, Shandong, in 1953. Preserved on the original 

site (photo courtesy of Zheng Tongxiu) 

 

 
Figure 3.53 Wall painting: Fangxiang Shi (Regional Inspector). 

Unearthed from an Eastern Han Tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, 

Shaanxi, in 2000. Preserved in Shaanxi Provincial Institute of 

Archaeology (photo courtesy of Zhang Minghui). 

 
Figure 3.54 Painted plaster: Patron's Relatives Parade, From 

Rome, Patron's tomb, on the Latina Street (photo courtesy of 

Louvre Museum). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.55 Painting of a gladiator fight hosted by or held in 

honour of the deceased. (1st Century AD). Pompei, necropoli di 

Porta, Vesuvio, the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo 

courtesy of Engelmann, W.) 
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Figure 3.56 Fresco from Tomb 19 of the Necropolis of Isola Sacra. 

Scene of Dextrarum Iunctio (marriage union, photo courtesy of 

Ostiense Museum). 

 

 
Figure 3.57 Painted plaster: Patron's Relatives Parade, From 

Rome, Patron's tomb, on the Latina Street (photo courtesy of 

Louvre Museum). 

 

 
Figure 3.58 Wall painting: Dance Watching (Detail). Unearthed 

from tomb Ml at the construction site of Goods and Materials 

Bureau in Dongpingxian, Shandong, in 2007. Preserved in the 

Shandong Museum (photo courtesy of Zhang Ruiquan). 

 

 
Figure 3.59 Wall painting: Watching Performance. Unearthed 

from Eastern Han tomb at Mozuizi in Wuwei, Gansu, in 1989. 

Not Presearved (photo courtesy of Dang Shoushan) 

 

 
Figure 3.60 Wall painting: Winged Immortal. Unearthed from 

Tomb M7 of Western Han Dynasty at Wubashan of Honghuacun, 

Hanzuoxiang in Wuwei, Gansu, in 1984. Not preserved (photo 

courtesy of Yue Banghu) 

 

 
Figure 3.61 Wall painting: Portrait of a Man. Unearthed from 

Tomb M3 at west of Houshimiocun in Xinmi, Henan, in 1978. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Wei Dianchen) 

 



386 

 

 
Figure 3.62 Frescoes from the house of the Vettii, peristyle, IV 

Pompeian style, mid-1st century A.D. (photo courtesy of Barbet, 

A.). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.63 Mural in the tomb of the Western Han Dynasty 

unearthed at Xi'an University of Technology (photo courtesy of 

Wang Baoping). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.64 Mural in the tomb of the Western Han Dynasty 

unearthed at Xi'an University of Technology (photo courtesy of 

Wang Baoping). 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Grave-goods including pigment-pots (front left), from 

the tomb at Nida-Heddernheim. Frankfurt, Museum for Prehistory 

and Early History (photo courtesy of Barbet, A.) 

 

 
Figure 4.2 Cup with red colour, 1st century AD Pompeii, photo 

courtesy of Moormann, E. M.) 

 

 

 
Figure 4.3 Various forms of haematite (Fe2O3, photo courtesy of 

Wu Jinyong.) 

 

 
Figure 4.4 Cups with colour from Pompeii, Naples, National 

Archaeological Museum, inv. 112251, Amorphous lumps of the 

rubric that is red ocher based on iron oxides and hematite, (photo 

courtesy of Augusti. S.) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.5 Various forms of Cinnabar (HgS, photo courtesy of Wu 

Jinyong and Attila Gazo). 
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Figure 4.6 Cinnabar pigments found at pompeii  (photo courtesy of 

Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli.) 

 

 
Figure 4.7 Ocher quarries in Roussillon (France, photo courtesy of 

Barbet, A.) 

 
 

Figure 4.8 Various forms of red lead (Pb₃O₄, photo courtesy of Wu 

Jinyong.) 

