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Abstract

The Chaoyuan Tu in the Sanqing Hall of Yongle Palace is one of the largest extant
Daoist murals in China and one of the works of the highest artistic value. Taking
the headdress imagery in Chaoyuan Tu as its point of departure, this paper
combines iconological methods with an archaeological perspective to
systematically explore the mechanisms through which its iconographic system is
constructed. The study argues that the headdresses in Chaoyuan Tu are not
independent decorative elements, but rather a core symbolic system for
constructing the hierarchical order of the Daoist pantheon. By analyzing the
formal features, ornamental composition, and use of color in four major types of
headdresses—mian crowns, phoenix crowns, jinxian crowns, and floral
crowns—this paper reveals the interaction between headdress imagery and the
human system of ceremonial dress, as well as the Daoist aesthetic thought and
concepts of hierarchy embedded within it. It further extends from headdresses to
the overall costume system, line language, color system, and compositional layout,
thereby constructing a complete iconological interpretive framework for
Chaoyuan Tu. The study shows that the iconographic system of Chaoyuan Tu not
only inherits the excellent traditions of Tang and Song mural art, but also achieves
creative transformation within the cultural context of the Yuan dynasty,
embodying the Daoist aesthetic pursuit of “the unity of Heaven and humanity.”
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1. Introduction: Headdresses as a Unique Perspective in

Iconological Research

Yongle Palace is located in Ruicheng County, Yuncheng City, Shanxi Province. Built
during the Yuan dynasty between 1247 and 1362, it is the only extant Yuan-dynasty
Daoist architectural complex. The mural Chaoyuan Tu in the Sanqing Hall is 4.6
meters high, 94.68 meters long, and covers an area of 403.34 square meters. It
contains 286 deity figures and is the largest extant ancient mural in China in terms
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of single-wall area. With the theme of “paying homage to the Primordial,” Chaoyuan
Tu depicts a grand scene in which the gods of the Daoist pantheon pay homage to
Yuanshi Tianzun. It is regarded as a model example of the artistic style known as
“Wu-style drapery as if blown by the wind.”

Previous studies of Chaoyuan Tu have mostly focused on its overall artistic style,
painting techniques, Daoist pantheon, or costume culture, while specialized
research on headdresses has been relatively limited. As an important component of
headwear, headdresses were among the principal markers of status and rank in
ancient society, and their symbolic value far exceeded their practical function. In
Chaoyuan Tu, the headdress imagery conveys a vast amount of information. It not
only reflects the Yuan-dynasty painters’ superb modeling ability, but also carries
profound cultural meanings related to ritual institutions and Daoist aesthetic
thought.

Headdresses offer a distinctive point of entry for iconological research for three
reasons. First, their forms, patterns, and colors are highly symbolic, which makes
them suitable for systematic classification and comparative study. Second,
headdresses are directly related to the identities and hierarchical positions of the
deities, and can therefore serve as key clues for iconological interpretation. Third,
headdresses function as a cultural medium connecting the divine realm and the
human world: they borrow from the human ceremonial dress system while also
incorporating distinctly Daoist symbolic elements. Thus, by taking headdresses as
the starting point, one can deeply reveal the internal logic and cultural meaning of
the iconographic system of Chaoyuan Tu.

This paper employs documentary research, iconological analysis, and comparative
research methods. Drawing on the findings of two master’s theses, it takes the
headdress imagery in Chaoyuan Tu as its core object of study. It extends upward to
the overall costume system and visual language, and downward to the deeper
cultural connotations and aesthetic thought, in order to construct a complete

iconological interpretive system for Chaoyuan Tu.

2. Classification of Headdress Forms and the Expression of
Hierarchical Order

In Chaoyuan Tu, 45 deities wear mian crowns, 88 deities wear jinxian crowns, and
there are also various other types of headgear, including phoenix crowns, floral
crowns, small crowns, golden crowns, phoenix-wing crowns, and wind caps. These
headdresses were not painted arbitrarily; rather, they strictly follow the logic of
hierarchical order and correspond to the relative status of the deities within the

Daoist pantheon.

