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Uncovering Amoghavajra's legacy
in the Hexi Corridor and Tibet'

Yury Khokhlov

Abstract: This research analyses the images from Mogao and Yulin caves, which have been
traditionally ascribed to Tibetan influence and believed to represent the early Tibetan style. Contrary to
this common opinion, the author shows that these images are in fact influenced by Southern Indian art
and in particular by the art of the Pallava kingdom in Tamil Nadu and closely affiliated with teachings
introduced to China by Vajrabodhi ( 5 NI & , 671-741), a renowned Buddhist master from the Pallava
Kingdom, in the first half of the 8" century and specifically propagated in Hexi by Amoghavajra ( A~
7 Bukong, 705-774) in the mid 8" century. He argues that these images belong to a distinctive artistic
tradition, which was established by Vajrabodhi who was also known in China as a great painter. The

presence of these images in artwork from the Tibetan period merely signifies the continuation of the

1 The paper expands on a talk given at the Seventh International Conference on Tibetan Archaeology & Arts in Chengdu
(October, 2018). Many people helped me in various stages of preparing it. I would like to thank in particular Tristan
Bruck, Analicia Busha, Geoffrey Goble, Shawo Khacham, Rory Lindsay and Darik Thokmay for their assistance with
my studies on various topics discussed in this paper; and Emmanuel Francis, Yuko Fukuroi, Amy Heller, Deepanjana
Klein and Arno Klein for sharing with me their photographic archives. I am immensely grateful to Andrea Acri,
Claudine Bautze-Picron, Rolf Giebel, Yannick Laurent, Robert Mayer, Neil Schmid, Per Serensen, Jeffrey Sundberg,
Joie Szu-Chiao Chen, Sam van Schaik, Peter Sharrock and Zhang Changhong who read my manuscript, corrected my

errors and offered me their extremely valuable feedback. All remaining errors are of course my own.
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artistic and religious trends that existed in Hexi before the Tibetan conquest. Furthermore, the article
argues that the Tibetan conquest of the Hexi corridor enabled the Tibetan appropriation of Chinese
religious and artistic trends, which were popular in the region. This conclusion well supports Christopher
Beckwith's theory according to which the Tibetan adoption of Buddhism as a state religion was inspired

by the Chinese model of state-protective Buddhism established by Amoghavajra.

Introduction

As a starting point, this research analyses the imagery in a distinctive Indian artistic mode” found
in various paintings from Mogao and Yulin caves.’ The material under review belongs to the 8"
to 11" century and often features Esoteric Buddhist imagery.* Since some of the early examples
within this group belong to the period of the Tibetan occupation of the Hexi Corridor,” their
artistic mode has often been ascribed — erroneously, in my view — to the cultural influence of
Tibet. Several recent publications on this topic provoked me to address the issues that I see in
such attributions.” Contrary to this common opinion, I will argue that this artistic mode is in fact

influenced by Southern Indian’ art and, in particular, certain stylistic and iconographic features can

2 The term "artistic mode" is used as a broader category than artistic style and refers to a general way of representation.
Additionally, "imagery in an Indian artistic mode" refers to Indianized images that were made to look as if they were
Indian as opposed to images in a traditional local artistic mode, which for the area discussed in this essay is Chinese.

3 Alist of these paintings can be found in Appendix 1.

The term "Esoteric Buddhism" is notoriously complex and problematic; in this article it is used mostly as a
reference to teachings, which were introduced to China during the Tang and possessed instructions in the use of
mantra, dharani, and mandala. "Esoteric Buddhist imagery" refers here to representations of deities associated with
these teachings. An extensive discussion on the term "Esoteric Buddhism" can be found in Orzech, Serensen, and
Payne 2011: 3-18.

5 In this article, I adopted the dates of the Tibetan conquest of the Hexi corridor from van Schaik and Galambos 2012:
62-63. Guazhou ( JI\M ), the prefecture where the Yulin caves are located, was captured by the Tibetans in 776, while
Shazhou ( 7011 ), Dunhuang, fell in 786. After the collapse of the Tibetan empire, the whole Hexi Corridor was once
again under Chinese rule by 851.

6 Recent publications that argue for the Tibetan origin of the discussed imagery include Kapstein 2004, 2009, 2014;
Sha 2013; McCoy 2016; M. Wang 2018; Debreczeny 2019. See footnotes 53, 134 and 144 for details.

