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The Manichaean Wallpainting
Fallen into the Taklamakan Desert

Chao Huashan

The Manichaean religion was founded in Iran by Mani in the third century AD, Later spread-

ing West to Western Asia, the Mediterranean coast and Europe. It also continued to extend East-

ward into Eastern Asia, Xinjiang, China's Central Plains, the Northern deserts, and the Southeast

coast. In the East and the West, the Manichaean religion was an ascendant world religion that sru-

vived into fifteenth century.

In the wild Turpan desert of west China, there lies the Flaming Mountains that extends over

__7__




a seventy kilometre. A few decades ago, archaeclogists discovered in the deep valley of these moun-
tains more than two hundred caverns, which, with the exception of only one Manichaean temple,
are all temples of Buddhism built in ancient times. However, the several thousands of the ancient
handcopied books of scripture found in these caverns are divided between these two religions on
the halves . Where are the other Manichaean temples? After the lapse of decades of years, no an-
swer to the question could be found. With this question in mind, the present author began his ar-
duous work a few years ago to explore various places in the desolate mountain valleys of the Flam-
ing Mountains. Through an extensive archaeological investigation, the author succeeded in finding
over seventy Manichaean temple caverns, wherein many early, unique and eccentric murals are still
well preserved.

The Manichaean temples are scattered in Sangim, Tuyod and Beziklik caverns groups in Tur-
pan.A temple is built on five terraces on different levels, following the typical Manichaean style.
Inside a cavern the fresco on the front wall is considered the most important. The imposing North
temple in Sangim typifies the Manichaean temple. Built on the terrace on the third level are five
halls, strictly in accordance with the Chinese ancient manuscript. On the front wall of the fasting
hall were drawn “The Tree of Life and the Tree of Death intertwined” . The tree of life is drawn
full of life, with brown trund and branches and willow-like leaf while the tree of death looks
paled, leaf sparse. The trunk of the two trees twist around each other in two places. The drawing is
the most important symbols of Manichaean religion. Manichaean religion taught a doctrine of two
“roots” . One root is light, a realm of peace and goodness represented by the tree of life. The other
is darkness, a realm of turmoil and evil, symbolized by the tree of death.

The other pictures in halls for preaching and abstinence are: Seven-by-seven pictures of Trea-
sure Trees and Envoys of Light;Orchards of Treasure Trees; Palace of Sun and Moon; Preaching
Priest ; Meditations of the Disciples; The Yin-Yang(Dar kness-Light)Being; The Denial of Carnal
Desire; Other. The picture in halls of instruction are: Veneration of the Tree of Life; The
Grapevines; The Orchard of Treasure Trees; The Veneration of the Trearure Trees; Design of the
Temples; The Manichaean High Priest.
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