2.1. Mian Crowns: The Highest-Ranking Ritual Crown

The mian crown was the highest-ranking ritual crown in ancient China and was used
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exclusively on major ceremonial occasions such as sacrifices. According to the “Sifu”
section of the Rites of Zhou, different ranks in the Zhou dynasty were already
assigned different types of mian crowns: “When the king sacrifices to Haotian
Shangdi, he wears the great fur robe and the mian crown; when he sacrifices to the
Five Emperors, he does the same; when he offers sacrifices to former kings, he
wears the gunmian; when he offers sacrifices to former lords or participates in
ceremonial archery, he wears the bianmian.” The mian crown consists of a crown
board and a tongtian crown. The crown board is round in the front and square at the
back, with the rear one inch higher than the front and slightly inclined forward,
symbolizing the ruler’s concern for the people. Several strings of pendants hang
from the front and back of the crown board, and the number of these pendants
varies according to rank.

In Chaoyuan Tu, six of the eight principal deities are male deities wearing mian
crowns. These include the Supreme Jade Emperor of the Golden Palace of Haotian,
the Central Heaven Ziwei North Pole Great Emperor, the South Pole Longevity
Emperor, the Eastern Pole Qinghua Taiyi Savior Tianzun, the Gouchen Upper Palace
Heavenly Emperor, and Donghua Xiangmu Gong Qingtong Daojun. These principal
deities occupy the highest level in the Daoist pantheon, and their wearing of mian
crowns reflects their supreme status. The form of the mian crowns in the mural is
relatively close to the ceremonial dress system of the Song dynasty, while also
showing certain innovations. The crown board is round in the front and square at
the back. A tianhe band passes through the center of the crown board, hangs down
past the ears, and reaches below the seat. The tongtian crown beneath the board is
exquisitely shaped, and on both sides there are triangular long decorative strips that
fold outward, ps_si}y a transformed version of the nayan ornament.

Figure 1. The Great Emperor of Longevity of the South

It is worth noting that the form of the mian crowns in Chaoyuan Tu does not fully

conform to the Yuan-dynasty ceremonial dress system, but instead reproduces

earlier ceremonial dress traditions, especially those of the Song dynasty. The “Yufu I”
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section of the History of Yuan records: “At the beginning of the Yuan state, affairs
were still in a rudimentary stage; crowns, garments, carriages, and conveyances all
followed older customs. When Shizu unified the empire, he drew near models from
Jin and Song and distant models from Han and Tang.” When selecting crown types,
Yuan-dynasty painters tended to use Han, Tang, and Song forms that possessed
traditional authority rather than Yuan-specific styles. This to some extent reflects

folk painters’ recognition of and respect for traditional ritual culture.

2.2. Phoenix Crowns: Noble Symbols of Female Principal Deities

The phoenix crown was a headdress worn by women in ancient China during
ceremonies and sacrificial rites, and it was known for its supreme dignity. Within
the human ceremonial dress system, the form of the phoenix crown was strictly
regulated according to rank. The “Yufu III” section of the History of Song records:
“The empress’s head ornaments consist of twelve large floral ornaments, with small
flowers equal in number to the large ones, together with two side hairpieces. The
crown is decorated with nine dragons and four phoenixes. The consort’s head
ornaments consist of nine floral ornaments, with small flowers equal in number,
together with two side hairpieces, and the crown is decorated with nine pheasants
and four phoenixes.”

In Chaoyuan Tu, the two female principal deities—]inmu Yuanjun and Houtu
Huangdigi—both wear phoenix crowns, though their forms differ. Jinmu Yuanjun
wears a dragon-and-phoenix floral hairpin crown, with the Daoist symbol of the Kun
trigram at the center of the crown body and a buyao ornament on each side of the
crown ring. Houtu Huangdiqi’s phoenix crown is generally triangular in shape, with
two flame-pattern ornaments in the center. These formal differences may reflect
subtle distinctions in the status of the two principal female deities within the Daoist

pantheon.
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Figure 3. Imperial Sovereign of Earth

Figure 2. Queen Mother of the West

Compared with the phoenix crowns of Song-dynasty empresses, those in Chaoyuan
Tu show significant differences. The dragon-and-phoenix floral hairpin crown worn
by Empress Zhu of Emperor Qinzong of Song contains images of wandering dragons;
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three side hairpieces extend from the back of the crown to above the shoulders, and
the crown is decorated with figure motifs, most of them female. By contrast, the
phoenix crowns in Chaoyuan Tu do not include figure motifs. Their overall
appearance is simpler and more solemn, highlighting the Daoist aesthetic quality of
“clarity and emptiness.”

