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The Nine-storey building of Mogao Cave
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Northern section of Mogao Caves
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Foreword

Dunhuang is an oasis city in the Gobi Desert in northwestern China and one of the
important hubs along the ancient Silk Road. For millennia, it facilitated exchanges
between ancient China and the outlying lands. In keeping with with the inclusive spirit
of Chinese civilisation, Dunhuang witnessed the flow and assimilation of diverse
cultures and trade.

As a treasure trove of Buddhist art, the Dunhuang Caves have faithfully recorded all
aspects of social life on the eastern end of the ancient Silk Road, absorbing
multicultural elements and turning them into gems of human civilisations throughout
the construction of these rock-cut caves spanning a millennium from the 4" to the
14" century. Due to the vicissitudes of history, this enduring art gallery in the desert
was forgotten in the sands and then fortuitously rediscovered. After having taded into
oblivion for nearly five hundred years, the caves once again have gained the world’s
attention. The site contains a total of 735 caves, 45000 square metres of murals and
2415 statues spanning ten Chinese dynasties and regimes. This extraordinary span of
history, the inclusiveness of cultures, and the caves’ supreme artistic value render them
unique in the world. They stand unparalleled in the world for their unbroken lineage
and excellent state of preservation.

In 1987, both Mogao Caves at Dunhuang and Venice with its Lagoon fulfilled six
selection criteria and were inscribed in the UNESCO World Heritage List. While
Dunhuang in the midst of the Gobi Desert is undoubtedly a “City of Sand”, Venice has
long been known as the “City of Water”. Although they are thousands of miles apart,
both cities were once important trade hubs along the Silk Road, sharing many
commonalities.

In the 7" century, Xuanzang, the eminent Chinese monk and traveller, left
metropolitan China through Dunhuang for a journey to India in quest of Buddhist
scriptures. The 14"-century Venice merchant and celebrated traveller Marco Polo also
mentioned his experience in Dunhuang (then known as Shazhou) in his travelogue.

These are among the countless fascinating and romantic legends associated with the
history of the Silk Road.

The distinguished historical links between these two cities continue today. With the
One Belt One Road Initiative proposed by President Xi Jinping of China, the “New
Silk Road” forges bonds anew between the East and West. With the celebration of the
150" Anniversary of the Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, the two ancient cities are
once again connected. Through this exhibition of Dunhuang art with its rich and varied
content unique to the Silk Road, we hope to present to the people of Venice the heritage
of Dunhuang accumulated over a thousand years, and allow them to fully appreciate
the enduring charm of Dunhuang’s history and culture, while deepening their
understanding of traditional Chinese art. We hope the audience will enjoy these
exhibits and the fascinating stories behind them. It is also our wish that the exhibition
reflect cultural exchange between China and Italy, deepening the mutual
understanding and friendship between these two countries. We look forward to more
opportunities for amicable cooperation in future. |

Wishing the exhibition every success!

Wang Xudong
Director of Dunhuang Research Academy
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Welcome speech

Dunhuang, a city in the heart of the Ancient Silk Route, lies in the midst of the Gobi
desert in the province of Western China with approximately 180,000 inhabitants.
Travelling in from the plumbeous Lessanzhou, one remains spellbound by its charm
and unique beauty and it is of no surprise that the ancient place name of Dunhuang
means “Blazing Beacon”. A lush thicket of poplars and willows runs alongside it
and rises in an oasis between the Crescent Moon Lake (Yueyaquan H “4"’¢) and the

“Singing Sand” Mountains (Mingshashan M 7b1l1).

Dunhuang was annexed to the Chinese empire in 111 B.C. during the reign of Emperor
Wuil (140-87 B.C.) of the Western Han dynasty, he set up a garrison following a
military campaign against Western territories. It then went on to become an important
military outpost along the frontiers together with the two important passes of
Yumenguan [ ] and Yangguan PH X that defended the Chinese empire and granted

access to the West.

[t was also an important trading and collection centre and became a Buddhist
pilgrimage site, a crossroads of different cultures and civilizations in the heart of Asia.

On his travels across the Gobi desert, Marco Polo described this city, called Succiu
(Shazhou 704) in the Milione as a journey’s end after ten days in the desert, a city

abundant in dwellings and castles under the rule of Gran Khan: “the inhabitants are
Christian, worshippers and subjects to the dominion of the Gran Khan”.

The esteemed merchant and traveller was then well aware of how Dunhuang was a
melting pot of different religions, a metropolis of trade as well as cultural and religious
interchange in Central Asia with artistic testimonials in the magnificent cave paintings
of Dunhuang.

The exhibition intends to illustrate the history and everyday life of generals, merchants,
travellers, craftsmen, ladies-in-waiting besides bearing witness to a profound religious
expression which pervaded the social life of the Dunhuang people for many centuries,
from the 4th to the 14th century.

Venice, the home of Marco Polo, is for the first time in history to host the Dunhuang
cave paintings of Mogao which depict the religious beliefs that crossed the Silk Road,
the story of artists, sculptors and craftsmen who created Buddhist artefacts. It tells
the story of the patrons who promoted the dispositions of musical instruments and
Buddhist dances of China and Central Asia and the costumes and make-up products of
the Chinese Empire.

Venice and Dunhuang were important staging posts in the exchange of commerce and
culture between Europe and East Asia. Dunhuang had a vital role as the main post on
China’s western frontier. Travelers could stop and rest here, come by provisions and
animals to proceed on their journey. It has thus become a crucial Buddhist centre, the
caves have been converted to Buddhist shrines, thanks to the sponsorship of the donors
and to the allegiance and faith of its people.

Tiziana Lippiello
Vice Rector, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice
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[n the ancient world, a confluence of geographical,
climactic, political and cultural elements gave rise to
trans-Eurasian routes promoting trade and exchange.
Starting from Chang’an, these overland routes

stretched into the Western Regions through

Dunhuang, then penetrated Central Asia, India and

West Asia, and reached as far as the European

continent. Today these routes are still in use. The “Silk
Road” was the English rendering of the term coined by
the 19"-century German geographer Ferdinand von

Richthofen.

The development of the Silk Road not only forged
major transportation routes and a thoroughfare for
mutual trade between China and the West. but also
established a bridge facilitating the exchange and
integration of cultures East and West with far-reaching
implications. As a major hub on the Silk Road,
Dunhuang witnessed the vicissitudes of this long road

over the past two millennia.
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