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~ RESPLENDENT ART OF DUNHUANG

by Duan Wenjie, president of Dunhuang Research Academy

L.

The art of Dunhuang comprises not only
murals and painted sculpture, but architecture,
paintings on silk. prints, calligraphy, music and
dance, dyed fabrics,embroidery and other handi-
crafts. It is the entire complex of fine arts that
were born and preserved at Dunhuang, in Gansu
Province. Even more broadly. it includes as well
Dunhuang’s literature, the bianwen (prose and
poetry derived from Buddhist sutras and other
topics) and quci (songs. poetry and ballads)
which are directly related to the murals.

Dunhuang’s art is profoundly religious. All
religions are born of history and develop along
with human societies. And all religions are inti-
mately intertwined with the fine arts. This has
been true from the native religions of primitive
man to the sophisticated religions that emerged
after society had become stratified into classes.
Religions use art to transmit their teachings and
the arts, too. develop with religion.

Many treasures recorded in our history tes-
tify to this relationship of religion and art. Forex-
ample: the ancient totems; the pre-historic pot-
tery vessel depicting a fish with a human face;
the late Zhou Dynasty painting on silk of a
dragon fighting a phoenix, and a praying woman:
the Warring States Period painting of an immor-
tal ascending to heaven on the back of a dragon:
the Western Han Dynasty painting on silk un-
earthed at Mawangdui in Hunan Province
showing the spirits of the dead being guided to
heaven: Gu Kaizhi's “Nymph of the Lo River:”
and the Sixteen States Period tomb mural in
Dingjiazha, Jiu Quan depicting the King of the
East and the Queen of the West.

The same is true in the West. We can cite

many universally acclaimed masterpieces with
religious themes: the 20.000-year-old French
cave mural at Lascaux showing wild bulls and
bird-headed men: Greek statues and reliefs
depicting the Olympian deities Zeus, Phoebus,
the war god Ares and the goddess of wisdom
Athena; and the murals in the Italian churches of
the High Renaissance, such as Michelangelo’s
scenes from the creation on the ceiling of Sistine
Chapel and Leonardo da Vinci’s “The Last
Supper.”

The art of Dunhuang is Buddhist. The
Magao and other adjacent grottoes in Dunhuang
have a history that spans more than 1,000-years,
from the Sixteen States period (303-402) to the
Qing Dynasty (1644-1911). In the 570 known
caves were discovered more than 50,000 square
metres of murals, nearly 1,000 paintings on silk
and hemp, 3.000 painted statues, 30,000 t0 40.000
volumes of manuscripts and a number of dyed
fabrics and embroidered works. These cultural
relics, of extraordinary historical and artistic
value. are the treasures of our country as well as
the precious cultural heritage of mankind.

II.

The secular aspects of Dunhuang’s art mir-
ror everyday life of the past. Many different pe-
riods. nationalities, social classes and events
were portrayed. People engaged in manual
labour, singers and dancers, men and women ex-
periencing the anguish of parting and happiness
of reunion, social customs and local conditions.
episodes from man’s struggle with his fate, all
contribute to the historical importance of Dun-
huang's art.

MURALS

Many Chinese and foreign caravans travers-
ing the ancient Silk Road were depicted in the
murals. A most vivid scene is found in Cave 420.
The caravan’s ownerisriding a horse, leading his
silk-laden donkeys and camels on a journey to
the west. A camel falls sick, and people examine
it and treat it with an herbal potion. A donkey
with a heavy load struggles painfully to climb a
hill. Several people are pulling and pushing it.
The caravan proceeds down the hill, and men
grasp hold of the animals’ tails.

Even so. one camel stumbles and the goods
fall intoapool, splashing the water. A caravaner
tumbles overacliff, stands up, collects his goods,
loads them onto another camel and continues on
his way. Turning off into a valley, the caravan is
robbed. After a fierce battle, all their
merchandise is lost. These scenes faithfully por-
tray the hazards of travel on the Silk Road in the
Han to Tang dynasties. The old saying “*Stop the
merchants—Chinese and foreign—and levy
taxes” carried great meaning in those days. During
the Northern Zhou period, the governor of
Liangzhou Prefecture intercepted and robbed
foreign merchants. In the early Tang Dynasty.
the monk Xuan Zhuang (Hsuan-tsang) en-
countered robbers in Central Asia. In the late
Tang, Uyghurs stopped and robbed an envoy
from Chinese emperor.

“The Emperor." part of a mural in Cave 220
dated AD 642, from the early Tang, is a master-
piece predating Yan Liben’s “Portraits of Em-
perors of Previous Dynasties.” Yan , a famous
painter, was an official of high rank. The mural
shows the Chinese emperor in splendid attire,
wearing a broad robe. Two attendants hold feather
fans to ward off wind and dust. They are fol-
lowed by the emperor supported by ministers.
One senior official is holding some manuscripts.



