FRESCOES OF TUNHUANG

By Lav Kan {4 # )

1. INTRODUCTION:

From very early times, Frescoes have always oceupied a
predominant position in Chinese painting.  From the Tlan
and the Wel Dynasties onward, paintings began o appear
on paper and silk, but they were far Jess important.  The
advent in China of Buddhism gave an added incentive to this
particular branch of finc art,  As frescoes in Buddhist temples
and monasterics became also objects of worship. Ir is a
matter of grear regret that most ol the ancient temples have
been long razed to the ground and that only the caves at
Tunhuang, with its remote Jocation and dry climate, have
been able to preserve their paintings.

The Frescoes of Tunhuang are housed in the caves of
the Thousand Buddhas, 12 miles southcast of Tunghuang
Citv, Kansn Province. They show a decided influence of
the Buddhist Caves at Ajanta in Hyderabal India, so that
they are housed not in rooms but on the walls of caves dug
in precipitous clifls. The paintings swere {irst cxecuted in
the second year of the reign of Chien Yuan of the Eastern
Tsin Dynasty (344D, and carried on through Northern Wei
(386-536), Northern Chou (557-380), Sui 5816183, Tang
(6199063, the Epoch of the Five Dynastics (907-959), down
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to the 3rd year of Ching Yu in the reign of Emperor Jen
Tsung of the Sung Dvnesty, when the place fell into the
hands of the Tangut Kingdom. (1032-1227) In their turn,
the Tanguts continued the work teo, but only in a very small
way. The caves of Tunhuang had then begun their decline.

The Ming Dynasty did not think much of the place.
When the Manchus restablished Tunhuang during the rcign
of Emperor Yung Cheng (1723-1735), however, Chinese
emigrants began to comce in great hordes and to develop and
explore the place. New Chinese paintings again appearced
in the caves there, even, though artistically speaking, these
late comers are a far cry from the original ones.

During the Northern Wei and Tang Dynasties, Tun-
huang had been an important juncture in east-west communi-
cation. Many a merchant or nobleman, in his desire to
please the gods, contributed large sums of money for the
ercction of Buddhist statues and murals. As almost every
cave excavated before or during the Tang Dynasty has its
distinguishing features to set each one apart from the other,
It is fairly evident that the objects d’art in the caves were not
wrought by local artisans, but by expert craftsman brought
from sorne remote place cspecially for the purpose. With
the exception of those preserved in its Caves of the Thonsand
Buddhas most of the paintings done prior to the Tang
Dynasty arc no longer extent, so that these caves constitute,
in a sense, the fnest museum of medieval Chinese painting
to be found anywhere and offer the most reliable measure for
assessing and arranging the latter's chronology.

Apart from those photographs taken by the Chinese
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themselves these frescoes have been photographed primarly
by Sir Aural Stein (as published in Innermost Asia and
Ruins of Desert Cathay), and by Paul Pelliot (as published
in Les Grottes de Tonen-houang). 'The latter’s work is
expecially praiseworthy for its richness of material and it is
a pity that, owing to technical difficulties obtaining at the
time, the pictures have all been executed in monochrome.

On the whole, the frescoes may be divided into four
categories: (1) patterns, (2) stories, (3) portraits of Buddhas
and (4) portraits of waorshippers.

Pattern are of two kinds: (1) Tsaoching and Tienhua,
both decorations for the ceiling, the former being designs
that revolve around a domical center at the middle of the
ceiling and the latter, scattered designs under the sloping
roof with no central peint; and (2) mariginal adormments
along the sides of the frescocs. They all show distinct char-
acteristics identifying them with the period in which they
were produced.

Stories generally illustrate the life of Buddha (Gautama,
the popular version of the Sutra Amitaba, the Sutra of One
Hundred Parables, the Sutra Vimalakirti, and such as have
been mentioned in other Buddhist scriptures. The store is
very rich and to a great extent also portrays the social lile of
medicval China.

The majority of the Portraits are of Sakyamuni,
(Guutama) the others being distributed among Amitabha,
the bodhisattvas and devas. In general, portraits done before
the Sui Dynasty are chiefly of bodhisattvas in Chinese cloth-
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ing, while those done during and after Tang times are dressed
like Indians, with devas attending upon them, cither beside
the doors or in the four comers near the cciling.

