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PREFACE

by Duan Wenjie,President of the Dunhuang
Academy of Arts

The Dunhuang Caves (including all the grottoes found in the
ancient prefecture of Dunhuang),an unparallelled grotto art
museum in the world,came into being during the fourth cen-
tury,spanning ten dynasties of over one thousand years:the
Sixteen States (304-439), the Northern Wei (386-534), the
Western Wei (534-557), the Northern Zhou (557-581), the
Sui (581-617), the Tang (618-906) ,the Five Dynasties (907-
960) ,the Song (960-1279) ,the Western Xia (1038-1227)and
the Yuan (1279-1368). Well preserved to this date in the
Caves are more than 550 grottoes,over 2000 painted statues
and 50000 square metres of wall paintings.

Architectural relics, painted statues and wall paintings
are the three basic parts of the Dunhuang Caves. Cave archi-
tectural relics are the supporting framework, made up of
wooden eaves and architectural paintings. Painted statues,an
invariable representation of main Buddhist divinities,serve as
the main body of the grotto art . The wall paintings,appar-
ently a mere ornament to the Caves,overshadow the princi-
pal part for an immense abundance of description and a vast
extent of surface. The frescoes are,therefore,the pride of the
Dunhuang Caves.

Since Buddhist thought varied with the times,diversity
in subjects has been found in different grottoes. In the early
grottoes (during the Sixteen States [304-439 ] and the North
Dynasty [ 439-534 1), much expression was given to the at-
tainment of Buddhahood through the practice of satparamita
and cetana. The Dunhuang artists put special emphasis upon
subjects concerning vipasyana, dhyana and samadhi. During
the middle period (the Sui, Tang and Five Dynasties) when
the pure land belief pushed by Mahayana (one of the two
main streams of Buddhist thought)rose to prominence, all
forms of sukhavati (paradise)came to be the chief depiction
of the grottoes. The late period witnessed the minority na-
tionalities regimes (the Western Xia and Yuan dynasties).
Then multi-functional Han-Zang Buddhist rites became the
preoccupation of the artists.

Taking shape over a long span of one thousand years,
the broad and profound grotto art themes swept China and
became the mainstream of Chinese folk art,displaying splen-
did artistic landscapes.

The broadness and profoundity was well reflected in the
wall paintings which,in terms of subjects, fall into: zunxi-
anghua, gushihua, shenguaihua, jingbianhua, shengjihua,
zhuangshihua and zriaoxianghua.

Zunzxianghua (icons)are the Buddhist gods,such as Bud-
dhas,Bodhisattvas ,the Heavenly Kings,etc.

Gushihua(story-paintings)are pictured scenes from Bud-
dhist sutras,one scene for each story,which can be subdivid-
ed into: scenes illustrating Sakyamuni Buddha’s life story;
episodes depicting the jataka tales—colorful stories about the
past lives of the Buddhas sacrificing themselves for the salva-
tion of people struggling in the world of delusion; het-
upratyaya (causation) pictures presenting various stories
about the Buddhas’ relief and salvation for all people. All
these stories are the core of the artistic themes of the Dun-
huang Caves,essential for different artistic compositions.

Shenguaihua (gods-and-spirits pieces) are those delin-
eating Taoist deities, such as Fu Xi, Ni Wa, Dong Wang
Gong, Xi Wang Mu, Yu Ren (Taoist priests ), Fang Shi
(necromancers and alchemists ), Qing Long, Bai Hu, Zhu
Que, Xuan Wu,and the traditional Chinese myths regarding
the elements:Wind,Rain, Thunder and Lightning.

Jingbianhua (sutra paintings)are those designed to clari-
fy a single sutra with a single picture. Each piece includes
many tales,among which we have the Vimalakirtinirdesasu-
tra painting consisting of several dozen stories and the Ami-
tayurdhyanasutra painting with 20-odd stories showing the
audience the beauties of the Pure Land.

Shengjihua (Buddhist historic paintings)include pictures
illuminating Buddhist auspicious signs, Buddhist history and
stories about the past lives of eminent monks.

Xiaoxianghua (portraitures ) are images of the donors
and artisan-painters.

Zhuangshihua (decoration paintings)are decorative pat-
terns seen in architectural paintings and murals, such as
sunken panels in the grotto ceilings ,niche lintels,vignettes in
the wall paintings and felt designs.

All the above seven types of paintings,each containing
wide varieties,conspire to form a large treasurehouse of art
which is both a history of medieval Chinese art and an ample
history of cultural development.

Dunhuang art is engaged in spreading Buddhist thought.

Religion originates in imagination, so does art. In terms of
that, powerful imagination is expressed in Dunhuang art.
Thus,we get this conception of mental creation. Sakyamuni
entered his mother’s womb riding a six-tusk white elephant
and was born springing from the right side of Queen Maya’s
chest. At birth the child walked seven steps,each step mak-



ing a lotus grow. When he at last obtained illumination—the
complete understanding of the universe that is Buddhahood,
Sakyamuni displayed prodigious abilities. It is this type of
powerful imagination that changed philosophers and thinkers
from the Shakya clan into supreme rulers of the Buddhist
world. Only imagination can create the world that people
have never seen. The Dunhuang artists must have had un-
bounded and vigorous imaginations.

Any painting or statue should interpret certain themes.
Figures of Bodhisattvas, who wear a benign, dignified and
pleasant countenance on the face and an ushnisha (coronet)on
the head and long hair hanging down the back,are the con-
centrated manifestation of great compassion for all people.
To give prominence to the motifs and the artistic power of
Buddhism, various imaginative good deeds done by Bod-
hisattvas in helping the needy and relieving the distressed are
depicted on both sides of some pictures.