His hat is decorated with a marten tail signifying
that the wearer enjoys a rank similar to that of
prime minister. A group of kings and state lead-
ers wearing felt or fur hats and in foreign dress
with round collars and narrow sleeves, stand
behind the ministers. They are showing their
respects by cupping one hand in the other before
their chests—a gesture not seen in the older
paintings and portraits of emperors. According
to historical records, after the Tang Emperor
Taizong adopted a policy of “love all peoples
as one,” more than 100 leaders of various eth-
nic groups came to serve as officials in the Tang
court at Chang’an. When the emperor made
inspection tours, “kings and state leaders from
neighbouring lands all followed.™ The same was
true when Empress Wu Zetian went to confer a
title on Mount Taishan. More than 10 Turkish,
Persian, Khotanese and Kapisian leaders accom-
panied her.

In the narrative sutra mural in Cave 25 in
Yulin, a wedding is underway. This was painted
when Dunhuang was ruled by Tibetans.
In a tent, long tables are heaped with fruits. The
guests—men and women, Tibetans and Hans—
sit side by side. The bridegroom and bride. ac-
companied by the best man and bridesmaid, are
falling on their knees and performing obeisance.
The groom, prostrating himself on the ground. is
Tibetan. The bride. a silk shawl draped over her
shoulders and a phoenix coronet on her head, is
Han. The scene is both symbolic and reminiscent
of the historic episodes of Princess Wencheng and
Princess Jincheng marrying Tibetan rulers.

“Cultivation and Harvest™ is a segment of a
narrative sutra mural about Maitreya. the Bud-
dha of the Future. It illustrates a wish in the sutra
“Sow once and gather seven harvests.” It begins
with “Two Buffaloes in a Yoke.” Th farmer is

using a plough with a curved neck. The scenes
that follow are harvesting. threshing, winnowing
and storing the grain. The dou and hu measur-
ing tools are nearby. A woman brings food and
water to the field. The thirsty farmer, his head
thrown back, is drinking his fill. In the hall, an
official (or landlord) is sitting. A peasant is
kneeling and delivering a report. Doesn’t this
vividly portray the collection of farm rents? It
suggests that the farmers of the time farmed
with greatenthusiasm after the “equal land for
alltillers” policy was implemented. Italso shows
that curved-neck ploughs had been introduced to
Dunhuang from central China.

Many scenes of music and dance are found
in the murals. They fall into two categories,
divine and secular. The former refers to the
heavenly musicians and dancers. or devas. in the
paradise where the buddhas dwell: the latter to the
music and dances of the mundane world.

The music and dance of the various ethnic
peoples of the Hexi area (regions west of the
Yellow River) were then collectively referred to
as Western Liang music. Mostly this was the
music of the Kutscha people and a blend of im-
ported Hindu music and dance and those from
central China. The “Dunhuang music™ to which
Wen Zisheng of the Northern Dynasty re-
ferred probably was a synthesis of these
multiple elements.

The musical instruments in the mural in-
clude the zhen (plucked instrument), xiao and
paixiao (bamboo flutes), fangxiang (a per-
cussion instrument), sheng (reed pipe wind
instrument), and ruanxian (a string instrument)
from central China; the waist drum, qi drum,
dala drum, jilou drum, five-stringed instrument,
and bili (a wind instrument) from the
Western Regions: and also instruments with

foreign origins such as the pipa konghou (mini-
harp) and brass cymbal.

As for dance, there were some from the cen-
tral plains of China and from the Western Re-
gions. The former, with its melodious and refined
music, featured the typical “elegant, long-sleeved
dancers.” In the Tang mural painting “Lady Song
Guo Setting Forth on an Outing,” there are four
female dancers with their hair arranged in high
knots. They wear long-sleeved blouses and skirts,
and long silk scarves are draped over their shoul-
ders. A Tang poem described dancers with “their
graceful arms swaying, their long sleeves flutter-
ing; then the sonorous songs, the notes sweetly
reverberating.”

The ethnic people of the Western Regions
had aforward, direct manner, and spoke with great
candour. They appeared quite emotional; the
rhythm of their songs and dances was swift and
even violent. A mural in Cave 220 shows two
groups of people on small, round rugs. One is
composed of male dancers wearing jewelled crowns
and dhotis. Their arms are half bare and half
covered by their silk costumes. The female
dancers are half naked, wearing heavily pleated
skirts, their long, loose hair fluttering.

