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The Donggar cave murals are on the Donggar site at; Donggarvtllage(79" I e,
6'F; 3124, N)ln Zanda C0unty, Ngarl Prefecture in Chma s Western leet i »
—a The site coverlng a total of 12,000 square meters,forms one of the rnostf £ > >

nNng =]}

| . etgmflcant constituents of the- ‘western leetan cultural corridor represented ‘ e T
- by the world*famous site of the ancxent Gug Dynasty for its ruins of huge : |
¢  monastic constructions, the- caves on the range nearby and the stupa walls at )
- ‘ - the foot of the range ; LA ; e ERRE v
Donggar(leetan white conch) stgnrfres blessmgs The beaut1ful v1llage‘ S 4 3~
lies in the center of the Zanda basm A brooklet flows by the vrllage, nour— ' s £
ishing the oasis. A range 0verlooks the verdure vrllage from nOrth fOrmrng Y > >
‘a crescent embracmg it ' ; : _ :
‘Above the precrptce ru1ns of the hrgh enclosures of & monastery stand b g e
remmd the visitors of the reltglOus construction’s former grandeur Caves ap~ﬂ %,

pear on the slope lookmg like a giant beehrve Down below fragments of for-

L)

mer stupa walls wind as- they extend.

[

Murals so far have been discovered in. three caves on the slope north of
the village , under a precrprce 30~40 meters. “high. Cave No.lin the cent.er is
flanked from east ‘and west respectively by Caves No 2 and No. 3

iy | i

“Cave No. 2, the biggest, shelters a 7. 2 meter square floor, with the
~ ceiling rising up to b 4 meters in the center. A long shrine i in the back wall

“housed a total of § statues of which only fragments remain along Wlth the las,

vd bdSa bd . i
\ "' WiIVAVIY

i YyuyY

- R 11 thrones and the aureoles. In the background of the statues are ‘murals
showing deva“mustctans playing drfferent mstruments.
" The long shrine extends both ways to form a smaller shrine in the east-"
ern wall and another in the western Wall Each housed A parr of statues, of
— ~which only the fragments of one in the eastern shrme remam

Murals flanking the shrines show(frorn above to below) the seven royal

treasures (ministers, generals, royal consorts elephants, horses, wheel of
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. the law” and mani.)'and the eight blessfifrtg’s‘(“whed of the law”, dextrorota-

form a mandala to g1ve a mysterious effect. At the center of the floor re-

tory conch. canopy, golden banners. lotus flowers, vase, golden flsh and
knots of blessmg) : ¥

The Celllng of the cave, square at the lowest part, shrmks as xt Tises to

mains the base of a destoryed stupa built of adobes : _
Murals covering all the walls and the ceiling mclude, among other , —
things. a thousand mmlatures of bodhtsattva, attached to each of which i 481 5 -
the saint”s name in Ttbetan ‘Those are all the enl1ghtened Buddhlst holy. L -~
s —
e

men. Each saint, bearmg an aureole, Wears a flve——pomted crown and lav-

~ ishly decorated ‘earrings, necklace and beads. Sitting cross—legged, ‘each

I

saint is naked to the waist _but has a s1lk shawl draped over the shoulders

4

i

His apron bears a riot of colors. He makes a partxcular sign with his f1ngers

|

or holds a flower or a fan of peacock: feathers His arms stretch upward or

downward. Long in stature, he leans slightly. The saints, ‘bearmg general

common features, each shows his umque posture.

The entrance of the cave is flanked from each s1de by a mural of rela— B

tively smaller size. In the heavily eroded mural on the east side two nobl
women are barely discernible as standing in prayer. Both ladies wear long o .
robes under cloaks. with broad belts. One wears a red bonnet, the other
decorates her locks lav1shly with: Jewels. The mural on the west 51de shOWS a |
group of clergymen standmg in three rows. The one 1n the center of the up—
per row is sheltered by a canopy. . , £
Over the entrance of the cave a mural shows a group. of fwe goddesses :
travelling on the back of deers, horses or yaks. RS
Slighly smaller than Cave No. 2, Cave No.| was in the shape of a trun~ h e ‘"""
cated pyramid. with a floor 6. 5X 6. 7 meters in area. The caisson ceiling, so ot Yy +3
carved as to simulate ‘wood constructlon bears murals showing warrtors, L‘q
birds in pairs. lions in pairs, dragons in a tetrad, phoenixes in a tetrad as i ;
well as a broad’ variety of desxgns, 1nclud1ng the Buddhlst symbol of ble3s~ i :

ing . the srivatsalaksana.




