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Animal Paintings

Mankind went out of virgin forest and got
rid of the primitive state, but the primitive
man still had various connections with ani-
mals, thinking that they had some blood rela-
tionship with animals, therefore they wor-
shiped some totems and personalized animals
or even deified them. Hence many legends
about animals came into being. With cultural
progress and the emergence of religion, these
animal stories are covered with religous color-
ing.

In the ancient time of India, there were
many fables and myths speading among the
people. Local religions made use of these sto-
ries to propagate their own creeds,without ex-
ception was Buddhism. These stories formed
the basic contents of Jatakas stories in Bud-
dhist sutra. The views of immortal soul and
sumsara appeared long ago in India. According
to these views, human beings and animals
could transform each other after their deaths.
It described that Sakyamuni had once been
deer, elephant and monkey in his numerous
former lives in the Jataka stories of Sakyamu-

ni. Hinayana was rampant in Kuca area. This

school only worshiped Sakyamuni Buddha and
stressed that awareness and Nirvana were got
through ascetic practices. So there were many
frescoes depicting that Buddha had once been
animals before his incarnation, such as king
deer Jataka, king lion Jataka, pigeon Jataka
and tortoise Jataka. Besides, the frescoes de-
scribing ascetic practices were commonly set
off by animals. That is why there are many an-
imal paintings in Kuca Buddhist caves.

Of course,the animal frescoes were paint-
ed according to Buddhist creeds and sutras,
but in Kuca it should be said that they also o-
riginated from local life, customs and cultural
tradition. There are a lot of rock paintings de-
scribing animals in Xinjiang. The Xingdi rock
paintings in Kuluke mountains to the southern
border of Tianshan Mountains is a group of
rock paintings which take animals as its main
contents. It is considered that the earliest of
which were carved in about 1000 B. C. The
animals include sheep, oxes, horses, camels,
tigers, eagles, birds, wild geese,fish,deers and
dogs.

The animal carvings in Altay mountains



and Tianshan mountains in Xinjiang are very
rich. Together with Xingdi rock carvings,they
form the rock carving zone between Euasian
north grassland and Talimu basin. Near this
zone,although Kuca’s agriculture occupied an
important place in its economy ,stock —raising
still held the balance. So animals had a close
relation with their lives. People loved and
familarized themselves with these animals.
Hence animal painting became matured in such
situation. All these are the historical and cul-
tural backgrounds and base of animal-frescoes
of Kuca caves. Kuca frescoes are divided into
three types. The third one is full of character-
istics of Han dynasty, but paintings of this
type are not so many. The frescoes of the first
and second ones include many animal paint-
ings. Especialy,the frescoes of the second type
is the most typical ,among which are amassed
large number of animal paintings. This also
shows that animal paintings have a close rela-
tion with the locally cultural tradition.

The caves of the second frescoes are the
vertical vault of the central pillar. Rhombus
paintings are painted neatly, each rhombus
painting, in which animal and hermits were
painted, contains a Jataka story or a principle
and subsidary cause story. So,we can say that
the animal paintings in Kuca caves connects

with the Jataka stories in contents and with

rhombues in form. Therefore, most paintings
selected in the album are rhombus — and —
Jataka works, besides there are some animal
paintings about cause,Buddha’s life and medi-
tation stories.

The rampant animal painting is one of
artistic characteristrcs in Kuca frescoes.

Kizil cave and Kumutura cave are the rep-
resentives of Kuca caves,but speaking of ani-
mal paintings,Simsem cave can not be neglect-
ed. All these animal paintings have their own
characteristics. The animal paintings in Kizil
cave have close relations with Jataka stories,
which stress both the animals and the figures.
There are more animal paintings in cave 14,
cave 17, cave 38, cave 58, cave 77, cave 186
and cave 224. The cave type of cave 38 is a
vertical vault of central pillar and the animal
paintings are painted on the ceiling of vertical
vault in the main hall. In both sides there are
16 triangle —shaped blank spaces (half rhom-
buses),in each blank space is painted a ani-
mal, which, though fills in the blank,adds liv-
ing atmosphere to the frescoes. At the both
sides of the ridges were painted the flying wild
geese and at the centre were Garudas. The
both sides of vault are rhombus paintings and
in each of which are there 9 Jataka animal
paintings. The expressive form of Jataka ani-

mal painting of cave 38 is typical in Kizil.



Cave 2 in Kumutura caves is a small one. We
may say that it is a cave of animal painting. A-
long the ridge and left and right vaults are
there many animal paintings, left and right
corridors and back corridor are there rhombus

— shaped animal paintings, of which 39 ones
are recognizable. These animal are sheep,
deer ,monkey,lion,bear,horse and wild goose.
Cave 58 is a middle — scale cave. It is called
King Dragen cave for the king Dragen painted
in the left insterior wall of the door of main
hall with central pillar. Dragen is a snake. On
the middle ridge of the vault of the main hall
and its two sides were painted many snakes.
On the upper part of the frontal niche of the
main hall was painted a large picture about the
fiying devas and musicians,in which 11 beauti-
fully partial animal paintings were drawn. The
Darukas on the middle — ridge of vault are
might and majestic, its two sharp claws are
catching a snake (dragen). Surya is riding a
horse — drawn cart. The twenty four wild
geese on the both sides of middle —ridge (now
only eighteen wild geese are seen) are flying
round Surya, Darukas and standing Buddha.
The view is grand. In the centre of each rhom-
bus painting is there a tower in which is there
a sitting Buddha and around which are many
animals and birds. Now there are 36 surviving