Prvors who gme money to the construction of these
caves were painted oo, and their portraits with their names
written therean constitute the last category.  As these were
exeeuted in different ages, their dothing aud ornaments give

us a clear picture of the times and customs they represent.
The st period, cncompassing the fourth Century through
o the seventh, shows the imfluence off Central Asia, the
cluthes in the l)[_n'tmiis ATE W0 Light fltting thc}? may bhe worn
even todav. The sccond period starts with the eighth cen-
tury, and the cothes of this period are so loose fitting they
look like the Japancse himeno. From the Western 1lsia
Clanguts Dynasty on, women are dressed in the Jong gowns
wom chicfly by Tangur-Tibetan women.,

Landscapes and architectural features are but hackdrops
in he murals off Tunhuang, vet they have historical signi-
ficance o, Places of the Northern Wei and Tang Dynasties
are dvawn in great detail, showing minutely the abacuses
and the arches of @ definitddy Chinese order. They can be
adupted harmoniously near the entrance of u level-roof or
Greelan edilice or in the conter of the more modernistic cubic
buildings.

As to landscape, painting we know it was quite descloped
during Tang times but as an art it achieved marurity only
in the Epoch of the Five Dynasties.  The murals show clearly
the cvolutions from Northern Wel to Tang. Landscapc
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painting has been considered as representative of the Chinese
stvle of painting, but this medium of artistic cxpression has
not been {formed overnight.

In 1942, the Natonal Government of the Republic of
China set up an Art Bescarch [nstitute a rthe Caves of the
Thousand Buddhas charged with the cotaloguing of these
caves, Of the 427 caves then counted, 309 were bigger
ones.  They occupy 2 length of 1612 meters with over 2000
statues.  The murals occupy a total area of over 25000 square
melers,

Tunhuang murals reproduced in the National 1Tistorical
Muscum of Taipei ave based on Koduehrome transparent hilims
taken by Mr. To Chimel at the caves, which are projected on
white walls, then traced and painted the original color. This
work was executed by Mro KoM Tiu. 'The most desirable way
of reproduction would be facsimiles of some caves in their
entirely, but, because of lack of space, we have to be content
with reproductions cepresentative of murals of the different
d,\'lmsties, chnmo]ngic:llly arranged.  They are. to be surg,
merely a selection, but it is hoped that lovers of Tunhuang
art will be enalbed to sce in them in something approching
the origin:ﬂ .Trnwsphcrc.

2. TUNIUAG PAST AND PRESENT

Tunhuang is situated at the westernmost end of the
corildor west of the Yellow River, 650 1i from Suchow and
240 11 from Ansi. It wee place is approached from Ansi, it
Is necessary to leave the Kansu-Sinkiang Highwav, travel in
the boundless Gobi Desert, and pass one ruined and un-



inhabited city, and two villages each with only one family as
its entire population before reaching the city. On the way,
snow-capped mountains are .een far south, together with
many beacons, leltovers from Tang times, consisting of ane
big mound and four small ones, which, in times of old, were
used for signally purposes by sending up puffs of smoke in
the Bed Indian fashion.

That Tunhuang could have attained great importance in
its day, so far removed from China Proper as it is, can be
attributed to its geograpbical location. It used to be the
principal oasis west of the Chiayu Pass, and when one gocs
farther west from Tunhuang, whether it is to Flami in the
north or to Lolan (a ruin near Lake Lobnor) in the west.
or to Charklik in the southwest, one has to trek the desert
for seven or eight days. From verv carly times Turkestan
prescented two menacing hazards for the Chincse traveler,
one is the Muztagh Ata, rearing 7-8000 fect above the Pamir
Plateau; the other is the Ghost Sanddupes between Tunhuang
and Shan-shan, an arca uninhabited by man or beast, and
where mirages offer endless perils.

It can be then that Tunhwang was in its day a fertile
place amid miles upon miles of wastcland, and an important
communication center where traders going west had to store
their goods and cquip themselves for the hard trip ahead.
The place also yielded gold dust, and was the meeting place
for traders dealing in embroideries, raw medicine, spices,
gold, silver and precious stones.

