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<Abstract>

The Implications of the Goryeo Mural Tombs
in Northeast Asian Visual Art

Ji Minkyung*

This study examines the art historical significance of mural tombs in Northeast
Asia through a comparison of mural tombs from tenth to fourteenth century of China
and the Goryeo Dynasty of Korea, Mural tombs have commonly been perceived as
ritual art whose symbolic images and motifs represent concepts pertaining to death and
afterlife, In this perspective, the implications of tomb murals were limited to decorative
and functional properties of ancient pictorial arts, However, recently discovered
tombs from the Liao through Yuan Dynasties suggest that mural tombs are socio-
cultural products that have broader meanings rather than ritual arts in the traditional
perspective, First, these mural tombs show significant changes in many aspects, such
as their scale and patron, and the themes and styles of their murals, These changes
reflect the socio-economic changes in this period, Second, most of these tomb murals
represent popular images that were commonly seen in various other media including
woodblock prints illustrations and ceramic decorations, This popularization of images
shows how the visual culture was shared in Northeast Asia, Under this broad context of
cultural changes in Northeast Asia, T will discuss the significance of the Goryeo mural
tombs while investigating mural tombs in the early and late period of the Goryeo and its
corresponding period of China,

When the Tang died out, its royal culture that flourished in Central Plain was
disseminated and developed in the northern regions by the royal families and aristocrats
of Five Dynasties and the Liao Dynasty, Based on this classic culture of the Medieval
Period accomplished by the Tang, various cultures of northern states including the
Goryeo formed a new northern culture that was exclusively shared among the upper

classes of those states, Therefore, the Goryeo tomb murals in this time show the popular

+PhD Candidate in Chinese Art History, East Asian Languages & Civilizations, University of Pennsylvania
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painting styles of the northern area, which were influenced by the Tang court paintings.
In the early Goryeo period, the styles and themes in visual arts of this northern culture
were also reflected in royal tomb murals, For example, in Hyunreung, the mausoleum
of King Taejo, the murals depict the images of pine trees, plum trees, and bamboo,
whose styles had long been developed from the Tang Flower —and — Bird paintings,

After conquering Mainland China, the Yuan promoted and enjoyed the highly
developed culture of the Song and Jin that it had subverted, As a result, the regional
cultures of former times were introduced to the wider regions by vigorous material
circulation and population movements between northern and southern areas, In this
process, the mural tombs with unique styles-small, single-chambered, and made of
brick — which were mainly designed for the middle class in Central Plain spread to other
regions, At the same time, the visual materials became popular because of the increased
production and reduced cost from the improved economic structure in the Yuan Dynasty,
This process also explains how upper-class traditions were adopted by and adapted to
the middle-class culture, For example, the motifs of literati paintings in tomb murals of
the middle class show that they desired and emulated the culture of the upper class,

In the late period, the Goryeo mural tombs also changed significantly due to the
cultural inflow from the Yuan, In northern regions near Gaegyeong, the capital city of
the Goryeo, the flower and tree motifs of the early tombs disappeared from the murals,
On the other hand, the images of the twelve directional animals reappeared as a main
theme in funerary art long after its first introduction in the Silla Dynasty, Simultaneously,
unique mural tombs began to be made in southern regions that are far from the capital
area, In particular, Bak Ik's tomb, one of the tombs in the late Goryeo period in
southern region of South Korea bears a markedly strong resemblance to the tombs of the
Jin and Yuan, The subject matters such as the banquet scenes and the pictorial images
of the theme Three Friends of Winter that were common in contemporaneous mural
tombs of China are also observed in Bak Ik’s tomb murals, As such, the comparison of
Bak Ik’s tomb and Yuan tombs helps understand how the cultures of different regions

communicated each other, and how the visual cultural elements were delivered,
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