Both groups swing around. tapping their
toes on the floor in quick tempo, jumping high
into the air. Overcome by the movement of dance
and waying red scarves, they are like whirlwinds
inthe flickering light castby wheel-shaped lamps.
This is how Yuan Zhen described in his poem
“aswaying foreign dancer”™—"*Black pearls glis-
tening on her ears; colourful scarves rippling
like rainbows, swift as lightning.”

The history revealed in the art of Dunhuang
is rich and colourful. It portrays the old interna-
tional silk markets of the Han people sharing
their communities with other peoples. It also



documents the historical changes the area
experienced in its cultural interminglings with
countries to the west.

II1.

Like all art, that of Dunhuang entrances by
its beauty and its charm. And in the midst of aes-
thetic enjoyment, the viewer subliminally ab-
sorbs a religious message.

The art of Dunhuang is rich in variety.

Painted Statues.

Like all Buddhist sculptures, the painted
statues of the deities are of human figures radi-
ating wisdom and strength, as well as benevo-
lence.

The giant statues of the Buddha convey a
moral integrity and the complex spiritual dimen-
sions of this supreme deity. The Northern Wei
Period statue of the Dhyan Buddha expresses se-
renity and joy in meditation. Smiling faintly, his
legs crossed and interlocked in Buddhist fashion,
he appears detached from all worldly concerns.
The Tang Dynasty statues of the mighty Heav-
enly Kings hold dagger-axes and swords, crush-
ing devils under foot. Their gestures bespeak
peace inheaven. The bodhisattvas of the Tang are
invariably elegant and graceful, conveying a
sense of mercy, compassion and helpfulness to
those in distress. Their femininity has a charac-
teristically Chinese beauty.

Paintings on Silk

About 700 to 800 paintings on silk, hemp
cloth or paper were taken decades ago from what

had been a sealed cave (now cave 17) in Dun-
huang. Among these are narrative sutra pictures,
portraits of Buddha and other deities and of
donors, decorative patterns and picture-stories
from Buddhist history. These had been stored in
the cave for nearly 1,000 years and quite a few
were heavily damaged. But most are still intact
and vibrantly coloured. They are no longer in
China and are as valuable as the grotto murals.

“BuddhaPreaching UnderaBodhi Tree™ isa
masterpiece attributed to the early Tang.
Sakyamuni sits under the tree with his legs inter-
locked in the posture of one preaching. He is
dressed in a red samghati draped over one shoul-
der. Four bodhisattvas, of various demeanors,
stand by the Buddha. Their black, flowing hair
provides contrast to theirrosy cheeks and bodies.
Their thin, translucent silk scarves and capes
enhance their ethereal appearance. The six dis-
ciples behind Buddha vary in demeanor, but all
look amiable and light hearted. The woman donor
kneeling by the pedestal wears a narrow-sleeved
blouse and skirt. She clasps a lotus flower in both
hands and conveys a sense of repose. Her hair is
twisted into a knot, in a style similar to that of
awomandonorinamural in Cave 329. Both were
painted by accomplished artists.

The self-contained composition “Buddha
Preaching Undera Bodhi Tree" provides a vision
of a mysterious and solemn realm where all is at
peace and harmony.

The bodhisattva who serves as a guide to the
souls of the dead in a painting on silk is a
bearded man of almost feminine beauty. He
walks over clouds, his left hand holding a lotus
flower from which is suspended a vertical
streamer—the gesture of the guide of souls. In
his right hand is an incense burner, billowing fra-

grant clouds encasing the vision of a palace, the
heavenly kingdom. The bodhisattva glances
behind him, as if beckoning to the souls in his
charge. The humble soul who trails behind him,
a luxuriously dressed noble lady, resembles the
women in the Tang Dynasty painter Zhou
Fang’s “Ladies Wearing Flowers.” Her hair is
specially arranged, in the paojiaji, and she
wears a wide-sleeved jacket. Her hands are cupped
together at her chest as she silently follows the
bodhisattva. The theme—a guided journey to
heaven—is wonderfully expressed in the com-
position. The woman and the misty clouds in the
surrounding expanse are suspended in aestheti-
cally harmonious balance.

Calligraphy

The tens of thousands of calligraphic works
discovered inthe sealed cave are in Chinese.They
consist of works in various styles dating from the
Eastern and Western Jin (265-420) to the Song
(960-1279). These are rare works of art by
amateurs. Many of the examples in the Scripture
and the Regular scripts are exquisite.

The earlier Scripture Script was a transi-
tional style developed from the lishu (clerical or
official style) and the caoshu (grassy or running
style) found incised on Han Dynasty bamboo
slips. The kaishu (regular style) was developed
after the Scripture Script. Most of the early
Scripture Script works were done by such Dun-
huang calligraphers as Suo Jing of the Jin
Dynasty and Linghu Chongzhe and Cao Fashou
of the Northern Wei.