7  Geographically, the Indian subcontinent has been divided into the Northern and Southern parts. While the Northern
part includes the northern mountains and the Indo-Gangetic plains, the Southern part is comprised of the Indian
Peninsula. An imaginary division line between the two parts goes along the Vindhya Mountains and the Satpura Range
which separate the Gangetic plains and the Deccan plateau (see Map 1, where it is shown as a black dashed line).
The two parts of the subcontinent, being interconnected on many levels, are, nevertheless, characterized by different
histories, economies and cultures, and often by distinctive artistic styles. See Thapar 2003: 37-68. There is yet another
distinction which is particularly important for this research. While the cultural influence of Northern India mostly
spread along land-bound trade routes, Southern Indian influence is mostly noticeable in territories with which Southern
Indian polities engaged in sea trade. From this perspective, landlocked Tibet belongs to the Northern Indian sphere of
influence, while China was naturally predisposed to receive influence from both Northern and Southern parts of India.

49




be traced exclusively to the art of the Pallava kingdom in Tamil Nadu and the Pallava influenced
art of the Western Deccan, thereby ruling out alleged artistic influences from Tibet. Moreover, the
discussed images are closely affiliated with teachings introduced to China by Vajrabodhi ( 4 NI|%4
671-741) in the first half of the 8" century and specifically propagated in Hexi by Amoghavajra
( /<75, 705-774) in the mid 8" century. Thus, the presence of such depictions in artwork from
the Tibetan period merely signifies the continuation and Tibetan appropriation of the artistic and
religious trends that existed in Hexi before the Tibetan conquest. Furthermore, it will be shown
that this artistic mode was transmitted to Central Tibet during the Tibetan occupation of the Hexi
Corridor and can be recognized in sculptures from a number of early Central Tibetan temples.
I argue that this artistic transmission was a result of significant religious transmission, which
included, but was not limited to, the cult of Vairocana and the eight great bodhisattvas, as well as
the teachings of the Yoga tradition (i.e. Yoga Tantras according to the Tibetan classification).

This article is divided into four major parts. Part 1 presents a brief historical overview of
Buddhism and artistic trends in Hexi before the Tibetan conquest. Part 2 discusses the most
representative depictions within this group of materials and their connection to Southern Indian
art and Amoghavajra's textual heritage. In Part 3, I will provide an overview of Southern
Indian influence on Buddhist art in China in general and situate this Hexi group of images
within a larger picture. In Part 4, I will demonstrate that the artistic mode under review and
its corresponding teachings were transmitted from Hexi to Tibet during the period of Tibetan
occupation. Sites mentioned in the article are shown in Map 1, which also illustrates major

land and maritime routes between South and East Asia in the first millennium CE.?

Part 1. Historical Setting

By the Han dynasty (206 BC-220 CE), the Hexi Corridor was already a strategic part of the Silk
Road and a gateway to China for those travelling from India and Central Asia. This area was an
early recipient of Buddhist teachings and artistic styles arriving to China from the West. Frequent
contacts with the West led to a highly cosmopolitan Buddhist culture that encouraged a close
imitation of foreign artistic models. Imperial Buddhist patronage and expansion of the Tang
dynasty to the West in the Tarim Basin created a steady traffic of monks travelling between China
and Northern India through Hexi. Indian monks travelling to China and Chinese monks returning
to China from India carried with them Buddhist texts and imagery as tribute to the court. This
process resulted in a rapid transmission of the newest — and increasingly Esoteric — teachings

and in the popularity of Indian icons and Indianized styles in China in general and in Hexi in

8  Routes on the Tibetan plateau are not shown in the map.
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Map. 1 Major land and maritime routes between South and East Asia in the first Millennium CE and sites
mentioned in the article. Routes on the Tibetan plateau are not shown (Based on a map from https://
en.unesco.org/silkroad/about-silk-road).

particular.’

Whereas the cultural influence of Northern India mostly spread along land-bound trade
routes, including those known as the Silk Road, the impact of Southern Indian culture is mostly
noticeable in territories with which Southern Indian polities engaged in sea trade. Recent
scholarship has recognized that maritime relations played an equally important role in the
spread of Buddhist ideas and artistic styles."

Perhaps one of the most important maritime Buddhist imports to Tang China was the

9 The most recent and comprehensive research on travelling monks as agents of religious and artistic transmission from
India to China is in Wong 2018. On Esoteric Buddhism in Dunhuang and depictions of Esoteric deities in Dunhuang
art during the Tang, see Schmid 2011.