 

 
Figure 4.9 Cup with colour from Pompeii 

Naples, National Archaeological Museum, inv. 112265 Sandyx or 

syricum was a red colour obtained artificially by calcification of 

yellow ocher (cerussa usta) based on red lead mixed with the 

rubric (photo courtesy of Augusti. S.) 

 

 
Figure 4.10 A photomicrograph of the red pigment under the white 
layer in the Dongping Han Tomb Mural (Red lead, photo courtesy 

of Xu, J. P.) 
 

 
Figure 4.11 Pine soot ink (pine carbon black, photo courtesy of 

Wu Jinyong.). 

 
Figure 4.12 Charcoal black (photo courtesy of Wu Jinyong.) 

 

 

 
Figure 4.13 Graphite (photo courtesy of Wu Jinyong. 
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Figure 4.14 Cup with black colour 1st century AD 

Pompeii (photo courtesy of Moormann, E. M.) 

 
Figure 4.15. Cup with colour from Pompeii, Naples, National 

Archaeological Museum, inv. 112228, The large white lumps 

made up of limestone clay, and fossil remains bear the stamp 

(photo courtesy of Augusti. S.) 

 

 
Figure 4.16 Cup with white colour, 1st century AD, Pompeii 

(photo courtesy of Moormann, E. M.) 

 

 
Figure 4.17 Limestone (photo courtesy of Wu Jinyong). 

 

 
Figure 4.18 Mollusc shells (photo courtesy of Wu Jinyong) 

 

 
Figure 4.19 Malachite green and azurite (photo courtesy of Attila 

Gazo.) 

 

 
Figure 4.20 Painted figurines (photo courtesy of Xia Junxian.) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.21 Funeral painting in the tomb at Dongping, Shandong 

Province (photo courtesy of Xu Pingjun). 
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Figure 4.22 Lapis lazuli (photo courtesy of Attila Gazo) 
 

Figure 4.23 Cup with blue colour, 1st century AD Pompeii (photo 

courtesy of Moormann, E. M.) 

 

 
Figure 4.24 Cup with colour from Pompeii 

Naples, National Archaeological Museum, inv. 117338 Remains of 

ceruleum, the blue colour of mineral origin, known to people as 

Pompeian blue (Egyptian Blue, photo courtesy of Augusti. S.) 

 

 
Figure 4.25 Vienne (France), archaeological site of Saint-Romain-

en-Gal. Contents of a container in which balls have been dried to 

obtain the Egyptian Blue (photo courtesy of Barbet, A.). 

 
 

Figure 4.26 Egyptian Blue (CaCuSi4O10, left), Han Blue 

(BaCuSi4O10, centre) and Han Purple (BaCuSi2O6, right). Under 

similar conditions, the substances Egyptian Blue and Han Blue 

strongly resemble one another. The smaller the grain size, the 

lighter is its appearance. Egyptian Blue is ground, whereas Han 

Blue is granular crystalline (photo courtesy of Heinz Berke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.27 Atlas showing the approximate ancient distribution of 

Egyptian Blue (blue) and Han Blue and Purple (pink). Red lines 

indicate the many ways of the silk roads, along with which not 

only trading occurred but also the exchange of ideas (photo 

courtesy of Heinz Berke.) 

 
Figure 4.28 Mineral goethite (photo courtesy of Fu Cunyang.) 

 

 
Figure 4.29 yellow ochre (photo courtesy of Fu Cunyang.) 
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Figure 4.30 Cup with colour from Pompeii 

Naples, National Archaeological Museum, inv. 112257 Yellow 

pigment (photo courtesy of Augusti. S.) 

 

 
Figure 4.31 Cup with yellow colour 1st century AD Pompeii 

(photo courtesy of Moormann, E. M.). 

 
Figure 4.32 mineral orpiment (arsenic sulphide, photo courtesy of 

Fu Cunyang.) 

 

 
Figure 4.33 yellow mineral massicot (photo courtesy of Fu 

Cunyang.) 

 

 
Figure 4.34 Han purple, (photo courtesy of Heinz Berke). 