Metescological changes over the last few thousand years
have made glaciers recede, wet and cold climates dry and
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hot. In central Asia, where the armies of Alexander the
Great Once marched, it is now extrcaching difhcult to provide
for a caravan of 20 people. Tunhuang was the victim of
these fickle changes, It had been the most peaceful region
in the land during the Northern and Southern Dynasties,
yet it suffered seriously from natural sethacks. The national
strength of the Sui and the Tang Dynasties was hardly equal
to that of the 1lan, and what with the invasions by the
Khitan Tartars and the Mongolians, the situation there
worsened until the place was abandoned in the Ming
Dynasty, and its people ordered removed to inside the Chiayu
Pass. In the process, the population here dwindled, cul-
tivated land became desolate through disuse, and the sur-
rounding desert made its inroads. When Lmperor Yung
Cheng of the Ching rescttled the place, it could never return
to its pristine state.

The Tunhuang of Han, or, for that matter, of Tang
times, was better than the Tunhuang of today, and to a great
degree. In volume 420, Tai-Ping Kuang-Chi, it is recorded
that, “Northwest of Shachou (Tunhuang), is the Black
River, deep enough for beating. It frequently floods so much
that houses and helds are ruined. As a result, no crop can
be planted there and the inhabitants have to move away.”
The Black River is mow known as the Shuleh River.
According to the Records of Turkestan Waterways, when
General Yuch Chung-chi under Emperor Yung Cheng led
his cxpedition here, only small crafe could be managed, and
even these had to be sunk when he reached the River of
Two Pagodas. At present, the lower valley of the Shuleh
River is navigable only for a very short period in the year.
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the natves, there used to be snow several Teot decp in winter,
blocking all trafic between T unhuang and Ansi, but even
SRV ]ms decreased in volume in recent vears,

The decrease of snow accounis partially for the wtorv.
The reduction of tillable land can alse be attribored to the
ahusive logomg_, activitics on Mountain Chilian. l’unhuanu
has no coal deposit and it populace of 26,000 has to 101\
on wood from the mountain for cooking and heating. W hen
the forests on the mountain are more Jnd more J(LC]ll(‘Cd, the
snowline recedes higher and higher, until the mountain com-
pletely loses its power to meditate with the climate.  'There
is now almost no district in Northwest China which is really
selb-saflicient, and before the main railway is completed, no
constructive work can he carried out there.

In size, Tushuang is compayable to the part of Kiangsu
Province south of thc Yangtse River, yet it tillage is no
bigger than 30 1i {15 I&Jlumelerb) cast-west and 20 It south-
north, exclusive of another picce of cultivated land at Nanhu,
which is about 5 or 6 1 in circumference.  The rest of the
arca is nine tenths desert and one tenth pasturage, which,
owing to lack of irrigation, has to be left unused except Iy
some occasional Mogolians who come with their focks of
sheep.

The old city of Tunhuang iy situated west of the Tang
River, while the new city is on the other bank. '[he history
of this walled city van be guessed comeentently on the basis
of the broken picces of Flan pottery and the Yuan pagodas
found there,
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Dut, since it was abandoned (lur]ng the Ming [ nasty
and its wesiern halt was washed awav by the Tang Bive,
all that is Teft of @0 now is an area lall a Kiliueter west-cast
and ane Kilometer santh-north, venamed the Lihaien Tang,
or Lilisien Section,

At the northwest corner of the new city, built daring
the rcign ol Emperor Yung Cheng of the Ching Dynasty,
is anuther walled area cafled the "laner City,” which occupics
one fourth of the whele city. Survounding this in the cast
and the south is the "Cite Gate Zone,” which makes an the
remaining tnee fourths. The west wall of the “City Gate
Zone” in actually the cast wall of the old city, which, hecause
of the shift of course of the Tang River. is left standing across
the waterwar.  The city government is in the Inner City,
as are most of the people living here. The business district
il the strect outside the East Gate. Lxport here consists of
onlv cotton, and its hmports are cotton cloth and machine
made goods. The place is good for raising cotton because
Tunhuang is the lowest in clevation and has the Ieast rainfall
among all the cities in the Yellow River corridor.  From
wooden blocks of the [Han Dynasty discovered here it s
iearned that clothing constituted a major problem in ancient
times hecause silk picee goods had to come fram far cast.
Now that Tunhuane has plenty of cotton, the problem ns
fonger oxists. This is one result of cast-west commimication.