10  On the spread of Buddhism through maritime networks, see Acri 2016, 2018.
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Vajrosnisa Yoga ( 4 NI i %y {1 Jin gang ding yu gie; lit. the Yoga of Adamantine Crown)"'
teachings from Southern India. This tantric system includes eighteen structural texts, out of
which only the Sarvatathagatatattvasarngraha Tantra (STTS),"” also known as the Vajrasekhara
Sitra, was transmitted to China during the Tang dynasty. The tradition based on the STTS
(hereafter the Yoga tradition) became the foundation for a Buddhism of national protection
in China in the second half of the 8" century.” The propagation of the Yoga tradition in
China is attributed to the activities of the Indian monk Vajrabodhi (or Vajrabuddhi)'* and his
pupil Amoghavajra.” Vajrabodhi studied the Vajrosnisa Yoga under Nagajnana (Nagabodhi
or Nagabuddhi) in Southern India, most likely at Kafncipuram,'® the capital of the Pallava
Kingdom and a great center of religious and Sanskrit learning equal almost to Nalanda."’
Nagajfiana in turn was a disciple of Nagarjuna, who is also believed to be from Kaficipuram,'®
and who according to legend obtained the Vajrosnisa Yoga teachings from an “iron stiipa”
which was probably located in Tamil Nadu or Andra Pradesh."” Vajrabodhi was famed as a
great Esoteric master and performer of miraculous deeds, and before traveling to China he was
active at the Pallava court in Kaficipuram. *’

The core territory of the Pallava Kingdom roughly corresponds to the modern-day state
of Tamil Nadu. The Pallavas were a major military and cultural power in the Peninsula and
Tamil merchants historically played a key role in maritime commerce with Southeast Asia and

China.” In the late 7" and early 8" centuries, the Pallavas' relations with China in particular

11 As was shown by Rolf Giebel, Vajrosnisa is a correct Sanskrit reconstruction of the Chinese title 4 Il TiFifil , which
is traditionally known as Vajrasekhara, see Giebel 1995: 109. The Vajrosnisa Yoga is understood as "the Esoteric
tradition that encompasses the doctrines and practices contained in the eighteen texts of the Vajrosnisa Yoga cycle and
the lineage concerning the legitimate transmission of them." See Yang 2018: 10.

12 On the STTS and its English translation, see Giebel 2001.

13 Yang 2018: 120-158. On the notion of National Protection Buddhism in Tang China, see Orzech 1998: 1-9; 135-209.

14 On Vajrabodhi, see Sundberg and Giebel 2011.

15 On Amoghavajra and his teachings, see Chou 1945: 284-307; Goble 2012; Orzech, Serensen and Payne 2011: 263-
285; Yang 2018.

16 Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 151

17 On Kancipuram, see Thapar 2003: 344. Lokesh Chandra even suggested Kaficipuram as the location of Uddiyana.
Although this issue was recently solved by Sanderson, who has sufficiently proved that Uddiyana is located near
Kashmir, Chandra's article provides a useful discussion on Kafcipuram as a centre of Esoteric Buddhism, see
Chandra 1980. On the location of Uddiyana, see Sanderson 2007: 265.

18 Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 195, n.110.

19 The story of the "iron stipa" is found in Amoghavajra's "Instructions on the Gate to the Teaching of the Secret Heart
of the Great Yoga of the Scripture of the Diamond Summit." ( <z NI TR 22 K Hy i 203 ) ik Jin gang ding
jing da yu gie mi mi xin di fa men yi jue, T.1798.39:808a19-b28). See Orzech, Serensen, and Payne 2011: 152.
Amoghavajra's account is translated integrally in Orzech 1995. See also Tanaka 2018: 309-311.

20 Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 7-9.

21 On the history of maritime relations between these regions, see Guy 2014: 3-13.
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strengthened and it is recorded that the two states exchanged several diplomatic missions.”
The Pallava king Narasirhhavarman II (r. 700-728) is credited with building a Buddhist temple
in the Chinese style at the port city of Nagapattinam for Chinese Buddhists arriving by sea.”
On the Southern Chinese shore, three temples (Hindu or Buddhist) for Tamil merchants were
erected in the port city of Guangzhou ( ]~ /! ) in the 8" century or even earlier.”* Xuanzang
(%3, c. 602-664) visited Kancipuram by land routes in the mid 7" century and reported the
presence of about 100 Buddhist temples and 10,000 Buddhist monks.”

Intent on propagating Buddhism in China, Vajrabodhi joined a Pallava diplomatic mission
and travelled to the Tang court as an envoy of the Pallava king. Navigating along established
sea routes through Sri Lanka and Sumatra, the mission arrived at Guangzhou, from whence
they reached Luoyang ( #%FH ) in the year 720. Vajrabodhi brought to China various Buddhists
texts, including a short version of the Vajrosnisa Yoga scripture (a complete one hundred
thousand verse text of the scripture was purportedly lost on the way during a storm) and a
copy of the Mahaprajiiaparamita Sitra offered to the Chinese emperor by the Pallava king
Narasirhhavarman I1.°° The master spent the remaining 21 years of his life in China propagating
the Yoga tradition and working on translation projects.”’ It is especially relevant for this study
that Vajrabodhi was known in China as a great painter, who was particularly good at painting
Indian Buddhist images. He was included in the Record of Famous Painters of Successive
Dynasties ( i X4 BT Li dai ming hua ji; 9.16b-17a), compiled by Zhang Yanyuan ( 5k =
T ) in 847.”° The master himself painted numerous mandalas as well as designed wooden
sculptures for the Luoyang Guangfu Temple and a stipa of Vairocana, which was considered
as an excellent piece of work. None of Vajrabodhi's works are known to have survived, but it
could be surmised that they were most likely executed in the Pallava style.

