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Jataka Story Painting of Buddha

The Jataka stories of Buddha are the ones
about the former life of Sakyamuni Tathaga-
ta. Bensheng,called in Chinese, is free trans-
lation of Jataka in Sanscrit. Believing Samara
and reincarnation, Buddhism thinks that all
animals, including mankind, are under ever-
lasting changing. Samsara can be classified in-
to six levels or five levels, namely hevean, hu-
man being, Asura(demon), livestock, hungry
ghost and hell. What every living things does,
good or bad, from its birth to its death decides
its reincarnation into good level or bad. level
according to Karma law; similarly, which lev-
el you have been born into this life is the effect
of what you did good or bad last life. This is
“ Karma law of three lives and two
repeatings ”. Sakyamuni also did not escape
the Samsara law before he became Buddha.
Only having experienced countless Samsara,
he cut himself from Samsara law and became
Buddha. These innumerable experieces of
reincarnations are just Jataka stories of Bud-
dha. “What is Jataka?” said in Abhidharma
S’astra, “They are all the lives experienced by

Buddha written in various sutras, such as the

Jataka sutras of bear and deer, the stories of
Devadatta. ”“What is Jataka? ”askea in Maha-
parinirvana Sutra, “The honorable Buddha
once was a Bodhisattva who cultivated himself
and kept ascetic practices. All monks should
know that Buddha was once a deer, a bear, a
river deer, a rabbit and then incarnated as
saint king, dragen and Garuda. All these ex-
perienced by Buddha are called Jatakas.”

All these ascetic practices experienced by

Buddha in his former lives are called Paramita
according to A Collected Sutras of Paramita,
namely, Dana, Sila, Kchanti, Virya, Dhyana
and Pradjna. According to Dana, Sila and
Pradjna are the means of passing to nirvana.
In fact, most of these stories are fables and
fairy tales spreading in ancient India; Sakya-
muni took them, developed and remoulded
them with Buddhist doctrines when he began
preaching. Because many stories are lively and
profound, Sakyamuni preached Buddhsim by
using these well —known stories in order to be
understood and recieved by people easily.
With the spreading of Hinayana, Jataka
stories of Buddha, becoming popular in all the
countries of Asia, influenced the thoughts,
literatures and arts of these countries greatly.
Fa Xian, a monk in the fifth century, once
visiting India,saw that “The king has various

figures of Buddha’s former 500 lives as Bod-



hisattava standing along the both sides of the
street, they are Sudanas, Gdjapati, deers or
horses who are all painted like living things. ”
The so — called various figures of Buddha’s
former 500 lives indicate more than five hun-
dred Jataka Stories. This number is as many
as 570 “Jataka stories of Buddha”collected by
Bali. From this we can find that Jataka stories
of Buddha once had great influence upon Sri
Lanka. About 20 years later after Fa Xian’s
west travel, Shamenchanxue and Weide from
Hexi (in today’s Gansu Province) came to
Khotan (in today’s Hetian district). They lis-
tened to preaching and took notes in Driving
Buddha’s Statue festival. Therefore they col-
lected many stories. Later they came to
Gaochang (now Turpan district in Xinjiang)
and translated them into Chinese, then they
compiled them into a sixty — volume book
named Sutra of Worthy and Fool, most of
them were Jataka stories of Buddha. From 3
century to 9 century, a kind of language
named Kuca — Yanqi language were popular
from the nothern part to Turpan area. Modern
people could not understand it when it was
found in the end of 19 century, later it is ex-
plained after many years study. In the Kuca—
Yanqi manuscripts, there were many Jataka
stories such as Jataka’s Story of Sudana and

Jataka Story of White Elephant with Six

Teeth. This show us that Jataka Stories of
Buddha were very popular (No mater was the
southern sect of Buddhism or the northern
sect of Buddhism).