80 li north of Tunhuang lies the north end of the Great
Wall of the Han Dinastv, Tt has been erroncougly though
that the Great Wall runs east 1o Shanhaikuan and west (Uf
north> to Blungchi, Actually, however, it ended at Chiavu
Pass in the west during the Ming Dynasty, and, what is
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left of the Han Great wall ends near the Fuchang Beacon,
west of the Yumen Pass.  Inside the conhines of Tunhuang,
the Great Wall runs west along the Shulch River, built with
laver upon layer of adobe blocks and of some plant stalk.
Salty water was used in mixing mud, which, when aged,
became like glue. Along the Wass are many beacens, ap-
pruxmmtel_\r ane in every ten li. The beacons are built with
mud cahes or adobe. Lt was near here that Sir Aurel Stein
found the Han wooden blocks, The Yumen Pass is 4 walled
city 80 80 feet in area, abou 250 Y from Tunhuang.

The Caves of the Thousand Buddhas arec on the
U-shaped bluft of a canyon 12 miles southeast of Tunhuang.
30 li east of the canvon is the tridentlike Mountain of Three
Hazards, and 30 li west of it is the Mountain of Noisy Sands.
The caves are on the eroded cliff west of the piece of terrace
ground between the two mountains extending, north and
south, 2 kilometers. The threestratum caves command a
small brook, and number over 500 of which 330 are fully
furnished with frescos and efhgies. Among these lateer, 70
constructed and furnished during the Northern Wei (House
of Toba, 386-501) and Sui Dynastics (581-618), and over
200 were done during Tang and carly Sung times. The
works in the Wel caves have a strong resemblance to the
works at Turfan, Sinkiang, and Ajanta, India, whereas thosc
of Teng and the Epoch of the Five Dynasties are eminently
Chincse.  This divergency bespeaks rather eloquently the
great significance that attended the conquest of the Chen
Dvnasty by Emperor Wen Ti of Sui.

Since no paintings of Wei and few of Tund exist today
aside from those at Tunhuang, the art treasure of the Caves
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of the Thousand Buddhas is important and valaable on many
counts, the least of which would be that is serves as a museum
of medicval Chinese art.

3. THE CAVES OF THE THOUSAND BUDDHAS
AND MUBAL PATNTINGS OF TUNHUANG

‘The art of mural painting first began to appear during
the New Stone Age. Even today there are colored murals
of that age left in some mountain caves in France and Spain.
On the walls of tombs of the Yin Dynasty, too, are found
putternic decorations.  The Questions to the Heavens by Chu
Yuan were raised when the author saw the pictures of ancient
menarchs on the walls in the royal ancestral shrine of the
Kingdom of Chu. During the Han Dynasty, walls in the
roval courts were also embellished with drawings of former
kings and eminent administrators, and the Arcade of Unicorn
and the Cloud Terrace were built for housing the portraits
of famous oflicials of the time. These murals are, to be sure,
no longer cxtant, but it is known for certain that, in the
Eastern tlan Dynasty, many shrines which formed part of
some cemeteries had pictutes in bas relief after court murals,
as somc of these are still preserved to this day.

When it was still confined to the reaches of India,
Buddhism had already had frescos on cave walls dedicated
to the illustration of its teachings. Since the religion was
introduced to China, its drawings had becn widely adopted
in the newly crected temples.  Many caves were prepared
for the accomodation of this alien art, notably the Cave of
the Thousand Buddhas at Tunhuang, which are said to have
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begun during the Dynasty of Former Chin (heginning 305
A Mane new caves and paintings were added to the
old in the su’bsoquvm Dynastics of Nerthern Wei, Sui and
Fang, with cach period showing specihe characteristics. At
the begining of the Sung Dynasty, these caves became a
veritable storchouse of Chinese art.