Vajrabodhi's disciple Amoghavajra, whom he met during his journey to China, is
regarded as a towering figure in the history of Chinese Buddhism. Amoghavajra studied under
Vajrabodhi for more than 20 years and became a prolific translator, second only to Xuanzang,
and an imperial preceptor for three successive Tang emperors: Xuanzong ( 255 , 1. 712-756),
Suzong ( 7 5%, r. 756-762), and Daizong ( X, 5% , r. 762-779).” In 742-746, Amoghavajra
travelled to Sri Lanka and Southern India, where he received Esoteric initiations and acquired

more than five hundred Buddhist texts, including a complete scripture of the eighteen texts of

22 Sen 2016: 26; Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 144-145.

23 Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 145.

24 Guy 1993: 295.

25 Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 154.

26 Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 138, 147.

27 Yang2018:27-28.

28 Chou 1945: 276 n. 30, 280; Sundberg and Giebel 2011: 4 n.10.
29 Goble 2012: 62.
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the Vajrosnisa Yoga.30

Amoghavajra made his first significant translations of the texts obtained during his journey,
including the first part of the ST7S, in the Hexi Corridor, in the regional capital city of Liangzhou
( &M, modern Wuwei) between 754 and 756. He was sent to Hexi upon request of the military
governor Geshu Han ( &7 , 700-757) to assist the troops with ritual support in the battlefield
against the Tibetans who constantly harassed the northwestern frontier.”’ In Hexi, Amoghavajra
initiated thousands of people into the secret practices of the Yoga and gained many followers
amongst the local nobility, government, and military. The Yoga teachings were propagated in
Hexi on an unprecedented scale. This can be illustrated by an excerpt from Amoghavajra's official

biography, composed upon his death in 774, which describes the events in 754:

In the thirteenth year [of Tianbao], [Bukong] arrived in Wuwei, where he resided
at the Kaiyuan Monastery. From the military commissioner to officials of the lowest
rank, [Bukong] conducted the service of abhiseka for all; as many as several thousand
people, both the gentry and commoners, ascended the altar [to receive the service
of abhiseka]. [Bukong] imparted the teachings of the Five Divisions to his clerical
disciple, Hanguang. Next, [he] administered the abhiseka ritual of the Five Divisions
for Li Yuancong, now the Commissioner of Merit, [with the prestigious rank of]
Opening Bureau, and instructed him in the teachings of the Great Mandala of the

Diamond Realm.™

It is important to note that Amoghavajra gained his renown as an Esoteric master in Hexi,
and from there it spread to the capitals via Hexi officials and military commanders who were
his disciples.” In addition, Hexi came to be regarded as the master's ancestral place; towards
the end of his life, he was awarded the title of Duke of Su and given a nominal fief of 3000
households in Suzhou ( 7 /! ), a district in the northwestern part of the Hexi Corridor.”

During the turbulent events of the An Lushan rebellion and the war with the Tibetans,
Amoghavajra significantly strengthened his religious and political influence at court. He

performed countless Esoteric initiations and protective rituals for the imperial troops, the

30 Yang 2018: 33-35, 256-257. It is not known what regions Amoghavajra visited while in India; the sources are
extremely vague about the Indian part of his trip and give detailed information only on his stay in Sri Lanka. Bearing
in mind the shortness of the trip and that Amoghavajra spent most of his time in Sri Lanka, it is unlikely that he
travelled beyond Southern India.

31 Yang2018: 41-42, 264-265.

32 Yang 2018: 265. "The teachings of the five divisions" refers here to the Yoga tradition, while "the Great Mandala of
the Diamond Realm" stands for the Vajradhatu mandala. See Yang 2018: 30.