To convey dominant ideas in artistic works, abstract
thinking must be transformed into thinking in images to cre-
ate vivid and real visual figures. Reality should be stressed. A
striking example of this point is effectively expressed in the
fact that the images of Bodhisattvas,the Heavenly Kings and
the Buddhist disciples are modeled, respectively, on court
beauties,generals and Han monks. Above all,gods are isolat-
ed phenomena from man’s intrinsic control. They are copied
from the human prototype, but are superhuman. Different
figures of deities in different times shed light on different
Zeitgeist and national characteristics.

Both gods and human beings have their respective activi-
ties confined to definite space and distinctive realms. The
space organization in the murals at Dunhuang is achieved by
means of bird’s-eye cavalier perspective taken from the War-
ring States,the Qin and Han dynasties. Among other things,
the Dunhuang artists employed two-dimensional space in the
wall paintings, as seen in the Jataka Tales where figures
placed side by side show no depth and distance. However,
space is created in the designed and structured surface essen-
tial to the whole composition. Additionally, the unlimited or

incalculably great three-dimensional realm or expanse is in-
troduced in paintings like the huge mural Wutai Mountains,
which involves a commanding view of the mountains and
their environs. Found in the middle of the picture are Five
Mountains ,below which are human beings deeply engaged in
various worldly activities and above which is the world of

gods and spirits . Here we get the organic structure or char-
acter and artistic invention peculiar to Chinese art.

The multicultural blending has brought about the dis-
tinctive style of the Dunhuang wall paintings. Deeply estab-
lished in India, Buddhist art has two main schools. Buddhist
art native to India and Gandhara art conditioned by ancient
Greek and Roman art,both exerted a great influence on Dun-
huang art. Above all these, Chinese national art provides a
soil favorable to Buddhist art which took root and flourished
in the ancient city of Dunhuang. Great numbers of unearthed
relics offer substantial evidence of this growth. The coffin
chamber murals (dating back to the Wei [220-280],]Jin [265-
420],and Sixteen States periods) discovered at Dunhuang,
including the brick sculptures and painted bricks (brought to
light from the Jin grave pits in 1992) all these delineate
figures,divinities , birds and animals, beautifully luxurious in
either modeling, line or color. The dazzling achievements of
Chinese national art are shown here. Based on Han and Wei
art,Dunhuang art has produced a new distinctive style of its
own,creatively assimilating Greek ,Roman,Persian and Indi-
an art. Its distinguishing qualities are.first,line drawing——

an artistic technique unequalled in Chinese painting. With a
single Chinese brush,the artist lines various lucid and lifelike
images. While moving the brush, he expresses his strength
and emotion. Channelling all his passion into artistic cre-
ation, he builds up a rhythmical sense in the brush’s rising
and falling. This is where line drawing achieves its distinctive
features. The second quality is coloring. Colors are a most
popular artistic language. Dunhuang art is renowned for its
startling colors. The Dunhuang artists promote reality and
vigor in artistic figures by applying different colors. Putting
aside composite coloring adopted by Western artists, they
employ combination coloring in which colors are properly ar-
ranged as subjects differ. Therefore, we see in Dunhuang
paintings bright-colored clothes and ornaments,green miner-
al horses, vermillion warrior attendants, snow-white Bod-
hisattvas, half-red and half-green double-faced Ming Wang.
In expressing spatial three-dimensionality,chiaroscuro in In-

dian art introduced to Dunhuang from the Western Regions
had taken predominence for nearly half a century. During the
Western Wei dynasty, Chinese traditional sfumato was
brought into grotto art, in which figures’ cheeks are dyed
red,taking on a fine lustre and stereoscopic quality. The co-
existence of Chinese and Western color shading comes to
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form chromatics unique to Chinese art.

The third quality is giving expression in art work,espe-
cially in portraiture. Since Gu Kaizhi (ca. 344-405) formulat-
ed his famous theory of conveying the spirit in terms of im-
ages in the fourth century,it has been the supreme aesthetic
canon for Chinese artists. So far as figure paintings are con-
cerned, this is well illustrated in the expression of all moods
or feelings on the figures’ faces. All the heads of the statues
and the figures in the paintings in the Dunhuang Caves are
most elegantly done. Many of the heads were mounted onto
their respective statues after having been vividly and elabo-
rately sculptured. And in immovable wall paintings, ancient
Chinese artists display their fine artistic culture and superb
artistry. The depiction of human eyes is the key to vivid fa-
cial expression. Chinese and Western philosophers have long
held the belief that the eyes are the windows of the mind.
The Dunhuang artists have expanded this ancient artist con-
cept of advivium, forming various formulas for the images
whose ocular expressions of feelings are at their best;coordi-
nating facial features to strengthen the power of perceiving
by imagination or by clear thinking;putting in proper relation
the way figures walk,stand,sit and sleep and the way their
hands move, to give more graceful bearing or charm to the
figures.

Having carried on the traditions of national art and ab-
sorbed the essence of foreign arts,the Dunhuang artists de-
veloped a new form of Buddhist art with distinctive Chinese
national features.

Dunhuang art enjoys a high and irreplaceable place in
the history of Chinese art. Its influence is inestimable. It ex-
hibits the powerful creativity of Chinese artists. Inevitably,
the publication of this multivolume picture book of Dun-
huang art will be of exceptional consequence.

Lanzhou People’ s Hospital
March,1993
(T'ranslated by Loveless P. Gu)
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