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T—shaped inscription frames in Mogao and
Yulin caves, a reliable criterion for dating

Yoshiro Imaeda

(Directeur de recherche, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique )

In my article entitted “T-shaped inscription frames in Mogao (Dﬁn—
huang) and Yulin caves” published in 2007 in Nihon chibetto gakkai kaih
HZA PG 222 7 # (Report of the Japanese Association for Tibetan Stud—
ies),No. 53,p.89-99,1 wrote (p. 92):

“As the conclusion of this short note,I would suggest that the T-

shaped inscription frame can be a reliable criterion for dating the

caves or,to be precise their walls,to the period of Tibetan occupa—

tion of Dunhuang from 786 to 848 CE.”

After further reflection,I came to realise that this conclusion is valid
only partially.

It indeed is valid for the frames filled with both Tibetan and Chinese
inscriptions respectively in the horizontal and vertical parts. This is the case
with cave 365 of Mogao which has inscriptions both in Tibetan and Chinese,
although the latter is heavily damaged. The Tibetan inscription is complete
and allows us to date the cave to 832-834 CE during Tibetan occupation.

However in the case of T-shaped inscription frames with no Tibetan in—
scription, the conclusion is not valid. This is the case with the east wall of
cave 25 of Yulin,the temple of the Treaty -Edict (gtsigs kyi gtsug lag
khang) constructed to commemorate the Sino-Tibetan peace treaty of 821/22
CE. The vertical portions of the T-shaped inscription frames on this wall
contain Chinese inscriptions,but the horizontal parts which were originally
intended for Tibetan inscriptions are devoid of text in all cases. (cf. my arti—

cle, p. 90) One can conjecture that the painting of the east wall was com—
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missioned during the period between the peace treaty of 821/22 CE and the
end of the Tibetan occupation in 848 CE,but was not completed during this
period. By the time of its completion (which can not be determined),the Ti—
betan occupation was already over,hence there was no need to have Tibetan
inscriptions.

Thus, the T—shaped inscription frame allows us to date the commission
of the painting of the east wall to the period of Tibetan occupation but does
not indicate the date of the real execution/completion of painting.

In the case of the south and north walls of the same cave 25,it is com—
pletely different. All inscription frames are vertical rectangles and none is T—
shaped. This would suggest that these two walls were commissioned not dur—
ing the Tibetan occupation like the east wall,but only after the end of the
occupation, when it was no more imperative to have Tibetan inscriptions.

The presence of T—shaped frames on the east wall and their absence on
the south and north walls indicate that their paintings were commissioned at
different periods. It is well known that the construction of a cave lasts for a
rather prolonged period,sometimes several tens of years. Therefore, one can
not attribute one and the same date to different elements:wall paintings,
statues, etc. inside one and the same cave. Cave 25 of Yulin is an eloquent
example.

My conclusion should be modified as follows:

“The T-shaped inscription frame can be a reliable criterion

for dating the commission of the wall paintings to the period of Ti-

betan occupation of Dunhuang from 786 to 848 CE.”
Postscript :

This note is written in taking into consideration the discussions that I
had at 2010 Dunhuang Forum:International Symposium on Dunhunag Cave
Art of Tibetan Period. I thank Dunhuang Academy(BUEMFFTPE) for orga—
nizng this interesting and fruitfull symposium and for its generous invitation

and kind hospitality.
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