 

 
 

Figure 4.35 Cup with colour from Pompeii 

Naples, National Archaeological Museum, inv. 117365 Purple 

colour, a lacquer of animal origin extracted from murex shells 

(photo courtesy of Augusti. S.) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4.36 Tyrian purple pigment (photo courtesy of 

Shutterstock.) 

 

 
Figure 4.37 Roman fresco from Boscoreale, the Villa of Publius 

Fannius Synistor, (photo courtesy of Bergmann, B. A.). 
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Figure 4.38 Roman frescoes from Boscoreale, the Villa of Publius 

Fannius Synistor, (photo courtesy of Bergmann, B. A.). 

 

 
Figure 4.39 Procession Scene, Eastern Han (176 AD) Height 143-

173 cm. Unearthed from the Eastern Han 

painting tomb at Lujiazhuang in Anping, Hebei, in 1971. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Feng Ling.) 

 

 
Figure 4.40 Feasting and Acrobatics Performance (Detail 1) 

Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Height 70 cm; Width ca. 360 cm 

Unearthed from Tomb 2 at west of Dahutingcun in Xinmi, Henan, 

in 1960, Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Cai 

Quanfa). 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.41 Inner side of east wall of tomb with garden painting 

with low lattice fence. Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, the 

tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo courtesy of Engelmann, 

W.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.42 Part of the "historical" frieze narrating the myth 

of the origins of Rome. The frieze decorated the walls of the 

family tomb of T. Statilius Taurus on the Esquiline at Rome (photo 

courtesy of Roma, Museo Nazionale Romano.) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.43 Bay Tree and Double Watchtowers (Detail) Eastern 

Han (25-220 AD）Height 132 cm; Width 86 cm Unearthed from 

Eastern Han mural tomb at Xiaobanshencun in Xindianzi, 

Horinger, Inner Mongolia, in 1972. Preserved on the original site 

(photo courtesy of Zheng Long.) 
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Figure 4.44 Sleeping Tent Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Height 198 

cm; Width 268 cm Unearthed from Eastern Han mural tomb at 

Xiaobanshencun in Xindianzi, Horinger, inner Mongolia, in 1972. 

Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Zheng Long). 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.45 Fuxi and Nvwa, Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) 

Unearthed from Bu Qianqiu’s tomb at Shaogoucun in Luoyang, 

Henan, in 1976. Preserved in Museum of Ancient Tombs in 

Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.46 Fuxi and Nvwa, Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) 

Unearthed from the Han tomb at Qianjingtou in western suburbs of 

Luoyang, Henan in 1992. Preserved in Museum of Ancient Tombs 

in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.47 Portrait of the Occupant (Detail) 

Late Eastern Han-Early Three Kingdom (around 220 AD) 

Unearthed from Tomb 2 at Zhucun in Eastern suburbs of 

Luoyang, Henan in 1991. Preserved in Museums of Ancient 

Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.48 Officials Holding Ax and Staff of Authority. Western 

Han (206 BC-25 AD) Said to be unearthed from Han tomb at 

Balitai of Luoyang, Henan" Fine Arts in Boston, U.S.A. (photo 

courtesy of Zhou Li and Gao Hu.) 

 

 
Figure 4.49 Greeting Guests Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) Said 

to be unearthed from Han tomb at Balitai of Luoyang, Henan, in 

1916. Preserved in Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, U.S.A. (photo 

courtesy of Zhou Li and Gao Hu.) 

 
Figure 4.50 Rising Immortal, Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) 

Unearthed from the Han tomb at Qianjingtou in western suburbs of 

Luoyang, Henan5 in 1992. Preserved in Museum of Ancient 

Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.51 Inner side of south wall of tomb with animal painting 

of a panther chasing a horse. Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, 

the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo courtesy of 

Engelmann, W.) 
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Figure 4.52 Southeast corner of tomb with curved platform 

decorated with painted plants. On the top are dates, eggs and nuts, 

in front is a swan and fruit. Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, 

the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo courtesy of 

Engelmann, W.) 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.53 Inner tomb east wall with painting of seated aedile, 

Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, the tomb of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus (photo courtesy of Engelmann, W.) 

