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Introduction

This is the first of a series of three volumes of research papers, entitled
collectively “ Between Han and Tang: Art and Archaeology in a Transformative
Period. ” The approximately four centuries between the Han and Tang Dynasties,
also known as the “ Three Kingdoms, Two Jins, and Northern and Southern
Dynasties,” was one of the most important periods in Chinese history and art
history. The early dynasties of Qin and Han which first unified China had fallen.
The break up of the empire brought new forces into play in the development of
Chinese art and culture: regional autonomy, foreign incursions, and resettlement of
populations. Many important changes in art and visual culture took place and
initiated subsequent developments during the Sui and Tang dynasties.

Three pivotal changes characterized the art and material culture of this period:
first, the political division of the country introduced new modes of cultural and
artistic exchange. No longer dominated by a single metropolitan tradition and
bureaucratic system. Chinese culture and art developed in new directions through the
growth and interaction of regional traditions and foreign influences. Such cultural and
artistic interaction became evident in every art form and in all domains of visual
culture, including architecture, painting, sculpture, fashion, and funerary art.

Second, as part of this broad cultural interaction. Buddhism was introduced to
China, and Buddhist art was promoted by both the central authority and local
communities. This then brought about a fundamental change in religious art : instead
of serving family-based ancestral cults and the individual pursuit for immortality,
enormous effort was dedicated to creating temples and icons for a community-based
worship. Buddhist faith inspired new types of monuments, such as cave chapels and
pagodas; murals and sculptures were designed as integral elements of these
structures. These Buddhist art and architectural forms, as well as related conventions
in visual perception and imagination, also stimulated the formation of religious Daoist
art during this period.

Third, in the sphere of painting and calligraphy, a group of individual artists
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emerged from the ranks of anonymous artisans. Their work increasingly took the form
of portable scrolls that were appreciated by an educated audience and collected by
royal patrons. This elite art demonstrated an important departure from the mainly
anonymous art made for ceremonial purposes in previous centuries. Along with
interest in art collecting, there also appeared writings on art criticism, art theory and
clasSiﬁpation, and connoisseurship. These inventions strongly influenced the
development of Chinese art over the next fifteen hundred years.

This series is a result of a large collaborative project. Initiated by the University
of Chicago, it involves four other organizing institutions in China and the U. S. : the
School of Archaeology and Museology at Peking University; the Institute of
Archaeology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences; the Department of Art
History at the Central Institute of Fine Arts, Beijing; and the Department of Art and
Architecture at Harvard University. A general goal of the research project is to build
up a new basis for studying Chinese art and archaeology during this complex
historical period through collaboration between international scholars. While
synthesizing new archaeological materials, this project and its publications also
encourage serious discussion of research methods and re-examination of historical
concepts.

Each of the three volumes in the series focuses on a crucial aspect of Chinese
art and material culture during the period between the third and sixth centuries. The
subject of this volume is religious art and archaeology; the central theme of the
second volume is cultural and artistic interaction; the third volume investigates
various artistic forms and material culture. Each volume includes 18 —22 articles,
which are hoped to present the most up-to-date scholarship in this field, including
new archaeological finds and new interpretations. The contributors are from many
research institutions inside and outside China, and have been selected by the
Editorial Committee (constituted by scholars from the above mentioned five
institutions ) through a systematic survey of the field and a screening process. Before
their final inclusion in the volumes, the papers in each volume have been presented
and discussed at one of three international conferences, and have been revised based
on such scholarly interaction.

The current volume results from the first of these international conference,
which took place at the University of Chicago in early November, 1999. The 18
papers in the volume are grouped into four sections, each representing a major aspect

or direction of research on religious art and architecture during this period. The first
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section publishes for the first time surveys and research on small and middle-sized
Buddhist cave-temples and stone carvings in various regions. Introducing materials
beyond the famous Buddhist monuments at Yungang, Longmen and Dunhuang, these
papers provide invaluable information about Buddhist art during this period and
suggest a new direction in studying this art, as they shift our attention from isolated
sites to large regional networks of Buddhist establishments and to the geographical
distribution of distinct artistic styles and subjects.

This regional approach is further developed in the second section, which focuses
on religious art in the Kucha region and the Hexi Corridor. This geographical
concentration allows the authors to study a regional Buddhist art tradition from a
variety of perspectives, from an archaeological survey of small and middle-sized
caves to an investigation of the relationship between an important cave complex and
an ancient traffic route, and from iconographic links between Indian and Xinjiang
murals to the possible patronage and dates of cave chapels in the Hexi Corridor.

The central subjects of the third section are Buddhist temples and icons. The
recent excavation of the site of the Yongning Pagoda in Luoyang has allowed scholars
to define a distinctive sculptural style favored by the Northern Wei ruling elite and to
speculate on its influence in Buddhist and funerary art. Other sculptures unearthed
in Sichuan provide new evidence for studying Buddhist art of the Southern Dynasties
and its doctrinal bases. In contrast to these studies based on new archaeological
finds, other papers in this section reinterpret well-known examples of Chinese
Buddhist art. Characterized by a strong methodological orientation, these
interpretations either explore the internal logic of a cave’s design and decoration, or
lay a new basis for investigating the complex construction process of a particular cave
temple such as the Guyang Cave at Longmen. '

This emphasis in interpretation becomes a dominant factor in the papers grouped
in the fourth section, which all focus on the identities and roles of patrons of
religious art and architecture. These patrons include non-Chinese rulers with a strong
political agenda, women of different social status, and local communities of religious
worshippers. Based on synthetic analyses of archaeological and textual evidence, the
authors are able to identify these groups and uncover their intentions in making
religious dedications. In so doing, they reconstruct specific historical situations in
which religious art served particular political and social purposes, and speculate on
the regional development of early Daoist art and the complex relationship between

Buddhist and Daoist art.
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Rather than providing well-formulated conclusions, these papers aim to provide
research materials and to open up new ways in studying religious art during this
important period. In fact, readers will find different research methods, approaches,
and interpretations throughout the volume. Instead of emphasizing uniformity, the
Editorial Committee believes that such differences will encourage discussion in this
field and will lead to a renewed understanding of art and material culture during this
period. The significance of the volume thus lies in both its subject matter and
editorial approach. In terms of content, it departs from the traditional emphasis on a
few “Golden Ages” in Chinese art, and focuses instead on the emergence and early
development of historical trends in an era of political chaos and instability. In terms
of editorial approach, it promotes the exchange of ideas and collaboration between
scholars, because in our view only such exchange and collaboration will bring the
scholarship in the field to the next stage.

The collaborative research project “Between Han and Tang: Art and Archaeology
in a Transformative Period, ” as well as the three international conferences on the
subject, is funded by the Luce Foundation. The publication of this volume is funded
by the Tang Research Foundation. Here we want to thank these two foundations for
their generous support, and also want to express our gratitude toward the Cultural

Relics Publishing House for bringing out these volumes.
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