33 Yang2018:41-45.

34 Yang2018:170-171, 362.
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state, and the emperor. The institutionalization of a close group of his disciples as a form of
governmental organization for the purpose of serving the state by performing apotropaic rituals
can be regarded as one of Amoghavajra's major achievements.” At the same time and as Robert
Sharf has argued, the Esoteric practices propagated by Vajrabodhi, Amoghavajra and alike
should not be regarded as an independent tradition/sect/school. What these masters promoted
was essentially a new ritual technology intended for members of the ruling elite who could
afford spending considerable resources on elaborate rituals conducted for the simultaneous
achievement of mundane and supermundane goals. Sharf has emphasized that in China in the
8" century these new teachings were transmitted to monastics from a variety of backgrounds
and beyond sectarian lines imposed by later traditions. *°

Amoghavajra and his Buddhist institution reached the peak of their power during the reign
of Daizong (762-779). The master had a vast network of supporters and disciples, including
the most powerful people of the empire; all the court officials and commanders of the imperial
guards were required to be initiated into the Vajradhatu mandala and to participate in rituals
orchestrated by Amoghavajra.”’” Among the master's other deeds are the translation of a great
number of Buddhist texts and the promotion of the cult of Mafiju$rf and Mount Wutai.**

Liangzhou, where Amoghavajra translated the S77S and initiated thousands of people
into secret practices of the Yoga tradition in 754-756, fell to the Tibetans in 758 and became
a major centre of the Tibetan administration over the eastern areas.” It is worth remembering
that Tibetan Buddhism and the Tibetan Buddhist order were at this time in their early formative
stage. Only in the 760s Buddhism started to be promoted by the Tibetan emperor Trisong
Detsen (Tib. Khri srong Ide btsan, r. ca. 742-797); the first Tibetan monastery of Samye (Bsam
yas) was consecrated in 779.* In general, the Tibetan ruling elite was highly suspicious towards
Esoteric teachings, however the STTS and closely related texts (in general correspond to Yoga
Tantras according to the Tibetan classification) were not only permitted, but, in parallel with
the contemporaneous developments in Chinese state Buddhism, became a foundations for
official Buddhist ceremonies in the late 8" century (this will be discussed in detail in Part 4).*'
It is also clear that Tibetan interest in the Yoga tradition emerged in close temporal proximity to
Amoghavajra's propagation of this tantric system in the Hexi region which soon after became a

part of the Tibetan Empire.

35 Yang2018: 194-195.

36 Sharf2017: 85-86, 114.

37 Yang 2018:188-200.

38 Yang 2018: 147-160.

39 van Schaik and Galambos 2012: 46.
40 Kapstein 2000: 60.

41 Weinberger 2010: 140-150.
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Amoghavajra died in 774, two years before the Tibetan conquest of Guazhou ( JJ1 , the
prefecture containing the Yulin caves). With the conquest of Shazhou ( 7> /Il , the prefecture
containing Dunhuang) in 786, the whole Hexi Corridor came under Tibetan rule. Tibetans
continued the patronage of existing Buddhist institutions in Hexi, which were numerous and
many were large, and sponsored building of several new monasteries and temples.” However,
Tibetan impact on Buddhist thought and Buddhist art in Hexi during this period of occupation
remains largely unclear, since major developments with regard to the Tibetan appropriation of
Buddhism took place during or after the conquest of the Hexi corridor. One undisputable sign
of the Tibetan input on Dunhuang art, however, is depictions of Tibetans and a Tibetan emperor
in several caves at Mogao and Yulin.* The Chinese emperor continued to be depicted as well
and his superior status was not diminished. For instance, in a painting in Mogao Cave 231 dated
to circa 839, which shows the debate between ManjusrT and Vimalakirti, a Chinese emperor
retains his exalted position as the Buddhist authority and is shown in the entourage of Mafijusri,
while a Tibetan emperor leads a procession of foreign kings on the side of Vimalakirti.* The
Dunhuang manuscripts mention some mixed Sino-Tibetan Buddhist communities and show no
signs of opposition between Chinese and Tibetan Buddhists.” Given the richness of Buddhist
culture in Hexi and written records describing Tibetans eagerly seeking to learn the Dharma
from the Chinese, the impact of Hexi Buddhist culture on what was to become known as
Tibetan Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhist art must have been significant.* The Tibetan period in
Hexi lasted until the mid 9" century, when, following the collapse of the Tibetan Empire, most
of the region was again under Tang control. Despite this political upheaval, many Tibetans
remained in the region and the Tibetan language continued to be widely used.

To summarize, when Tibetans arrived in Hexi, they found themselves in a highly
sophisticated Buddhist environment, where Esoteric teachings, especially those of the Yoga
tradition, enjoyed great prestige. The Buddhist art in Hexi was characterized by an increasing

popularity of Indianized styles and Esoteric imagery.

42 Sha 2013: 152-156; van Schaik and Galambos 2012: 62. On Buddhist institutions in Hexi during the Tibetan period,
see Horlemann 2012.

43 Just a few examples: Yulin Cave 25 and Mogao Caves 158, 231, 359. See Sha 2013: 53-81.

44 For a discussion on the symbolism of representations of the Manjusri-Vimalakirti debate in Dunhuang, see Schmid
2006: 183-185. For a reproduction of the scene from Cave 231, see Debreczeny 2019: 50, fig.1.2.