2.3. Jinxian Crowns and Floral Crowns: Markers of Civil Officials and
Jade Maidens

The jinxian crown appeared in the Han dynasty. Its name derives from the
responsibility of the Three Excellencies and feudal lords to recommend and
introduce worthy men to the emperor. In the Han dynasty, the jinxian crown
consisted of seven parts: the zhantong, beams, roof, gathering element, jieze, yanti,
and ear ornaments. The number of beams indicated differences in official rank. In
Chaoyuan Tu, 88 deities wear jinxian crowns, making it the most frequently used
type of headdress. Its form differs somewhat from that of the Han dynasty, and the
number of beams includes three, four, and five. The widespread use of the jinxian
crown reflects the richness of civil-official categories within the Daoist pantheon.

The floral crown is a headdress primarily decorated with flowers. It originated in
the Tang dynasty and became popular in the Song dynasty, and was mostly used by
women. In Chaoyuan Tu, apart from the Mother of Lightning, the Water Star Lord,
and the Venus Star Lord, the deities wearing floral crowns are mainly jade maidens
standing on both sides of the principal deities. These floral crowns are decorated
with large pearls, jeweled ornaments, phoenix hairpins, and golden hairpins. Their

patterns are mainly floral, and their outer rings are often surrounded by ruyi cloud

motifs, embodying the aesthetic pursuit of “the unity of Heaven and humanity.”

Lt .

Figure 4. Golden Star Figure 5. Water Star
Through the classification and statistical analysis of headdress forms, one can
clearly see the strict hierarchical order in Chaoyuan Tu: the principal deities wear
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mian crowns or phoenix crowns, representing the highest rank; civil officials wear
jinxian crowns, representing the middle rank; military generals wear small crowns
or forehead bands, representing a special rank; and jade maidens wear floral crowns
or no crowns, representing an auxiliary rank. This order borrows from the human
ceremonial dress system while being reorganized according to the Daoist pantheon,
thereby forming a complete system of divine hierarchical markers.

3. A Semiotic Interpretation of Headdress Patterns

The decorative patterns on the headdresses in Chaoyuan Tu are rich and varied.
They mainly include three categories: animal patterns, floral and cloud patterns, and
geometric and other patterns. These motifs are not merely decorative; rather, they
form a symbolic system with specific meanings and carry Daoist thought and
cultural connotations.

3.1. Dragon and Phoenix Patterns: Supreme Symbols of Power and
Status

Dragon and phoenix patterns are among the most prominent representative motifs
of the Chinese nation. They symbolize auspiciousness, supreme power, and elevated
status. In Chaoyuan Tu, dragon and phoenix motifs mainly appear on the
headdresses of the principal deities, highlighting the exalted position of the eight
principal deities within the Daoist pantheon.

The Jade Emperor wears a twelve-pendant mian crown. Beneath the crown board,
the tongtian crown is decorated with two dragon motifs. The two dragons stand
opposite each other on the left and right; the corners of their mouths extend beyond
their eyes, they have three-clawed feet, and they hold no pearl in their mouths.
Between the two dragons, however, three blue-green precious beads are arranged
in a triangular pattern. The mian crowns of the South Pole Longevity Emperor and
the Central Heaven Ziwei North Pole Great Emperor also each contain two dragon
motifs in the same position, with similar forms. This layout of dragon motifs
corresponds to the description in the “Yufu I” section of the History of Yuan:
“Around the crown, pearls, clouds, and dragons are netted together, with
kingfisher-green pendants and pearls.”

The phoenix crowns of the female principal deities are decorated with phoenix
motifs. On Houtu Huangdiqi’'s phoenix crown, there is a phoenix-pattern buyao on
both the left and right sides. The phoenixes hold nothing in their mouths, the two
sides are completely symmetrical, their wings spread outward, and their outer
contours form an arc. On Jinmu Yuanjun's crown, there are three phoenix motifs
located above the Eight Trigrams motif at the top of the crown body. Two smaller
phoenix motifs are placed on the left and right, while the largest phoenix motif sits
above and between them. Together, the three phoenix motifs form a triangular
arrangement, producing a solemn and awe-inspiring visual effect.
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It is worth noting that both female principal deities’ phoenix crowns also contain
dragon motifs. Houtu Huangdiqi’s phoenix crown has two dragon motifs on each
side, distributed on the lower-middle left and right sections of the crown body.
Jinmu Yuanjun’s phoenix crown is decorated with eight dragon motifs, distributed
across the central section and the lower left and right sides of the crown body. The
combined use of dragon and phoenix motifs not only enhances visual magnificence,
but also implies the Daoist philosophical idea of the harmony of yin and yang and

the correspondence between gian and kun, Heaven and Earth.