animal paintings on the left side of the vault

and 46 ones on the right side of the vault. It is
considered that there were more than 100
paintings before the vault was destroyed.
There are some animal paintings in cave 43,
cave 46 and cave 63 in Kumutura caves. Cave
30 in Simsem is also a world full of animal
paintings. This is a small cave. There are many
beautiful animal paintings on the vault of the
main hall,especially the vault of corridor were
completely painted with animal paintings of
which 55 ones are kept well. It is wonderful
that so many elegant animal paintings were
darwn in such a narrow cave. The animals are
various,such as beautiful peacocks,pretty par-
rots, jumping magpies, running sheep and
smart deers; especially the monkeys, fighting
demons with wit or playing with each other or
saving their companion, are noticeable. Here
is a world full of flowers and fragrance and
pleasure of animals, and getting rid of the
troubles of human being. All these show hap-
py Buddhist land and a pure world. Kuca ani-
Buddhist

morals and doctine, but also make an atmo-

mal paintings not only express
sphere in which monks or nuns seem to be far
away from the noise world and stay in the
great nature. All these will make the monks,
who are in seriousness and sorrow when fac-
ing the solemn picture of Buddha’s displaying

and Nirvana,relax. Kizil cave,built during the



third century,is an early cave. There are not
so many animal paintings on the vault. But
there are many animal paintings in cave 2 and-
cave 58 of Kumutura caves and cave 30 and
cave 31 of Simsem caves. On the ceilings of the
corridors of these caves, animals are leads of
the paintings, not the minor roles of figure
paintings. The cave 58 and cave 2 were built
later,this makes it clear that the animal paint-
ings in Kumutura caves and Simsem caves of
Kuca at the flourishing period of Kuca fresco
(about 6 century A.D)made a great progress
and established its independent place with a
special characteristic, and at last formed a
painting school.

Although some contents of these animal
paintings have relations with Jataka or cause
stories,quite a lot of animal paintings have be-
come complete animal paintings without any
concrete Buddhist contents. It seems that
painters only want to express the beauties of
animals. These paintings, seeming to have
gone beyond its Buddhist contents,are signifi-
cant even appreciated only as animal paint-
ings. The most animal paintings in the caves
are goats and arglies familiarized by Kuca peo-
ple. The vigarous bodies and magnificent
horns full of male’s beauty inspired arists’ im-
pules. The goats in these paintings, most in

profile,are in the running state;their sketch—

like contours are very beautiful. Deers are also
liked by painters. There is a deer, who is
drinking in the painting on the vault of the
back corridor. The deer’s back is rolled up and
forms an arc. Its body, unfolding and spring,
contains movement and make you feel it is
nimble and smart.

Monkeys in Kuca caves are the most in-
teresting animals convered by India Buddhist
sutras. Though monkey is transformed from
the foreign country,it roots on the walls of the
caves. For their living characteristics are con-
nected with the intelligences of human beings,
monks find sustenance in them and diverts
themselves from longliness. If we collecets all
monkey paintings, there will be a hundred —
monkey painting.

The lion in the painting of Jataka about
the king of lions at the right side of the vault
of cave 14 in Kizil caves was painted wonder-
fully. Talking to the monkeys, the lion com-
plys with the request of monkey generously.
Its right body is backward as if a human being
makes gestures when giving a lecture. With its
head rising highly to gaze flying vulture, the
lion is promising. Eierting its rich imaginary
and making use of personafication method,
painter threw human beings’ feelings and the
love of Buddhist spirits into these animals,

and made them especially charming. This is a



characteristic of Kuca animal paintings. Using
high technique, the painter seized the keys of
the lion’s anatomy constructure, namely, its
sharp claws, strong body and ferocious head
with long mane, all owned only by the lion.
Simple in sketch and expressing generally the
lion’s living look, the painting is surely a mas-
ter work.

Kuca animal painting is fresco, with its
characteristics, the fresco techniqu is a kind of
strong colors and heavy drawings. For exam-
ple,the painter first drew the outline of sheep
with reddish brown and then painted its head,
body and four limbs with light reddish brown.
At last, a living sheep was painted after the
white parts of its eyes, lips, neck, belly, hip,
tail and hoof were daubed. Though the brush-
works are not so many, they are very clear.
The artist painted the shape with the help of
brushwork conciously, which seems to be
with some spirit of modern painting. In some
lower caves, the animals are painted with

black lines,

sketching. The animals’ constructures of the

though less coloring or just

paintings are wonderful for their accurasies.
So are some animal paintings in cave 2 of Ku-
mutura and cave 30 of Simsem. There are
many animal carvings but animal frescoes are
few, so is Bamiyan caves. Even the animal

paintings in Dunhuang are not as many as that

in Kuca. Hence, the rich and colorful animal

paintings in Kuca are bright pearls of Silk
Road cultures.

Yuan Tinghe

1991,1,28
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Jataka about king lion
The left side of the arched ceiling of cave 14

in Kizil
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Jataka about king white elephant
The left side of the arched ceiling of

| cave 14 in Kizil
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Macaque and deer

The left side of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 17 in Kizil
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Garude

The mid—ridge pole of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 38 in Kizil