45 H. Serensen 2000: 41.

46 For example, according to the Testament of Ba, two Tibetan delegations were sent to the Chinese capital to learn
Buddhist teachings in the second half of the 8th century. It is also stated that one thousand Buddhist texts were
granted by the Chinese emperor and brought to Tibet by one of these delegations. See Wangdu and Diemberger
2000: 16-17, 21,42 n.91, 49 n. 121-122, 52 n. 136, 138, and 70 n. 245. Moreover, this source shows that Buddhism
in 8" century Tibet was strongly associated with China and sometimes even referred to as the doctrine of China. See
Wangdu and Diemberger 2000: 37 n.71.

47 van Schaik and Galambos 2012: 62-69.
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Part 2. Definitions and Origins

A list of paintings executed in the artistic mode discussed in this article is presented in Appendix
1. It is by no means exhaustive and includes only the most significant published examples. The
majority of the paintings depict mandala-like compositions. Common central figures include
Vairocanabhisambodhi (see section 2.2),* Vajrasattva, a Buddha, four-armed Amoghapasa
(see section 2.3), and two-armed Avalokite§vara. As will be shown these images mostly draw
from repertoire of the Yoga tradition. Other subjects include Vairocanabhisarmbodhi with the
eight great bodhisattvas (see section 2.1) as well as Kubera with attendants (see section 2.4). In
addition, the list includes portable paintings with single figures of bodhisattvas (see section 2.5)
and paintings with stylistically mixed imagery (see section 2.6).

Before proceeding to a detailed discussion on the paintings under review, it is necessary to
mention that for almost all of them potential textual sources can be found in both the Chinese
and Tibetan traditions. Since it has been historically maintained that Tibetan Esoteric Buddhism
stems directly from the Indian tradition, possible relationships between the parallel Chinese
and Tibetan texts have been rarely seriously considered. Moreover, it is commonly believed
that developed Esoteric Buddhism did not exist in Dunhuang/Hexi before the Tibetan conquest.
Thus, a decisive factor for the attribution of the discussed images to the Tibetan tradition has
often been a combination of their Indianized style (as opposed to the Chinese style), which
was understood as Tibetan, with Esoteric subject matter. In the following, I will challenge the

validity of this approach.

2.1 Representations of Vairocanabhisambodhi with the Eight Great
Bodhisattvas in Hexi and their spread to Eastern Tibet

2.1.1 Yulin Cave 25

2.1.1.1 Description of the Cave and the State of Scholarship

The scholarship on Yulin Cave 25 perfectly illustrates issues surrounding the attribution of the
imagery under review to Tibetan influence and therefore I discuss it first and at greatest length.

The cave was excavated during the period of Tibetan rule in Guazhou and is currently dated by

48 Vairocanabhisambodhi refers here to bejewelled Vairocana displaying dhyana mudra, as this form was initially
described in the Vairocanabhisambodhi Tantra (VAT). See Wayman and Tajima 1998: 8. However, images of
Vairocana in this form do not necessarily signify the context of the VAT.
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Fig. 1 Vairocana and the eight great bodhisattvas, the east wall of the main chamber, late 8" C., Tibetan
period in the Hexi corridor, Yulin Cave 25, China (Extant section (in color): Dunhuang Academy
2014: pic. 10; The lost section (in b/w): Kapstein 2009: fig. 9).

the Dunhuang Academy to the early years of the Tibetan period (i.e. 776-781).” The centre of the
cave is occupied by a sculptural representation of Vairocana perhaps dating to the Qing dynasty,
which could be a replica of the original sculpture. The wall paintings are regarded as originals.
The central wall of the main chamber consists of Indianized images of Vairocanabhisarhbodhi
and the eight great bodhisattvas (Fig. 1).* The bodhisattvas are identified by Chinese
inscriptions as Akasagarbha, Ksitigarbha, Maitreya, Mafijuéri, Vajrapani, Avalokite$vara,
Sarvanivaranaviskambhin, and Samantabhadra, who together are known as the eight great
bodhisattvas.” This group of nine — Vairocanabhisarnbodhi and the eight great bodhisattvas —
will henceforth be abbreviated as VAEGB. The rest of the paintings in the cave are executed in
the Chinese mode. They include the Pure Lands of Maitreya and Amitabha on the northern and
southern walls respectively; the bodhisattvas Maifijusr and Samantabhadra with attendants and

Sudhana on the western wall (Fig. 2); and six standing bodhisattvas, whose identities are not

49 A review of scholarship on the attribution of the cave to the Tibetan period can be found in Kapstein 2009:
56-57. The date period 776-781 is provided by the Dunhuang Academy in https://www.edunhuang.com/
cave/10.0001/0001.0002.0025 (accessed 22.04.2019).

50 Only four bodhisattvas on the left side have survived to the present day. The group on the right side is shown in the
old photographs taken in 1940s that are currently preserved in the Lo Archive, Princeton.