More than a dozen mandalas form the main mural, 1ncludmg the Va- :

-

MR

— Jjr adhatu mandala, the Garbhahatu mandala and the Aalokztesvara mandala

The mandalas decoratmg the east wall are charactenzed by magmft—_,
‘cefice’s. grandeur and brlght col ors Smaller but better arranged are those
’ . covering the south wall. A series prcture showing the llfe and mlmstry of the'
< Buddha extends through the lower part of the west and north wall. Despite
-  “the erosron such themes are dtscermble as® The Bodhlsattva s Prophesy” K
Incarnation of the White Elephant” “Birth under .the Sal Tree ® Wandertng
Through the Four Distresses”, “The Tonsure i 4 A Enllghtenment” “The

vUY¥YY MY

First Sermon in Mrgadava The Ntrvana . and the"‘The Dlstrxbutlon of'

His Remains”.

""l"b' v‘v W
v _‘utV - "V‘

In the plctnre B1rth apdér the Sal Tree ' whlch is best preserved.

Madam Mahamaya. the Buddha's mother, ltes 1n the garden Lumbini.
grasping w1th both hands the branches of the sal tree as the infant Sakyamu~

ni emerges {rom under her right arm. After belng bathed by Nanda and Up-
ananda, the infant prmce takes seven steps toward each of the four dlrec-“

trons leaving clear footprmts in the shape of lotus flowers. T

At the intervals between the mandalas are portraIts representlng dell-

cate and elegant artistic_technique. On the west wall, flanked by two man-
‘dalas a goddess deptcted as.a wealthy lady is: mounted on a carrlage drawn by

a team of several horses In a robe with turned down collars, she wears,
rich ornaments. v :
- ‘» A comprehensrve view of a Buddhrst service attended by female mem- ' > »
: bers of the noble families occuples the eastern sectlon of the south wall.

e - Dozens of rlchly dressed lad1es are. shown paying homage to the portraits of

B

Buddha and Bodhtsattvas that appear on the upper part of the mural It isa
< vivid representation of a local rellglous eeremony restrlcted to the nobtlrty

hundreds of years ago.

uia,ﬁiwi

— . With a floor area of no more than 13 square meters, Lave No. 3 is the

R

smallest and the murals. there are poorly preserved. The ce1llng, roughly re-

sembling a dome, is decorated w1th a mandala showmg the five Dhyam
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Buddhas. The colors have largely faded. .
The mural covering the east wall is the only relatively better preserved.
It shows nearly a hundred portraits of Buddha and the Bodhisattvas. Only
several small portraits are discernible in the other Walls in that cave.
The three caves on the Donggar site bear striking common features in
the form and the design, theme and artistic technique of the murals, features

suggesting the proximity in the time of their respective construction. The

«l«l»,,\ .

A

absence of signatures or other relics to which dates are attached precludes

any accurate dating of the building of the caves and the creation of the mu- -

rals. Significant clues have. however, been found by observation and exami-
- nation of the caves’ general features. _

No portraits of eminent religious figures that flourished after the 14th
or 15th centuries are found in the murals.

The ceilings of the caves are, in contrast with the( caves believed to have
been built after the 14th century on the site of the capital of the Kingdom of
Gug, in the unique shape of mandala. :

The appearanc and dress of the Buddha,Bodhisattvas and the clergymen
and lay believers in the murals bear obvious features characteristic of Kash-
miri and Central Asian Buddhist art. ; _

The murals differ largely from the mid—and late Gug murals in design,
color, brushwork ‘and‘general style. : '

These clues have led us to the conclusion that the triad was first built
between the 11th and the 12th century., or the first stage of the late Buddhist
missionary period in Ngari. ' ‘ : :

As the most ancient, relatively well —preserved and very rich collection
of Buddhist artistic remains in Ngari, the Donggar caves have drawn broad
academic and artistic interest from China and abroad since the early 1990°s
when it was discovered. L

Indeed, those caves are deservedly identifiable as a unique art treasure,
The technique that produced the mandala ceilings was rriiraculous.

The murals, revealing skillful brushwork and the application of colors