Grography explains the existence of this artistic store-
house.  The corridor west of the Yellow River is a narrow
but long stiip of fertile soil.  North of the cortidor is a
great desert, while south of it the terrain is rugged with high
mountain ranges on which snow remains unmelted all the
vear round.  The corridor is therefore the only inhabitable
place which, by ity location, happened in ancient times to be
alse the center of communication between  Last Asia and
Central Asia, a position that was significant both politically
and culturally,

During the paiod of the Warring States and the carly
sears of the Han Dynasty, the land had first been occupied
by the Yueh Chi and Usun tribes. and later by the Huns,
the exploited its strategical position to control the svhole Tur-
Lestan.  In 021 A, Emperor Wuo Ti of Han sent an
expeditionary force headed by General Thio Chuping and
vanguished the Huns.  The district was first opened to
militarv colonization and then civil settlement.  When the
area was suffictently coltivated, four prefectures were estab-
lished herey Wuwed, Changveh, Tsiuchuan and Tunhuang
of which the last one sas the westernmost.

Ousis though the Tour prefectures west of the Yellow
River all are, thev have to depend on water from the southern
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mountains for all purposes, as there is little rain in the vear.
Yet, because water from melting snonw is more punctual and
certoin than roin, the district never camplains of droughe,
but is ¢mite fertile and swell irrigated.

Tunhuang cccupios an especially Javorable position in
this arca in thdt it strategically guards the gateway to Yang
Kuan and Yunon Pass, and tlmt it iv the hrk.t port of entry
in China for anyv cultural importation from the continental
west via Turkestin.  With the stativning here of governors
of the whole distriet during both Later Han and Tang, Tun-
huang carly achieved a high level of culture which found
cxpression in ity Buddhice paintings and its Buddhist paint-
ings and its collection of huoks,

The Cave of the Thousand Buddhas is a popular name,
It was officially called frum the Tang Dynusty to the Yuan
the Mokaeo Cavern. Th(‘}' arc 40 U from Tunhuang Clity,
and consist of caves excavated oat of a sheer diff. To the
south is a fountainhead which forms o Beels brook hwine
through o canvon and our ar the north end 1o disappear in
the desert. On cither side of the brook arc planted populars.
Needless 1o mention that the ¢liff is the produce of the end-
loss crosion of the brook.

It s sadd that during the reign of Lormer Tsin, a Baddhist
friar from inland China came to dif_; the lirst cave,  Because
of the geographical location of the place and the prevalence
of Buddhism ar the time, the caves became, in Yuan Dynasty,
a yeritable honeveob one mile in length,

The murals preserved here have been fortunate in that
Tunhuang never became too prosperous ar easily accessible,
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and tor quite a time it was not cven in Chinese hands, so
that they never met the fate of those at Changan or Loyang,
which have all been destroyed, but remained as they originally
were as late as the Ming Dynasty, with some poor renavation
jobs done to them only in the Tsing or Manchu Dynrasty.
On the other hand, they have been unfortunate too, in that
they stayed in oblivion until the last years of Tsing.

The first thing from Tunhuang to come to people’s notice
has not been the murals but the popularicd versions of
Buddhist scriptures stored in a vault in the Caves of One
Thousand Buddhas. In 1900, an itinerant Taoist named
Wang came from [lupeh. (It will be noted that, though the
west region of Kansu Province were originally Buddhistic,
the religion had declined during the last few centuries, and
the Caves Of One Thousand Buddha lodged by lamas had
but few monks by them. The prevalent religion at this
rarticular juncture was Taoism, whose priests performed
various tites and services for the people and worshiped
Budklhist idols.) He had made the journey to find a living.

Wang the Taoist obtained one of the caves as his quarters.
Everyday be copied Taoist scriptures for his use at the rites.
One day he noticed a crack on the wall, and, digging into
it, came upon a niche wherein were stored many sacred books.
These he used as presents to people who made donations to
him.

