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Preface

Wang Yamin

Based on the selection among Mr. Li Wei’s collection of Ti-
betan gilt bronze Buddha statues, the Forbidden City Publishing
House contributes to readers who are fond of Buddhist art this
visually pleasing Buddha atlas with refined illustrations and excel-
lent annotations. We will be delighted to see the fulfillment of this
project’s original intention of carrying forward the Chinese civili-
zation and promoting the social harmony.

Mr. Li Wei started to collect Buddha statues since the begin-
ning of 1970s. Over thirty years, he devoted all his money and
energy and added more than a thousand gilt bronze Buddha stat-
ues to his collection. It is his persistent efforts that protected this
batch of cultural relics from destruction or lose overseas in the ages
when “revolution is advocated and culture is abandoned.” In recent
years, during the construction of his own private museum, Mr. Li
has donated a precious batch of gilt bronze statues to The National
Museum, thus contributing in his part to the promotion of the
Chinese civilization.

In 2009, the Zhonghua Book Company published Sino-

. Tibetan interaction: selective collection of gilt bronze Buddha

statues, the deluxe edition of atlas on Mr. Li Wei’s collection,

and this academic achievement derives from the three-year in-

vestigation and research done by Mr. Wang Jiapeng, an expert on
Buddhist relics, and Mr. Shen Weirong, a Tibetologist. Through
convincing analysis and argument, this atlas adds to the Buddhist
art study, fills the gap in the research of Amdo Buddhist statue, and
leads the exploration of Sino-Tibetan interactions into the new
depth.

Covering a vast territory, our country has a long history of
Buddhism, that is, Chinese, Tibetan and Theravada Buddhism,
each possessing its own uniquely distinguished cultural relics. Only
by extraordinarily painstaking exploration and research could we
gain the access to the essential characteristics of these relics and
decipher the information they convey. We believe that, facilitated
by the great historical feat of promoting the Chinese civilization
achieved by collectors and connoisseurs with lofty ideals, diverse
cultural relics belonging to all schools of Buddhism in our country

would shine together with brighter light in the future.

Jan. 2010

(Wang Yamin, Deputy director of Palace Museum, Director of For-

bidden City Publishing House)
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Interactions between Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism and

Buddhist Art

Wang Yao

Two years ago, through the recommendation of Mr. Feng
Qiyong, I had the honor of visiting the exhibition rooms of Bei-
jing Oriental Treasures Co., Ltd. for fine works of arts, together
with several former students of mine, namely Shen Weirong, Xie
Jisheng and Wang Jiapeng, who are all leading scholars of Tibetan
Buddhist studies now in China. There I have viewed the private
collections of Mr. Li Wei including hundreds of Gilt Copper or
Brass Buddhist Sculptures from both the Ming and Qing dynas-
ties. I am now eighty years old. I have dedicated nearly sixty years
of my life to Tibetan Buddhist studies in the past. I was very for-
tunate to be a student of several great masters such as Professor Yu
Daoquan, Wang Sen, Gangkar Rinpoche and Dung dkar Rinpoche
Blo bzang’ phrin las. Under their guidance, I entered the academic
world of Tibetan Buddhist studies. In the past, I have visited nu-
merous well-known Buddhist monasteries within and without
Tibet, and quite a few renowned museums and galleries in Europe,
the United States and Japan. I have also paid numerous visits to
grand exhibitions of Tibetan Buddhist art in the world. I thought
that I had already seen most of the finest art works of Tibetan
Buddhism. To my great surprise, the quantity and quality of Mr. Li
Wei’s collection of Gilt Copper or Brass Buddhist Sculptures from
the Ming and Qing dynasties almost measure up to all the Gilt
Copper or Brass Buddhist Sculptures of the same kind that I have
seen before. Both the large variety of sculpture models and the fine
and sophisticated casting techniques were far beyond my expecta-

tions. It became very clear to me that not only the quantity of Gilt

Copper or Brass Buddhist Sculptures from the Ming and Qing
dynasties is rather inestimable, but also the elaborate forms and
varied styles of the statues are indeed refreshing. This visit opened
up a new horizon to me, reminding me of the golden age of inter-
actions between Han Chinese and Tibetan Buddhist arts. In the
meantime, I deeply appreciate Mr. Li Wei’s great enthusiasm and
capability of preserving the Buddhist art treasures.

