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PREFACE

The Kizil grottoes are located on the northern bank of the Muzart River, seven kilometers southeast of the town
of Kizil, in Baicheng County, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. There are a total of 339 existing grottoes with
nearly 4,000 square meters of murals and several fragmented painted clay statues, which are quintessential examples of
the larger Kucha Grotto complex. The construction of the Kizil grottoes started in the third century and was completed
between the eighth and ninth centuries. Known domestically as one of the “Four Great Grottoes” — a list including the
Mogao grottoes, the Yungang grottoes, and the Longmen grottoes — the Kizil grottoes represent the earliest group of
Buddhist grottoes in China and were registered as a Major Historical and Cultural Site Protected at the National Level
in 1961 and as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2014.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, archaeological expeditions to the historical Western Regions of
China attracted many foreign expeditions. Russian, British, French, German, and Japanese explorers came to Kizil one
after another to visit and survey the grottoes. These expedition groups removed different numbers of murals and painted
statues from their original locations. German explorers, for instance, obtained nearly 500 square meters of murals, the
greatest amount among all the murals removed.

Currently, the majority of the overseas collections of Kizil murals remain in Germany, while the rest are scattered
across museums and art galleries in Russia, France, Hungary, the United States, Japan, and South Korea. Others belong
to undocumented private collections or may be lost entirely. The reckless plundering in the last century has resulted in
incalculable losses to the general study of the grottoes.

The Kucha Research Institute of Xinjiang started research on the overseas collections of Kizil Grotto murals in
1998. Researchers at the Institute have traveled to Germany, the United States, Japan, France, Russia, and South Korea
to study the murals and other cultural artifacts collected at local museums and art galleries. The Institute’s collaboration
with the Museum fiir Asiatische Kunst in Berlin entered a substantive stage in 2012, and in 2016, the Institute launched
a new collaborative program with the Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg.

After twenty years of tireless efforts and with the support of both the Museum fiir Asiatische Kunst and the
Hermitage Museum, the Institute has now acquired more than 470 high-resolution images of the Kizil Grotto murals
from more than twenty museums in eight countries.

Researchers at the Institute have measured the murals and compared them with the traces left in the original
grottoes, which have since been 3D scanned. Many of their original locations have been located.

This exhibition presents the images of the overseas murals as well as replicas of two Kizil grottoes. In addition to
this, the complete murals in four selected caves have been reconstructed using state-of-the-art virtual reality technology
to provide the audience with integrated visual information on the original appearance of the caves and their murals. We

hope that this exhibition exemplifies the hybridity which so characterizes the cultural heritage of Xinjiang.

Kucha Research Institute of Xinjiang
June 2018
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