In March, 1907, Sir Aurel Stein of England then sent
on a tour of archaeological rescarch by the government of
British India arrived at the Caves of the Thousand Buddhas
after he had discovered a sizable amount of wood slips,
documents of the Han Dynasty. He bribed the Taoist and

14



took with his some of the more complete sets of Buddhist
tales and pictures. Later, the French sinologist, Paul Pelliot,
did the same thing. Many of the books stored here arc
different from those in print. When both Stein and Pelliot
paotographed and published their find, scholars all over the
world came to know the name of the Caves of The Thousand
Buddhas and the great treasure of art that miraculously existed
there,

There are points one would do better to bear in mind:
First, regarding statues, because the rocks here were unsuited
for sculpture, clay was nsed instead. Special attention, there-
fore, should be paid tw the pigments used on the statues
besides postues besides posture. The fact that the statues
retain their original color indicates the quality of pigments
used. Comparable to these are the statues at the Meitsi
Mountzain near Tienshui, Kansu, also of Wei, but less in
number and size. As the statues at Tunhuwang comprise all
perieds, comparative work may be carried on between them
and other Buddhist sculpture at Yun-Kang, Lune-Men, the
CIiff of One Thousand Buddhas (Kuangyuan, Szechuan).
Tachu, Mount Tsi-hsia (Nanking) and Mount Tienlung
(Taiyuan, Shansi). Furthermore, as Tunhuang has been
the center of communication between China and Turkestan,
comparison may also be made between the statues here and
those in Indian Central Asia.

Sceond, the murals, including the patterns of Tsaoching
decorations inside of dome and Tienhua, (ceiling patterns)
usually the cynosure of all attention, began early and con-
tinued long, so that they represented the progress and advance-
ment of Chinese painting from around the 5th Century down
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to eerly Ming. This unbroken continuity of nearly 1,000
vears in painting cannot be found at any other place in the
countty, cnabling people 10 revise many of their misconcep-
tions ahout ancient painting or painters.

Then, in the repertoire of Chinese art, it will be noted
that the original wealth of native patterns of China has been
augmented by that of Central Asia. From the Sun Dynasty
on, as paintiog came to be more and more the pastime and
medium of expression for scholars, pattern designing has been
gicatlv neglected,  'This results in the near poverty in China
along this lne, especialily [rom the unilitarian point of view.,
Witk (the coming te notice of Tunhuang murals, attention
has been dirccted also to the patterns.  In the rearrangement
and cataloging of these pattems are involved not only their
design but also coloring, so that a difheulty is posed. When
we get around to finishing the job, bowever, there can be no
doubt but that the patterns will offer potentialities for applica-
tion and enhance the value of this particular part of China’s
artistic heritage,

Furthermore, though the murals are generally religious
in nature, they cncompass also Jandscape, furniture and
utensils, plants, wildlife, dances and rituals, and scaled down
buildings.

Even the Buddhist stories portrayed here offer felds for
exploration, as they varied with the development and the
fashion of the different schools and times. Researches on
Tunhuang Murals by Eiciche Matsumoto of Japan which
investigates into the storics remains the most important re-
ference book in this ficld, but much leaves still to be desired.
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Thizd, architecturally, the caves, with the murals, are
also a great museum of architecture. They show the relation-
ship between the architecture of China and that of India.
The most salient feature in the Wei paintings are far as
architecture in concerned, is the use of A -shape arch, found
also in the caves at Lung Men and Yun-Kang, and the Hohu-
rvu Temple of Nara, Japan, which was built during the Sui
Dynasty of China. For T'ang architecture, they very im-
portant record is found in the bas reliefs at the Wild Geese
Tuwer, Sian, but here at Tunhuang there are also models.

In conclusion, it is safe to say that the artistic treasure
at Tunhuang is comprchensive in subject matter and im-
portant for further rescarch. How to make uvse of all this
great legacies of China's culture and civilization remains the
concern of all who will have interest in the problem.

4. PATTERNS AND MIUIRALS OF TUNHUANG
ANALYTICAL SURVEY

1. Periods of the Murals

The Murals at the Caves of The Thousand Buddhas,
Tunhuang, are the prize of Chinese art, in periods ranging
from the Northern Wei, Northern Chou, Suoi, Tang, the
Epoch of the Five Short Dynasties and Sung. In this period
of several centuries and dynasties, the content js a veritable
priceless wealth,  Their value is especially enhanced by the
fact that few Tang paintings cxist today, let alone those of
the Nowthern Wei. Yet, here in these caves, many produc-
tions of Northern Wei, Sui and Tang are prescrved. They
arc the fountainhead tobe tapped in the compilation of any
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