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A Study on the Painted Lacquered Screen from the
Northern Wei Tomb of Sima Jinlong

Hsieh Cheng-fa

The painted lacquered screen from the Northern Wei tomb of Sima Jinlong is an
important specimen of Six Dynasties painting. The purpose of the present study is
twofold: first, to discuss the development of Chinese painting during this period based
on the Sima Jinlong screen; and second, to reconstruct the sequencing of the five
painted lacquered fragments according to the interrelation of the images, and to examine
the images’ form and meaning with a comprehensive analysis of the pictorial contents
and entailed cartouches. Besides depicting exemplary women, virtuous ministers, filial
sons, and the Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove, the lacquered screen also contains
many excerpted texts that are didactic, moralizing in nature. The “Becoming Fragile
upon Approaching the Deep” (linshen liipo) episode at the very bottom of the screen’s
back, for instance, sincerely reminds the viewer of the virtue of conducting oneself with
caution and discretion. Accordingly, images on the front side of the Sima Jinlong screen
relates the ideals for public conduct, whereas those on the back concerns private
cultivation. From the motivations behind the composition of the images to the contents
of the moralizing texts, the screen admittedly embodied the Northern Wei family codes
and instructions from the departed elders, which readily resonated with the living ethics
of the elites of the time. Therefore, it is likely that the screen was placed next to a chair
frequented by Sima Jinlong while he was still alive, more or less as a constant reminder
of ideal conduct. It was then buried with its owner upon his death in the eighth year of
the Taihe era (484).

Keywords: Tomb of Sima Jinlong, Painted lacquered Screen, Northern Wei, Lienii
tu, Painted tiles of the Seven Sages of Bamboo Grove.
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