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Avalokitesvara, the saint, seated in a relaxed and graceful posture, looks down
to the world. Though the sketch is damaged, we can still easily appreciate the noble
features of the Bodhisattva. The image is articulated in fluid brushstrokes, with delicate
texture of silk tabby. The ornaments and patterns that embellish Bodhisattva’s garments
are subtle yet exquisitely rendered: phoenixes flank the seated Amitabha Buddha in the
centre of the crown; large, bejewelled lotuses fall from the chignon, floral medallions
adorn the chest. The willow branch is the symbol of fulfilling the wishes of the devotees,
and is also a symbol of healing.

Avalokitesvara emerges in the legendary abode of Mount Potalaka, on an island
supposedly located in south India. The Bodhisattva’s appearance is compared with the
full moon, shining, and complete. From this description the name of the Bodhisattva
“Water-Moon Avalokitesvara™ is derived. From India, Buddhism transmitted to
Japan and Korea via Dunhuang. As a result, Avalokitesvara became the most popular
Buddhist deity of all time. “Water-Moon Avalokitesvara” was venerated by the Korean
aristocracy, since it was believed that Potalaka was actually Naksan, on the east coast
of the Korean Peninsula. It is said Avalokitesvara manifested himself in this place and
settled there facing the East Sea. Naksan is the Korean rendition of Potalaka. Naksan
became one of the most holy Buddhist sites in Korea, frequented by the royal devotees
and the nobility.

Looking at the faded sketches, we see the long journey of Avalokitesvara along
the Silk Road, from tropical India to oasis Dunhuang, and arrived at the distant shore in

Korea.
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Distant Shores
Water-Moon Avalokitesvara
in Dunhuang sketches

Youngsook Pak
Distinguished Professor,
Yale University
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