In the Chinese translations of Buddhist
doctrine, there are many Jataka stories of
Buddha,such as Collection of Paramita, Sutra
of Living Being, Sutra of Worthy and Fool,
and all the sutras of sarvastivadah of Hi-
nayana. These precious heritage are worthy
studying. As we know, the earliest Chinese
translations of Buddhist sutras were not di-
rectly translated from Indian language, but
from intermediary languages, of which Kuca
— Yanqi language and Khotan language are
the main ones. Morever, many Buddhist su-
tras were translated by local translaters of Ku-
ca, Khotan and Gaochang, such as Kumaraji-
va from Kuca, Chanantuo from Khotan and
Fahu from Dunhuang. These Buddhist sutras
had great influence on the culture and art of
central plains. Hence we must study Xinjiang
in order to make clear the exchange of China
and the west and the development of China’s
culture and art. Weather Khotan, Gaochang or
Kuca and Yanqgi left few manuscripts. But
what is lucky is that there are a lot of frescoes
left in Kuca caves, which is priceless wealth.

To express Jataka stories of Buddha
probablly started from 3 century B.C. At that



time, the stone carvings expressing Jataka
stories of Buddha had appeared. The reliefs
about Jataka stories of white elephant with six
teeth and deer king on the stone doors around
Great Palude Tower and great Sangqi Tower
built then. There still remained some paint-
ings and reliefs of Jatakas stories of Buddha in
Azhantuo caves built later. In the Buddhist
countries of southern Asia, about 550 Jataka
stories of Buddha were expressed through re-
liefs in some ancient towers in the ancient cap-
ital of Burma. In the areas and countries men-
tioned above, what remained are mainly carv-
ing Jatakas stories of Buddha; while in China
most are paintings.

Jataka stories of Buddha, such as Fres-
coes in the caves of North Period in Dun-
huang, Gaochang caves and Kuca caves. Es-
pecially the frescoes in Kuca are remained
most. The paintings of Jataka stories of Bud-
dha remained in Kuca, weather its rich con-
tents and number or its earliness of painting
tone and long duration ocupy the first place
not only in China’s surviving caves but also in
the world. In the ancient Kuca kingdom (now
Kuche county, Baicheng county, Xinhe coun-
ty and Shaya county in Xinjiang). In the nine
groups of caves discovered now, the paintings
of Jataka stories of Buddha are still kept in

most of them, such as Kizil caves, Kizilgaha

caves and Semsem caves. Among them does
Kizil caves in Baicheng rank first. In the fres-
coes of Kizil caves, 72 themes have been dis-
tinquished. The themes in Kizil caves amount
to more than 100 and the paintings over 400,
which can surely be called a painted corridor
of the paintings of Jataka stories of Buddha.
These paintings of Jataka stories of Bud-
dha in Kizil caves are scattered in Big Picture
cave,Central Pillar Cave and Square Cave,es-
pecially the Central Pillar Cave ranks first.
There are a lot of paintings of Jataka stories of
Buddha, amounting to more than 200,in cave
38, cave 69, cave 114, cave 178, cave 184 and
cave 186. Most of the paintings are painted on
specified positions, namely on the left and
right sides of central Devaloka of the ceiling in
Buddhist hall. Every painting is expressed by
chosing the typical plot of the story, that is
constructing a painting with Buddha’s figure
of his former life—a person, on taking a ani-
mal as her and setting off other nessisary per-
son,animal and other things. Then the paint-
ing is framed by a rhombus in order to keep it
apart from other paintings. For example, in
cave 38 and cave 114, are there two identical
paintings: a deer with a rabbit is leaping over
a turbulent river. The most typical scene is
selected from “Jataka of King Deer Saving

Rabbit”and is expressed by painting language.