 
Figure 4.54 West wall of inner tomb, Painting of Caius Vestorius 

Priscus entering a room which has writing implements and money 

on a table, and a couch. Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio, the 

tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo courtesy of Engelmann, 

W.) 

 

 
Figure 4.55 West end of inner side of north wall with painting of 

pomegranate tree laden with ripe fruits. Pompei, necropoli di 

Porta, Vesuvio, the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo 

courtesy of Engelmann, W.) 

 

 
Figure 4.56 Mural of the burial chamber of the tomb of Neuvy-

Pailloux (photo courtesy of Barbet, A.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.57 Columbaria of Pomponius Hylas, detail of painted 

vault decoration, Rome (photo courtesy of Newton, F. G. and 

Ashby, T.) 
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Figure 4.58. Portrait of Fuxi and Nüwa in the Mural of the Bu 

Qianqiu fresco-secco tomb of the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC-

25 AD), unearthed in 1976 (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.59 Portraits of Fuxi and Nüwa in the Mural of the fresco-

secco tomb of the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC-25 AD), 

unearthed at Qianjingtou village in 1992 (photo courtesy of Cai 

Mengke.) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.60 Portraits of Fuxi and Nüwa in the Mural of the fresco-

secco tomb of the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC-25 AD), 

unearthed at Cijian town, Xin'an County in 2000, (photo courtesy 

of Luoyang Ancient Art Museum). 

 
Figure 4.61 Fangxiang Shi (Regional Inspector) and Dragon and 

Tiger Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) Unearthed from Bu Qianqiu 

tomb at Shaogoucun in Luoyang, Henan, in 1976. Preserved in 

Museum of Ancient Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai 

Mengke.) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 4.62 Door Lintel and Pediment of a Hollow Brick Tomb. 

Western Han (206 BC-25 AD) Height 73.8 cm; Width 240.7 cm, 

resurrected from tomb at Balitai in Luoyang, Henan, in 1916. 

Preserved in Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, U.S.A. (photo 

courtesy of Zhou Li and Gao Hu.) 

 
Figure 4.63 Portrait of the Tomb Occupant on the Back Wall of 

the Tomb Chamber, Unearthed from Han tomb at Tieta Hill of 

Xin'an in Luoyang, Henan, in 1984. Preserved in Museum of 

Ancient Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Gao Hu). 

 

 
Figure 4.64 Painting of the scene of the hearing, Pompei, necropoli 

di Porta, Vesuvio, the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus (photo 

courtesy of Engelmann, W.) 

 
Figure 4.65 Feast Scene (1) Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Unearthed 

from the Cliff Tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of Guihuacun in Minzhu 

Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, in 2002. Preserved on the original 

site (photo courtesy of Jiang Cong). 

 

7 B 
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Figure 4.66 Feast Scene (2) Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Unearthed 

from the Cliff Tomb No.3 at Taliangzi of Guihuacun in Minzhu 

Town, Zhongjiang, Sichuan, in 2002. Preserved on the original site 

(photo courtesy of Jiang Cong). 

 

 
 

Figure 4.67 Guiding Chariot Late Eastern Han-Early Three-

Kingdom (around 220 AD) Unearthed from Tomb 2 at Zhucun in 

the Eastern suburbs of Luoyang, Henan, in 1991. Preserved in 

Museums of Ancient Tombs in Luoyang (photo courtesy of Zhang 

Jianzhong.) 

 

 
Figure 4.68 Scene of the Champs Elysees Painted spray. From the 

hypogea of the Octavii, bezel of the bottom wall (photo courtesy of 

Roman National Museum) 

 

 
Figure 4.69 Pompeii. Room 15, painting of banqueting scene from 

west wall of triclinium. Mid-first century AD, before 62, 

68*66cm, now in Naples Archaeological Museum. Inventory 

number 120029, (photo courtesy of soprintendenza archeologica 

delle province di Napoli e caserta.) 