3.2. Floral Patterns and Cloud Patterns: A Poetic Expression of Natural
Aesthetics

The most common motifs on the crowns and caps of the deities in Chaoyuan Tu are
floral patterns. Almost every divine crown or cap is decorated with flowers. Floral
motifs often appear together with cloud motifs. Their forms retain the overall
characteristics of the flower while taking a simple flower center and petals as the
basic structure, and then adding ruyi cloud patterns, cloud-vapor patterns, or other
transformed cloud motifs around the outer ring.

The types of floral motifs are diverse, including baoxiang flowers, lotus flowers, and
crabapple flowers. However, all floral motifs on the crowns and caps are abstracted
to some extent. Compared with naturalistic flower forms, they are simplified and
combined with outer rings and ruyi cloud motifs, forming a new compositional
structure. This method reflects the traditional Chinese aesthetic pursuit of
“discarding the outer likeness in order to grasp the spirit.”

The ruyi cloud motif is one of China’s auspicious patterns. Dominated by curved
lines and graceful forms, it symbolizes good fortune and fulfillment. Ancient people
entrusted their feelings to objects, hoping through such motifs to pray for favorable
weather, ease, and smoothness in life. The combination of ruyi cloud motifs and
floral patterns is the most frequently seen decorative form on the crowns and caps
in Chaoyuan Tu. For example, the small crown of the White Tiger True Lord is
decorated with floral motifs above which appear ruyi cloud patterns, while a flower
branch extends outward from the center of the crown. The floral crown of the

Mother of Lightning has two floral motifs in the center, surrounded by ruyi cloud

motifs. The golden crown of the Thunder Lord contains two ruyi cloud motifs.

| S
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Figure 6. Cloud motif

3.3. Geometric Patterns and Daoist Symbols: Direct Markers of
Religious Identity

Geometric patterns also occupy an important position among the decorative motifs
on headdresses. The double-circle pattern is the most common geometric form
among the crowns and caps in Chaoyuan Tu. It usually appears on the forehead
section of the crown. For example, the crown of the White Tiger True Lord has three
double-circle ornaments on its forehead, each using a large circle enclosing a
smaller circle as its basic form and combined with linear elements. This
double-circle motif may originate from ancient cosmological ideas concerning
“round Heaven and square Earth.”

Even more distinctive are the Daoist symbols on the headdresses. At the center of
Jinmu Yuanjun’s phoenix crown appears the Kun trigram, which represents Earth,
yin, and motherhood among the Eight Trigrams, and corresponds to Jinmu
Yuanjun’s identity as a female principal deity. At the center of the Eight Trigrams
Deity’s crown body appears an Eight Trigrams motif, clearly marking the deity’s
Daoist identity. The use of these religious symbols makes the headdress not only a

marker of hierarchy, but also a visual carrier of Daoist belief.

4. The Color System of Headdresses and Five-Phase Aesthetics

The color application in Chaoyuan Tu follows the traditional Five-Phase color theory.
It takes blue-green, red, white, black, and yellow as its major colors, forming a
distinctive color aesthetic system. As an important component of the overall color
system, the colors of the headdresses follow unified aesthetic principles while also

reflecting differences in rank and Daoist thought.

4.1. The Symbolic Meaning of the Five-Phase Colors

The traditional Chinese Five-Phase colors themselves carry symbolic meanings and
natural attributes. Blue-green corresponds to the east, where all things grow and
branches and leaves flourish; in the Five Phases, it belongs to Wood. Red arises from
the south, where molten metal and scorching sunlight prevail; it belongs to Fire.
White indicates the west, associated with autumn rain and falling leaves; it belongs
to Metal. Black shines in the north, associated with the depths of winter, frozen skies,
and closed earth; it belongs to Water. Yellow symbolizes the center, where Heaven is
dark and Earth is yellow, and all things return to stillness; it belongs to Earth.