The calligraphers working in this style must
first draw fine lines, the wusilang to make
columns of equal-size squares for the characters.



This guarantees the neatness of the finished work.
The shape of the characters is similar to the
clerical style, but the handling of the brush is
different. When drawing horizontal lines, the
writer must avoid pressing down too hard in order
to ensure a thin line. But when the brush comes
to the end of the line, it must be pressed down
firmly. The solidity, roundness and fluency of the
charactersembody a quality thatis both naive and
beautiful. The calligraphic works attributed to
Sui and Tang dynasties were mostly by men-
xiasheng and hongwenguan (official institutes)
calligraphers in the capital of Changan.
Hongwenguan scholar Ouyang Xun and monk
Zhi Yong’s works were popular in Dun-
huang. They are neat, showing strong calligra-
phic strength and elegance, typical of Sui and
Tang dyansty works.

Prints

Wood-block prints first appeared in Dun-
huang in the early and High Tang periods. Most
were monochrome, printed in black ink. Others
were coloured by hand after printing.

The most famous prints include “Portrait of
Avalokitesvara in the Posture of Lalitasana™ of
the High Tang period; an illustration of the
Diamond Sutra dated 868: and the “Portrait of
Vaisravana, “Printed at the expense of Cao Yuan
Zhong.

The illustration of the Diamond Sutra “Bud-
dha Preaching to Subhuti™ is especially striking.
In the centre Sakyamuni is seen from the side,
preaching. His 10 disciples. Lokapalas the Heav-
enly King, and the heavenly guardian Vajrapanis
are at left and right. Other disciples kneel by the
pedestal.

The composition is very lively. The line is
the sole artistic medium, but the engraving tech-
nique had reached such a high level that the thin,
delicate lines are endowed with the strength, ele-
gance and incisiveness of ‘“‘thread-like iron
wires.” The contrast of the black and the white
areas in the prints is good. The densely engraved
areas and those with scant detail are well-bal-
anced. The figures, though small, are vividly
drawn.

Beauty in the Contents
of Murals

As for the contents of the murals, some dis-
miss them as depicting merely deities and spirits,
and as being weird and absurd. In fact, similarly
critical comments were made in ancient times.
But many of the narrative sutra murals are based
on the Jataka stories written before Christ. Many
are popular fables of ancient India and are beau-
tifully written and quite wholesome.

A good example is the “Jataka of the Deer
King.” The Deer King, forgetting his own safety.
jumped into a swift stream to rescue a drowning
man. However, the man, blinded by greed, later
betrayed his savior. When surrounded by troops
of the king who controlled the region, the Deer
King bravely condemned his ungrateful betrayer.
The beauty of the story lies in the Deer King's
moral integrity.

Another well-known Jataka story is “Xiang
Hu and the Golden Elephant.” When Xiang Hu
was born, there appeared a goldenelephant. They
grew up together as constant companions. A pe-
culiarity of the elephant was that his urine and
feces turned into gold the moment they touched
the ground. Hence, Xiang Hu’s parents had gold

all over their house. When Xiang Hu grew up, he
went off to school. And one day, when his
classmates were chatting about various strange
things in their homes, Xiang Hu disclosed the
secretof the elephant. Among his classmates was
a prince. He made up his mind that once he
became king, he would make the elephant his.

The prince later arranged to have his parents
murdered and took the throne. Soon thereafter he
asked Xiang Hu and his father to ride their
elephant to a feast they were giving. The father
and son were wonderfully treated, but this raised
doubts in Xiang Hu's mind. “If this greedy king
is so solicitous all of a sudden, there must be
treachery a foot,” he thought. Immediately he
requested toleave. The king said his guests could
go, but their elephant would have to stay. The
father and son now realized what was going on,
and walked out. The king caressed the elephant
and was very pleased with himself. But suddenly
the elephant sunk out of sight down into the
earth, then reappeared outside the palace just in
front of the father and son, who climbed atop the
elephant rode home. The king got nothing for his
plot or his feast. The charm of this fable lies in
its humour.

Other murals, such as “Zhang Qian Setting
Off to the Western Regions™ and “Zhang Yichao
Leading His Army on an Expedition,” are about
the heroic and patriotic deeds of historical fig-
ures.

All'in all, the contents of the works of Dun-
huang are rich and complex. Beauty as well as
ugliness reside there. But for Chinese aestheti-
cians, the beautiful and the ugly as well as their
combination traditionally were predominant
themes.

As for the question of beauty of artistic form,
all spiritual or ideological messages must find