Starting from the end of the 1970s, I had numerous opportu-
nities to teach and do researches at quite a few renowned academic
institutions for Tibetan studies in Europe, the United States and
Japan. I had engaged in many international academic events in the
field of Tibetology often as one single representative of the Chinese
Tibetologists. During this period, I had encountered people who,
either because of ignorance or ill-intentions, denied the fact that
there was close political and religious relationship between Han
Chinese and Tibetans during the Ming Dynasty. They claimed that
the Ming Dynasty was not able to get involved in Tibetan affairs
because it lacked of a crushing military force, unlike its predeces-
sors, the Mongolians. This is evidently an arrogant fallacy attribut-
ed to their lack of basic knowledge on the history of ancient China,
particularly on that of the relationship between Han Chinese and
Tibetans during the Ming time. As a matter of fact, the centenary
rule of Mongol Yuan over Tibet had enhanced the close relation-
ship between Tibet and inland China. Since then, Tibet was insep-
arably connected with inland China in aspects of politics, economy

and culture. The administrative system established by the central
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government of the Mongol Yuan Dynasty over Tibet remained in-
tact even after the Yuan Dynasty was overthrown and replaced by
the Ming Dynasty. Only a slight change was made, namely that the
three Pacification Commissions in Tibetan Area of the Yuan Dy-
nasty were changed into three Provincial Military Commissions at
the early years of the Ming Dynasty. Even though being inferior to
the Yuan Dynasty in terms of military strength, the Ming Dynasty
was actually far more superior to the previous dynasty in terms of
religious and cultural interactions between inland China and Tibet.
Han Chinese and Tibetans used to live peacefully together under
the rule of the Ming Dynasty. There was absolutely no reason for
the central government of the Ming to take military action against
Tibet.

The Ming rulers adopted the “divide and rule” policy. In the
history of Sino-Tibetan relations during the Ming time, there
were eight well-known Dharma kings or religious kings. Count-
less representatives of Tibetan Buddhist schools and monasteries
were invited to the imperial court to make tribute to the Ming and
spread Tibetan Buddhism at the same time. Some of these repre-
sentatives were conferred the tile of a Dharma king or a religious
king by the emperors of the Ming Dynasty. These representatives
often brought gifts to the court and were bestowed lavish presents

by the court in return. Among others a Gilt Copper or Brass Bud-

dhist Sculpture was a regular item in the long list of the gifts. The

Gilt Copper or Brass Buddhist Sculptures of the Ming Dynasty in
Mr. Li Wei’s collection, were often inscribed in Chinese with the
six-character Yongle or Xuande reign marks “Da Ming Yongle nian
shi” (bestowed in the years of the Yongle reign of the grand Ming
Dynasty) or “Da Ming Xuede nian shi” (bestowed in the years of
the Xuande reign of the grand Ming Dynasty). These statues dem-

onstrate strongly the close relation between Han Chinese and Ti-

betan Buddhist arts in this period. As a usual practice, lamas who
came to the imperial court would bring Gilt Copper Sculptures
from Tibet and offered them to the Court as tributes. In return,
the emperors would bestow Gilt Copper Sculptures made under
the supervision of the court in inland China to the lamas. The ex-
changes of Gilt Copper or Brass Sculptures between Han Chinese
and Tibetans was exactly the symbol of the close relationship be-
tween the two nationalities both politically and religiously.

For quite a long time, many oversea specialists and scholars of
Buddhist studies have always focused on the connections between
Indian Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism, laying a particular em-
phasis on the studies of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism. Since they do not
have profound knowledge on the history of the interactions be-
tween Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism, the historical link and close
relation between Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism was usually ig-
nored. Fortunately, outstanding achievements are made by Chinese
scholars in the field of comparative studies of Sino-Tibetan Bud-
dhism in recent years, and gradually the true face of the history of
Sino-Tibetan Buddhist interactions is revealed. Many precious ob-
jects of Tibetan Buddhism from the Palace Museum were exhibit-
ed. Numerous Chinese texts concerning Tibetan tantric Buddhism
were newly discovered and published. Especially a great number
of Chinese texts and other artefacts of Chinese and Tibetan Bud-
dhism were discovered from both the Dunhuang and Khara Khoto
collections. Recent researches on these newly discovered texts and
artefacts show evidently that Chinese Buddhism used to be one of
the two major sources of Tibetan Buddhism, and even Chinese
Ch’an Buddhism had achieved great popularity among followers of
Tibetan Buddhism during the period of the first diffusion of Bud-
dhism in Tibet, and left its imprints in the doctrines and teachings

of various Tibetan Buddhist schools in the period of the second



diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet, especially the rNying ma pa and
the bKa’ brgyud pa tradtions.

On the other hand, from the Tangut kingdom of Xia, to the
Mongol Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties as well as the Republic of
China, Tibetan Buddhism surged into the Han Chinese regions
and spread widely. The influences of Tibetan Buddhism were not
only visible within the imperial courts but all over the country. The
fact that Tibetan Buddhism had penetrated deeply into Chinese
cultural and religious life could be well testified by Mr. Li Wei’s collec-
tion of Gilt Copper or Brass Sculptures. We all know well that our
country has suffered a severe cultural disaster during the 10-year
period of the Cultural Revolution. A great number of our cultural
relics were lost during that period. However, that Mr. Li Wei was
still able to save and collect such a large number of Gilt Copper or
Brass Buddhist Sculpture from the Ming and Qing dynasties all
over the country shows that the original number of these sculp-
tures was truly gigantic and that Tibetan Buddhism enjoyed a great
popularity all over the country. Although I am not an art historian
specialized in the studies of the Tibetan Buddhist art, I am very
much impressed by the perfect combination of Chinese and Ti-
betan Buddhist arts which adds radiance and beauty to each other.
Among these Buddhist statues, I have seen both images of Bud-
dhas and Bodhisattvas in typical Chinese Buddhist art styles, and
those of terrifying and wrathful deities, which obviously originated
from Tibetan Esoteric Buddhism. It illustrates the historical truth
that since the time of the Tangut kingdom of Xia and the Mongol
Yuan Dynasty, the spread of Tibetan tantric Buddhism in inland
China had gradually intensified, and Tibetan tantric Buddhism
had been closely integrated into Chinese Buddhist traditions.
Thereafter, these two Buddhist systems became inseperable. In Mr.