The use of Five-Phase colors in the headdresses of Chaoyuan Tu reflects this
symbolic system. Research shows that blue-green is the most widely used color in
headdress imagery and covers the largest area, giving the overall image a cool-toned
quality. This choice corresponds to the Daoist aesthetic pursuit of “clarity, emptiness,

mystery, and stillness,” and is also consistent with Daoism'’s reverence for “following
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nature.”

4.2. The Correspondence Between Color and Rank

The use of color in the headdresses is not arbitrary, but corresponds to the rank of
the deities. The headdresses of the principal deities are the richest and brightest in
color. They often use highly saturated mineral pigments such as azurite blue,
malachite green, cinnabar, and ochre, supplemented by raised-gold techniques, in
order to highlight the deities’ noble status. The headdresses of secondary deities are
relatively elegant and restrained, and the lower the rank, the simpler the color
scheme.

This color hierarchy echoes the human ceremonial dress system. The Tang liudian
stipulates: “The Son of Heaven'’s clothing uses bright red; the crown prince’s clothing
uses scarlet; officials of the third rank and above wear purple; those of the fifth rank
and above wear vermilion; those of the seventh rank and above wear green; and
those of the ninth rank and above wear blue-green.” Although the color distribution
in Chaoyuan Tu is not entirely identical to the Tang system, its hierarchical logic of
color is consistent with it.

4.3. The Technical Wisdom of Color Craftsmanship

The fact that the headdresses in Chaoyuan Tu have remained vivid after more than
seven hundred years is due to the mural’s distinctive choice of pigments and
painting techniques. The mural was painted with natural mineral pigments, many of
which were made by grinding minerals and gemstones. These pigments have a
strong granular texture, bright colors, and resistance to fading. Azurite blue,
malachite green, cinnabar, and ochre are the main colors used, while plant-based
pigments such as gamboge and rouge were also employed for color adjustment,
enhancing the beauty and visual impact of the image.

In terms of painting technique, the artists used the method of “raised plaster and
applied gold.” On decorative parts of the headdresses such as hairpins and jeweled
ornaments, raised plaster was applied to create a three-dimensional effect, and gold
leaf was then attached, giving the headdresses a splendid and magnificent visual
appearance. This technique first originated in the Han dynasty, flourished during the
Tang and Song dynasties, and reached a new height in its application in Chaoyuan
Tu.

5. From Headdresses to the Construction of the Overall
Iconographic System

Headdresses are an important component of the iconographic system of Chaoyuan
Tu, but they are by no means isolated elements. Taking headdresses as the entry
point allows one to gradually construct a complete iconological interpretive
framework for Chaoyuan Tu, including the costume system, line language, color
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system, compositional layout, and other dimensions.

5.1. The Integrity of Headdresses and the Costume System

The costume system in Chaoyuan Tu is an integrated whole. As headwear,
headdresses combine with garments, footwear, and accessories to form the identity
markers of the deities. Research shows that there is a strict correspondence
between headdresses and clothing: those wearing mian crowns wear mian robes;
those wearing phoenix crowns wear ornate female garments; those wearing jinxian
crowns wear official robes; and those wearing floral crowns mostly wear flowing
immortal skirts.

This correspondence between crown and robe borrows from the human ritual
tradition of formal ceremonial dress while also incorporating Daoist aesthetic
concepts. For example, the Jade Emperor wears a mian crown and mian robe,
reflecting his supreme status as the “Supreme Jade Emperor of the Golden Palace of
Haotian.” Jinmu Yuanjun wears a phoenix crown and ornate female garments,
highlighting her identity as the female deity “White-Jade Turtle Terrace Nine-Spirit
Supreme True Jinmu Yuanjun.” The jade maidens, by contrast, wear floral crowns
and flowing immortal skirts, emphasizing their auxiliary and service-oriented
identities.

5.2. The Coordination Between Headdresses and Line Language

The line art of Chaoyuan Tu is exceptionally refined and is praised as a model of
“Wu-style drapery as if blown by the wind.” The mural’s lines inherit the techniques
of iron-wire drawing and Wu Daozi’s orchid-leaf drawing. They are smooth, free, full,
graceful, dynamic, and decorative. The line drawing of the headdresses also reflects
this superb technique.