 

 
Figure 4.70 Feasting and Acrobatics Performance (Detail 1) 

Eastern Han (25-220 AD) Height 70 cm; Width ca. 360 cm. 

Unearthed from Tomb 2 at west of Dahutingcun in Xinmi, Henan, 

in 1960. Preserved on the original site (photo courtesy of Cai 

Quanfa.) 

 
Figure 4.71 Fresco from the Via Portuense necropolis (photo 

courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano). 

 

 

 
Figure 4.72. Fresco from a tomb in Morlupo (photo courtesy of 

National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo.) 

 
Figure 4.73. Fresco from the tomb of Fadilla (photo courtesy of 

Sotterranei di Roma.) 
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Figure 4.74. Fresco from the tomb of Pomponius Hylas, (photo 

courtesy of Newton, F. G. and Ashby, T.) 

 
Figure 4.75. Fresco from the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus, 

Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio (photo courtesy of 

Engelmann, W.) 

 

 
Figure 4.76. Fresco from the tomb of Bu Qianqiu (photo courtesy 

of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.77. Fresco from the tomb of Qianjingtou Photo courtesy 

of Cai Mengke. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.78. Fresco from the Columbaria of via Taranto, (photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali). 

 
Figure 4.79. Fresco in the Tomb 19 from the Necropolis of Porto 

to Isola Sacra (photo courtesy of Museo Ostiense.) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.80 Fresco from the tomb at Or ha-Ner (photo courtesy of 

Yoram Tsafrir) 

 

 
Figure 4.81 Fresco from the tomb of the Three Brothers (photo 

courtesy of Syrian Heritage Archive) 
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Figure 4.82. Wall painting unearthed from Tomb at Shaogoucun in 

Luoyang (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.83. Fresco unearthed from Tomb 2 at west of 

Dahutingcun in Xinmi (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

Fugure 4.84. Fresco from the Columbaria of via Pescara (photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali) 

 

Figure 4.85. Frescoed tomb from the Via Portuense necropolis 

(photo courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.86. Fresco from a tomb in Morlupo 

(photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo). 

 

 

Figure 4.87. Fresco from the Columbara of via Pescara, (photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali). 

 
Figure 4.88. Detail of the grape vine painting from the Tomb of the 

Three Brothers (photo courtesy of Syrian Heritage Archive). 

 

 

Figure 4.89. Fresco from the Columbaria of via Pescara (photo 

courtesy Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali). 

 

https://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.fotosar.it%2Findex.php%3Fen%2F97%2Fsepulchres%2Fvisualizza%2F4339&psig=AOvVaw2ETecgyF5GkPd-YkKEKc1m&ust=1576499829746000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCND129TVt-YCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAK
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Figure 4.90. Fresco from the Tomb in Via parco archeologico of 

ostia antica, (photo courtesy of Museo Ostiense). 

 
Figure 4.91. Fresco from the tomb in Via Portuense necropolis 

(photo courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano) 

 

 
Figure 4.92. Frescoe from the tomb in Via Portuense necropolis 

(photo courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano) 

 

 

 
Figure 4.93. Fresco from the tomb of the Ottavi 

(photo courtesy of Museo Nazionale Romano) 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.94 Fresco unearthed from Bu Qianqiu's tomb (photo 

courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 

Figure 4.95 Fresco from the tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus, 

Pompei, necropoli di Porta, Vesuvio (photo courtesy of 

Engelmann, W.) 

 
Figure 4.96. Green Dragon (photo courtesy of Li Jinchun) 

 

 

 
Figure 4.97. White Tiger (photo courtesy Luoyang Ancient Art 

Museum). 
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Figure 4.98. Scarlet Bird (photo courtesy of Cai Mengke.) 

 

 
Figure 4.99. Xuanwu (photo courtesy of Li Jinchun). 