51 Wang 2018: 108-109. The most comprehensive study on the eight great bodhisattvas as a group is in Bautze-
Picron 1997.
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Fig. 2 Bodhisattvas Samantabhadra (left) and Mafijusr (right) with Sudhana and retinue, late 8" C.,
Tibetan period in the Hexi corridor, the west wall of the main chamber, Yulin Cave 25, China
(Dunhuang Academy 2014: pics.32, 33).

Fig. 3 Left: Face of Vairocana, detail of fig. 1
Right: Face of attending bodhisattva from Samantabhadra retinue, detail of fig. 2
( https://www.e-dunhuang.com/cave/10.0001/0001.0002.0025).
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entirely clear, and who are depicted on the corners of the cave. These Indianized and Chinese
images show identical line structures and shading, and the faces of some figures between the
two groups bear a striking resemblance (Fig. 3). From this it is clear that, differences in style
notwithstanding, all the paintings in the cave were likely executed by the same group of artists.

A publication produced in 2000 by the Dunhuang Academy for a centennial
commemoration of the discovery of the library in Mogao cave 17 briefly mentions that the
central composition (VAEGB) of Yulin cave 25 "indicates close ties to Master Amoghavajra's
spread of Tantrism in the Hexi region."” This idea has been ignored in later scholarship.
Instead, the coexistence of the two artistic modes, as well as the coexistence of Esoteric and
traditional Pure Land subjects within the cave have been ascribed to the cultural influence of
Tibet. The style of the composition of VAEGB has been understood either as the Tibetan style
or as the Pala style of northeastern India being transmitted through Tibet.”’ In the following, I

52 Unfortunately no arguments supporting this attribution were given. See Zhang 2000: 31.

53 The publications include Kapstein 2004, 2009, 2014; Sha 2013; Wang 2018; Debreczeny 2019.
In a series of articles, Matthew Kapstein has developed a theory that Yulin Cave 25 should be identified as a temple
built by Tibetans to commemorate a peace treaty between the Tibetan and Tang empires made in 821-822. Although
the iconographic program of Yulin Cave 25 only partially matches a description of the temple found in the Dunhuang
manuscripts, the author develops his idea by pointing to the popularity of Vairocana cult in the Tibetan Empire and to
existence of roughly contemporaneous rock carvings of VAEGB in Eastern Tibet (Kapstein 2009: 53, 58). As stylistic
evidence, the figure of Vairocana from Cave 25 was compared with an undated sculptural representation of the same
deity that was ascribed to the Imperial period. The sculpture, however, is executed in a considerably different style,
which makes it difficult to accept the author's point. Summarizing his argument, Kapstein emphasizes the coexistence
of the two styles in the cave and concludes: "In both iconography and style, Anxi Yulin 25 thus expresses the
coexistence of the Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist worlds. On the surface at least, it seems an especially fitting memorial
to a peace accord between the two powers." (Kapstein 2009: 54). Recently, the author revised his initial notion and
suggested instead that Yulin Cave 25 could be either an earlier Tibetan model for the treaty temple or its copy (Kapstein
2014). I will discuss issues concerning the Tibetan rock carvings in section 2.1.2. As for the coexistence of Indianized
and Chinese depictions, as well as Esoteric and Pure Land subjects, such mixed imagery can be already found in Tang
dynasty caves predating the Tibetan period. I will discuss some examples in the next chapter.

Sha Wutian's research on Cave 25 was published in his monograph devoted to Dunhuang art of the Tibetan
period. The author postulates that the figures of VAEGB in Cave 25 represent the Tibetan style and more specifically
the northeastern Indian Pala style as transmitted through Tibet. These statements seem to ignore the fact that no
comparable depictions that can be dated to the period before the Tibetan occupation of Hexi are known from Tibet.
Moreover, the discussed material certainly does not belong to the Pala artistic tradition. See Sha 2013: 360-382, 470-
492. Sha 2016: 119-122.

Michelle Wang in her recent publication Mandalas in the Making came to the conclusion that the depiction of
VAEGB in Cave 25 belongs to the Tibetan Buddhist tradition and is executed in the Tibetan style, which she defines
as a "Nepalese-derived Tibetan style." The author compared the images from the cave to Tibetan and Nepalese
sculpture and noted various similarities. Significant differences were, however, overlooked. The Eastern Tibetan rock
carvings and the coexistence of the two artistic modes in Cave 25, named as "stylistic bilingualism," were regarded as
evidence for the Tibetan origin of the cult of VAEGB in Hexi. See Wang 2018: 91-121.