The lines of the patterns on the headdresses are extremely delicate. The winding
fluidity of the dragon motifs, the graceful extension of the phoenix motifs, the soft
roundness of the floral motifs, and the airy motion of the cloud motifs all
demonstrate the painters’ outstanding command of line. More importantly, the lines
of the headdresses form a unified rhythm with the lines of the figures’ clothing folds,
auspicious clouds, and background elements, thereby achieving an artistic effect in
which “form and spirit are both present.”

5.3. The Internal Relationship Between Headdresses and the Color
System

As discussed above, the color system of Chaoyuan Tu is based on the theory of the
Five-Phase colors, and the colors of the headdresses are an important part of this
overall system. The colors of the headdresses, garments, background, and ritual
objects together create a harmonious and unified pictorial effect.

In terms of color application, headdresses often play a finishing or highlighting role.
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The headdresses of the principal deities are bright and prominent, forming contrast
with the surrounding colors and emphasizing their central status. The headdresses
of secondary deities are relatively soft in color and blend into the overall tone. The
headdresses of the jade maidens are elegant and fresh, adding depth and layering to
the image. This color arrangement follows the principle of unity and harmony while

also reflecting the logic of hierarchical difference.

5.4. Headdresses and the Hierarchical Presentation of Composition

Chaoyuan Tu adopts a symmetrical, encircling long-scroll composition. It centers on
the painted sculptures of the Three Pure Ones, with eight principal figures as
supporting focal points, while the remaining figures are arranged in a symmetrical
ceremonial procession. The hierarchical marking function of headdresses
corresponds perfectly with the compositional layout.

The eight principal deities at the center of the image occupy the visual focus, and
their mian crowns and phoenix crowns are the most striking. The immortal officials
and celestial functionaries close to the principal deities wear jinxian crowns,
indicating a secondary rank. Further outward, star deities, strongmen, and other
figures wear small crowns, floral crowns, and other forms of headgear, indicating
lower ranks. This headdress layout of “higher rank inward, lower rank outward,
with the center emphasized” is highly consistent with the overall compositional

logic and jointly constructs a rigorous hierarchical order.

6. An Iconological Interpretation of Cultural Connotations and
Aesthetic Thought

Through a systematic study of headdress imagery, one can deeply reveal the cultural
connotations and aesthetic thought embedded behind the iconographic system of
Chaoyuan Tu. These ideas are both reflections of Yuan-dynasty social culture and
continuations and developments of Daoist aesthetic tradition.

6.1. The Projection of Ritual Culture onto the Divine Realm

The headdresses in Chaoyuan Tu largely borrow from the human ceremonial dress
system, reflecting the projection of ritual culture onto the divine realm. The
“Meaning of the Capping Ceremony” section of the Book of Rites states: “When ruler
and subject are properly ordered, father and son are affectionate, and elder and
younger are harmonious, then ritual and righteousness are established. Therefore,
only after the capping ceremony is one’s clothing complete; only after one’s clothing
is complete is one’s bodily appearance correct. The complexion becomes orderly
and speech becomes proper. Thus it is said: “The capping ceremony is the beginning
of ritual” For this reason, the ancient sage kings valued the crown.” In ancient
society, headdresses were the starting point of ritual order, and this idea is
continued in Chaoyuan Tu.
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Through the forms, patterns, and colors of the headdresses, the painters projected
the strict hierarchy of the human world onto the divine realm, constructing a
complete Daoist hierarchy of deities. This projection is not a simple duplication, but
a creative transformation. It preserves the core logic of the human ceremonial dress
system—hierarchical distinction—while incorporating distinctly Daoist symbols,
such as Eight Trigrams motifs and divine-animal motifs, into specific forms. In this
way, it creates a unique order in which the divine realm and human world are

similar yet distinct.

6.2. The Visual Presentation of Daoist Aesthetics

As a Daoist mural, Chaoyuan Tu necessarily carries the expression of Daoist
aesthetic thought. Headdress imagery embodies Daoist aesthetic pursuits on
multiple levels.

First, it reflects the natural view of “the unity of Heaven and humanity.” Natural
elements such as floral motifs, cloud motifs, dragon motifs, and phoenix motifs in
the headdresses demonstrate Daoism’s reverence for and closeness to nature, as
well as its pursuit of harmony between humanity and nature.