 
Figure 4.100. Fresco from the Columbaria of Villa Doria Pamphili 

(photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo). 

 

 
Figure 4.101. Fresco from Ostiense Sepulchre 

(photo: Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina Al Beni Culturali). 

 

 
Figure 4.102. Fresco from Patron's tomb (photo courtesy of Parigi, 

musée du Louvre.) 

 
 

Figure 4.103. Fresco from the columbaria of via Taranto (photo 

courtesy of Roma Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.) 

 

 
Figure 4.104. Fresco from a tomb in Morlupo (photo courtesy of 

National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.105 Fresco from the tomb in the Biopark (photo courtesy 

of Sotterranei di Roma.) 

 

 
Figure 4.106. Fresco from the Columbaria of Villa Doria Pamphili 

(photo courtesy of National Roman Museum at Palazzo Massimo). 
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Maps 

 

 

Map 1 Main wall-painted tomb mentioned from ancient Rome 

 

1 Columbaria of Villa Doria Pamphili (1st Century BC)  12 Tomb from necropolis of St. Paul 23 Tomb in the Biopark (210 AD) 

2 Columbaria of T. Statilius, (1st Century AD) 

  

13 Tomb from necropolis of Porto - Isola Sacra (90 AD) 24 Tomb of Ipogeo degli Ottavi (first half of the 2nd 

Century AD) 

3 Columbaria of the Scipios (40 AD)  14 Isola Sacra necropolis, tomb 19 (2nd Century AD) 25 Tomb in Morlupo (1st Century AD) 

4 Columbaria of the Codini vineyard (15 AD) 

  

15 Tomb of Via Portuense, (end of the 1st Century AD to 2nd 

half of the 2nd Century AD) 

26 Necropolis of the Via Laurentina (1st Century AD) 

5 Columbaria of Pomponius Hylas (30 AD) 16 Tomb of Patron, Via Latina (1st Century BC) 27 Tomb from necropolis of the via Laurentina, tomb 

34, of the Caecilii (1st Century BC) 

6 Columbaria of Scribonio Menofilo (10 AD)  17 Tomb of the Nasoni (150 AD) 28 Tomb of Caius Vestorius Priscus  (1st Century AD) 

7 Columbaria of via Pescara (120 AD)  18 Tomb of Fadilla (150) 29 Tomb of Crispia Salvia (2nd Century AD) 

8 Columbaria of Patlacius Maximus (80 AD) 

  

19 Tomb of Pancratii - First Burial Chamber (2nd Century 

AD) 

30 Tomb of the Three Brothers  (2nd Century AD) 

9 Tomb from necropolis of villa Pamphili (10 AD)  20 Tomb of the Equinoxes (125 AD) 31 Tomb at Or ha-Ner (1st to 4th centuries AD) 

10 Ostiense tomb (0?)  21 Cestia Pyramid (12 AD)   

11 Ostiense necropolis (80 AD) 

 

22 Tomb of the Pancrazi (190 AD)   
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Map 2 Main wall-painted tomb mentioned from the Han Dynasty of China 

 

1 Han tomb at Shiyuan of Mangdangshan in Yongcheng, 

Henan (206 BC-25 AD) 

  

15 Tomb M1 at west of Houshiguocun in Xinmi. Henan 

（25-220 AD） 

29 A Tomb to the South of Village No. 2 of 

Yangqiaopan in Jingbian, Shaanxi (9-23 AD) 

2 Tomb at Balitai in Luoyang, Henan (206 BC-25 AD) 16 Tomb M3 at west of Houshiguocun in Xinmi. Henan (25-

220 AD) 

 

30 A Han Tomb in Haotan Township of Dingbian, 

Shaanxi (9-220 AD) 

3 Bu Qianqiu’s tomb at Shaogoucun in Luoyang, Henan 

(206 BC-25 AD) 

  

17 Han tomb at Changcun of Wangcunxiang in Xingyang, 

Henan (25-220 AD) 