The ¢ ry goes like this. A mountain forest
suddenly caught fire and all kinds of animals
run for their lives, but the way is seperated by
a river and they could not cross it . Just at that
time, king deer took its body as a bridge to
help animals cross the river. Though king
deer was injured by animals’ tramping, it still
persisted in helping the last animal —a cripple
rabbit cross the river and it self was tired to
death. In the rhombus is only chosen a scene
of king deer saving the cripple rabbit. In the
painting, there are a deer (former life of
Sakyamuni), a rabbit and a river as back-
ground. The whole painting, simple and
spright, easily makes one associate the whole
story and achieves the goal of preaching. To
draw paintings of Jataka stories of Buddha in
rhombus is not the characteristic of Kizil cave,
but also the special style of frescoes of Kuca
caves. In Muogao caves of Dunhuang, the
stories are expressed through the form of pic-
ture — story book, that is, Jataka stories of
Buddha are painted according to their plots.
The contents of Jataka stories of Buddha
are many and divers, each of which has differ-
ent thoughts and artistry. All the stories in-
clude fables, fairy tales, jokes, ironic essays,
short novels, ethics stories, maxims which
were created by people and spread among the

people. All these stories reflected praying and

hope, love and hate. Many stories have noth-
ing to do with Buddhism, and some have to do
with this mortal world. Mr. Lu Xun once pub-
lished a collection of stories of Buddha sutras
named Baiyujing. He wrote in the preface that
"1 often heard that there are many fables in
Tianzhu (ancient India) just like dense forest
and deep spring, other countries’ arts and lit-
eratures have been always influenced by them.
Many Buddhist sutras have been translated in-
to Chinese. ”

Some profound and interesting stories
such as sparkling pearl contain people’s exper-
ences and wisdom, intuitive knowledge and
ideal; they express that people praise the
characters and morals of universal fraternity,
eaquality, faith, self —sacrifice and pursuit of
truth; they also express people’s hate and
criticism to evil, greedy and savage. For ex-
ample, in Jataka of Nine —colored deer, the
deer is praised for its deed to save people by
sacrifacing itself, and at the same time the
saved people’s betraying behavior is criticized.
In the Jataka of Mother Deer, mother deer
was caught by hunter, it still thought about
its two young babies while it was going to be
killed, for its two young babies cold not find
water and grass. When the two babies got
known their mother’s death, they cried sadly

and looked for ‘it everywhere. In Jataka of




Mahasattva and Jataka of Sivika ’s Saving Pi-
geon, the spirit of self —sacriface was praised.

Certainly, Buddhists publicise Jataka
storise of Buddha, of which the theme are
Karmar and Samsalar. The Buddhist doctrine
make people believe that all the roots of
people’s misery lie in people’s self —conciece.
Hence, self — cultivation accordning to Bud-
dhist doctrines, but not class strugle, is the
only way to get rid of misery and Samasalar.
So some Jataka stories publishe maltreatment
and absolute bearing, we should distingish
them. All the 49 paintings of Jataka stories of
Buddha compiled in this album are selected
from the frescoes of Kizil caves. Surely, the
frescoes of Kizil caves are the masterpieces of
Kuca caves. Thinking of the length of the ar-
ticle, we selected a few paintings from cave
171 and cave 198 respectively, the other paint-
ings are chosen from cave 14, cave 17, cave 38
and cave 114, which gave more paintings of
Jataka stories of Buddha. From these paint-
ings, we can understand the style and features

of Kuca frescoes.
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L. BRESSHBRALE RBURBEEEFRTAMN
Jataka of king monkey saving group of monkeys

On the left side of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 38 in Kizil
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2. O mEAE FLHUR 38 HEEHTAM
Jataka of deer saving rabbit
On the left side of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 38 in Kizil
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Jataka of deer saving rabbit

On the left side of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 114 in Kizil
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4. BERBSFARFEE FHR 8 HEZEFHAMN
Jataka of king deer killing itself for all living creatures

On the left side of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 38 in Kizil
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5. FiBA EME RIA A FEHUR 38 W L= 7 TIAMN

Jataka of the head of merchant team burning his arms for lighting

On the left side of main room’s arched ceiling of cave 38 in Kizil