Second, it reflects the philosophical view of “the harmony of yin and yang.” The Kun
trigram on Jinmu Yuanjun's phoenix crown, the combined use of dragon and
phoenix motifs, and the interplay of cool and warm colors all imply the Daoist
philosophical idea of yin-yang harmony.

Third, it reflects the aesthetic view of “clarity, emptiness, mystery, and stillness.”
The cool-toned tendency of the headdress colors, the simplified and abstracted
motifs, and the solemn and elegant forms all embody the Daoist aesthetic pursuit of
clarity, emptiness, mystery, and stillness, forming a contrast with the magnificence

often seen in Buddhist murals.

6.3. Cultural Integration and Innovation in the Yuan Dynasty

Chaoyuan Tu was painted in the Yuan dynasty, in 1325, and is a cultural product of a
specific historical context. The headdress imagery reflects the integrative and
innovative character of Yuan-dynasty culture.

First, it reflects the integration of multiple cultures. The Yuan dynasty was
established by the Mongols, and the integration of multiple ethnic groups produced
a rich and diverse cultural foundation. The headdresses in Chaoyuan Tu inherit the
traditions of the Han, Tang, and Song dynasties while also incorporating the Mongol
reverence for white, as seen in the extensive use of white to adjust brightness in the
image. This reflects the cultural integration characteristic of the era.

Second, it reflects the interaction between folk and court traditions. The Yongle
Palace murals were painted by folk painters from Luoyang, Henan, including Ma
Junxiang and his son Ma Qi. Their style inherited the traditions of Tang and Song
court murals, such as “Wu-style drapery as if blown by the wind,” while also
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incorporating the simplicity and vitality of folk art, forming an artistic character that
appealed to both refined and popular tastes.

Third, it reflects the combination of tradition and innovation. The forms of the
headdresses are mainly based on the Song-dynasty ceremonial dress system, but
they also show innovation in specific representation, such as the transformed
triangular ornaments beneath the mian crown board. This demonstrates the

Yuan-dynasty painters’ ability to creatively transform tradition while inheriting it.

7. Conclusion

Taking headdress imagery as its point of departure, this paper has systematically
examined the construction mechanism and internal meanings of the iconographic
system of Chaoyuan Tu in Yongle Palace. The study reaches the following main
conclusions.

First, headdresses constitute a core symbolic system within the iconographic system
of Chaoyuan Tu. Through formal distinctions among different headdress types,
including mian crowns, phoenix crowns, jinxian crowns, and floral crowns, as well
as the symbolic expression of decorative motifs such as dragons, phoenixes, flowers,
clouds, and geometric patterns, the headdresses construct a strict hierarchical order
and become key markers for identifying the identities of the deities.

Second, headdress imagery reflects the interaction between the human ceremonial
dress system and the order of the divine realm. The headdresses in Chaoyuan Tu
largely draw on the traditional ceremonial dress systems of the Song dynasty and
earlier periods, while also incorporating distinctly Daoist symbols into their specific
forms. In doing so, they realize a creative projection of ritual culture onto the divine
realm.

Third, headdresses and the overall visual language form an organically unified
whole. The forms, patterns, and colors of the headdresses are highly coordinated
with the costume system, line language, color system, and compositional layout.
Together, they serve the expression of the theme of “paying homage to the
Primordial” and the presentation of the Daoist pantheon.

Fourth, headdress imagery contains profound cultural connotations and aesthetic
thought. From the hierarchical order of ritual culture to the Daoist aesthetic idea of
“the unity of Heaven and humanity,” from the integration and innovation of multiple
cultures to the dialectical unity of tradition and innovation, headdress imagery
provides an important visual text for understanding Chaoyuan Tu and even
Yuan-dynasty Daoist art as a whole.

As the pinnacle of Yuan-dynasty mural art, Chaoyuan Tu possesses an iconographic
system whose completeness and profundity deserve continued exploration. The
research path that takes headdresses as its point of entry not only enriches the
perspectives from which Chaoyuan Tu can be studied, but also provides a useful

reference for the application of traditional Chinese iconological methods. In the
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digital age, how to use new technological means to further explore the iconographic

meanings of Chaoyuan Tu and promote its cultural inheritance and contemporary

transformation remains an important direction for future research.
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