32 An Eastern Han Tomb at Yangyicun of Yangqiaopan 

in Jingbian, Shaanxi (25-220 AD) 

4 The Han tomb at Qianjingtou in western suburbs of 

Luoyang, Henan （206 BC-25 CE） 

18 The tomb of Han Dynasty in Xuzhou, Jiangsu (25-225 

AD) 

 

32 An Eastern Han Tomb at Baizicun in Xunyi, Shaanxi 

(25-220 AD) 

5 Tomb 61 at Shaogoucun in Luoyang, Henan (206 BC-

25 AD) 

  

19 Tomb M1 at the construction site of Goods and Materials 

Bureau in Dongpingxian, Shandong (9-88 AD) 

33 Tomb M1 at Fenghuangshan in Otog Banner, Inner 

Mongolia （25-220 AD） 

6 Han tomb at brickyard of Lihecun in Cijian of Xin'an, 

Henan (206 BC-25 AD) 

  

20 Tomb Ml13 at the construction site of Goods and 

Materials Bureau in Dongpingxian, Shandong (9-88 AD) 

34 Tomb M1 at Galutu in Uxin Banner, Inner Mongolia 

（25-220 AD） 

7 Han tomb at Jinguyuancun in Luoyang, Henan, （9-23 

CE） 

  

21 Houyinshan Eastern Han tomb at Liangshanxian, 

Shandong (25-220 AD) 

35 Tomb M1 at Milanhao in Otog Banner, Inner 

Mongolia (25-220 AD) 

8 Han tomb at southwest of Xincun, Gaolong of Yanshi 

in Luoyang, Henan (9-23 AD） 

  

22 Tomb at Yingchengzi of Dalian, Liaoning (25-220 AD) 36 Eastern Han mural tomb at Xiaobanshencun in 

Xindianzi, Horinger, Mongolia （25-220 AD） 

9 Han tomb at south of Yituncun, Fengli in Yiyang, 

Henan (9-23 AD) 

  

23 An Eastern Han tomb at Nanjiaojie of Liaoyang, Liaoning. 

(25-220 AD) 

37 Han tomb at Zaoyuancun in Pinglu, Shanxi (9-23 

AD） 

10 Tomb 689 at the dwelling district of petrol dump in 

northern suburbs of Luoyang, Henan (25-220 AD） 

 

24 The No.3 mural tomb at Beiyuan of Liaoyang, Liaoning 

(25-220 AD) 

38 Eastern Han tomb at Wangcun in Xiaxian. Shanxi 

(25-220 AD) 

11 Han tomb at the power plant of Shouyangshan, 

Xingyuancun in Yanshi, Henan (25-220 AD) 

25 The Eastern Han painting tomb at Lujiazhuang in Anping, 

Hebei (176 AD) 

 

39 Tomb M7 of Western Han Dynasty at Wubashan of 

Honghuacun, Hanzuoxiang in Wuwei, Gansu (206 

BC-25 AD) 

 

12 Han tomb at Tieta Hill of Xin’an in Luoyang, Henan 

(25-220 AD） 

 

26 A Later Western Han Tomb in the Campus of Xi'an 

Jiaotong University (206 BC - 25 AD） 

40 Eastern Han tomb at Mozuizi in Wuwei, Gansu (25-

220 AD) 

13 Tomb 2 at Zhucun in estern suburbs of Luoyang, 

Henan (around 220 AD) 

 

27 A Western Han Tomb in the Campus of Xi’an University 

of Technology (206 BC - 25 AD) 

41 The Cliff Tomb No.l at Bailinpo of Qijiang in Santai, 

Sichuan （117 AD） 

14 Tomb 2 at west of Dahutingcun in Xinmi, Henan (25-

220 AD)  

28 Tomb No. 1 in Qujiang New District of Xian, Shaanxi 

(206 BC - 25 AD) 

42 The Cliff Tomb No.3 in Minzhu Town, Zhongjiang, 

Sichuan (25-220 CE） 
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