Li Wei’s collections, I saw many statues of the Great Black One,

Mahakala, in different forms. These statues remind me of the days
when I was searching high and low for Mahakala. It is well-known
that Mahakala had been worshiped as the “protecting deity of the
country” by the Mongols during the Mongol Yuan Dynasty and
Mongols regarded Mahakala as the omnipotent Deity of Wars. In
fact, Mahakala had been worshiped by the Tibetan Buddhists since
the beginning of the Tangut kingdom of Xia. In both the Ming
and Qing dynasties, the tradition of worshiping Mahakala never
ceased either at imperial court or among ordinary people. I used
to exert all my efforts to hunt for the traces of Mahakala amidst a
large sea of literary sources, and also visited many spots all over the
country where the Mahikala cult left its imprint. This time, I was
really happy to once again meet an old friend/deity at Mr. Li Wei’s. The
popularity of the Mahakala cult is a token of Tibetan Buddhism’s
spreading in inland China.

After having seen Mr. Li Wei’s collection, I was deeply im-
pressed by all these Gilt Copper or Brass Buddhist Sculptures,
which were always at the back of my mind. Shortly after, I revisited
Oriental Treasure Co., Ltd. of Mr. Li Wei together with Master
Tam Shek-wing and several academic peers. At this time we care-
fully examined and appreciated these Gilt Copper or Brass Bud-
dhist Sculptures once again, and made profound discussions on
issues such as their original years and places, technical features,
the physical forms of the statues and their symbolic meanings, so
that the sources and values of these statues of the Ming and Qing
dynasties will be understood in a deeper sense. From then on, I
have cherished the wish that these Gilt Copper or Brass Buddhist
Sculptures should be shown to a much larger audience via appro-
priate channels some day in the future, so that more lovers of the
culture of Tibetan Buddhism can come to learn and appreciate

them. I was really rejoiced and gratified at the news that Mr. Li
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Wei is going to cooperate with the most prestigious Chinese press
Forbidden City Publishing House to publish a picture collection
of ninety-nine Buddhist statues which were carefully selected from
his collection. It is no doubt a truly grand event in the history of
Sino-Tibetan Buddhist art studies to publish a high quality pic-
ture collection of Gilt Copper and Brass Buddhist Sculptures that
shows the interaction between Han Chinese and Tibetan cultures.
The most authoritative book in the subject of Tibetan Gilt Copper
Sculpture that I have seen abroad is The Buddhist Sculptures in Tibet
written by a Swiss scholar Mr. Ulrich von Schroeder. I sincerely
look forward to the publication of the Collection of Gilt Bronze Bud-
dha Statues, which will provide notably rich and precious first-hand
materials for the art historians in the area of Tibetan Gilt Copper
and Brass Buddhist Sculptures, and hence establish a foundation
for them to make progress in this field. We are living in a nation
of multiple nationalities and a diversified culture that unites 56
nationalities. Regardless of Han Chinese or Tibetan nationality, we
are all parts of the great Chinese Nation, we are all Chinese people,
just like it is hard for us to clearly distinct a gilt copper Buddhist
statue made in the Ming and Qing dynasties from either of the two
different categories, i.e., Sino-Tibetan and Tibeto-Chinese style
of Buddhist arts. The two nationalities, both Han Chinese and Ti-
betan, have long been closely and inseparably linked to each other

both in terms of politics and economy and in aspects of culture and

religion. The publication of the picture collection of Gilt Copper
Buddhist Sculptures in the Ming and Qing dynasties will present
the characteristics of Sino-Tibetan/Tibeto-Chinese Buddhist arts,
and it will help us not only to review the history of the interaction
and integration between Han Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism and
establish the cultural and affinitive relationship between the two
ethnic groups, but also to build up the common national identity
and the national self-esteem of the entire country as a unified Chi-
nese nation.

I would take this opportunity to express my profound grati-
tude to Mr. Li Wei who contributed such an amazing work show-
casing the fine art works of Sino-Tibetan Buddhism, which also
bears high values for the research works in this area. Along with
the publication of this book, the eminent contributions of Mr. Li
Wei for the preservation of Chinese cultural heritage will be re-

membered by generations to come!

(Wang Yao, Professor from Minzu University of China, fellow re-
searcher of the Central Research Institute of Literuture and History, Con-

sultant of State Council, reknown Tibetologist and Buddhoist)