In the latest contribution to this subject, Karl Debreczeny sees the group of VAEGB in Yulin Cave 25 as a
manifestation of the new aesthetic and religious interests introduced under Tibetan rule. The author's argument
is essentially based on the works by Kapstein, Sha and M. Wang and therefore has the same shortcomings. See
Debreczeny 2019: 24-25.
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Fig.4 Two bodhisattvas (detail of the
wall painting), Early Tang dynasty
(618-712), the east wall of the main
chamber, Mogao Cave 329, China
(https://www.e-dunhuang.com/
cave/10.0001/0001.0001.0329).

will argue against the current scholarly consensus and demonstrate that neither such thematic
and stylistic diversity nor the style of the group of VAEGB can be ascribed to the Tibetan or
Pala-Indian influence.

2.1.1.2 Stylistic Considerations

Indian and Chinese Modes in Hexi Art before the Tibetan Conquest

Indianized imagery started to appear early on in Tang dynasty caves.’ For example, Fig. 4
shows two bodhisattvas from Mogao Cave 329 (datable to the early Tang period, 618-712).”
A bodhisattva on the right is depicted in the Chinese mode, characterised by a round halo, long
scarves wrapped around the body, and a voluptuous lower garment. The bodhisattva on the

left, on the other hand, is shown in the Indian mode. It is similar to what is found in Yulin Cave

54 For example, Mogao Caves 202, 321, 329, and 335. See Sha 2013: 133-134.
55 For a description of this cave and additional images, see https://www.e-dunhuang.com/cave/10.0001/0001.0001.0329
(accessed 22.04.2019).
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Fig. 5 Bodhisattva Bhaisajyaraja with eight bodhisattvas and two lokapalas, 766-776, Tang dynasty,
slopped ceiling inside the niche on the north wall of the main chamber, Mogao Cave 148, China
(Dunhuang Academy 2013: fig.29).

25 (Fig.1), where the bodhisattvas also have inverted U-shaped halos and wear similar lower
garments resembling trousers.

Another example of such coexistence of the two modes can be found in Mogao Cave 148,
which contains depictions of the Buddha's Parinirvana and various Pure lands painted in the
Chinese mode and Esoteric imagery (e.g. various multi-armed forms of Avalokite$vara) painted in
the Indian mode. According to the inscription engraved on the stele at the entrance, the cave was
completed sometime between 766 and 776 — that is within the decade leading up to the Tibetan
conquest of Guazhou in 776.% Particularly interesting are six rectangular panels painted inside the
niches. They contain compositions akin to that of VAEGB in Yulin Cave 25 (Fig. 1).

Fig. 5 is one of the panels, and it depicts the bodhisattva Bhaisajyaraja surrounded by eight
bodhisattvas and two Lokapalas. It has a similar layout to the image in Yulin Cave 25 (Fig.1), with
a large central figure placed under a canopy and flanked by two groups of smaller figures shown
symmetrically on either side. The lotus seats of the central figure and the two chief bodhisattvas
are almost identical to the lotus seats in the Yulin composition. In both paintings, the stems of the
lotus seats of the bodhisattvas grow from the seat of the central divinity. The small lotus flowers
and leaves in the intermediate space are similar in both compositions as well.

It is thus evident that the coexistence of the Indian and Chinese artistic modes as well as of
Pure Land and Esoteric imagery within Yulin Cave 25 is a continuation of the trend that started
in early Tang dynasty caves. Similarly, the depiction of the group of VAEGB itself is based on

a template that was popular in Hexi before the Tibetan conquest.

56 Mogao Cave 148 is discussed in Lee 2010: 181-201. Esoteric imagery in the cave is discussed in Liu 2008.
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Southern Indian Artistic Mode

Esoteric teachings were transmitted not only through texts, but also through their accompanying
images.”” Although none of the original Indian illustrations survive in China, the fact that they
existed is evident from Chinese translations made by Indians. For example, Subhakarasiritha (&
¢ % , 637-735), an Indian translator-monk living in Tang China, frequently made references
to iconographic illustrations in his texts.”® In addition, the importance of imagery in the
transmission of Esoteric teachings was stressed by Kikai ( 25 #F , 774-835), who studied in
China under Amoghavajra's successor Huiguo ( 25 , 746-806). In his inventory (dated 806),
Kikai states: "The secret wisdom of the true words is hidden and implicit in scriptural texts;
only through imagery can it be properly transmitted."”’ In China, original Indian illustrations
were copied by local artists, and, as in the case of Vajrabodhi, many Indian monks themselves
were able to produce such images. In any case, works with Indian background were considered
extremely valuable; they were carefully recorded and praised in monastic inventories.
Furthermore, accuracy in the copying of these images was regarded crucial for the authenticity
and efficacy of replicas in Esoteric rituals.”” Another important feature of Chinese practice was
the standardization of religious imagery. Standardized models and templates for replication
were known as yang ( £ ). In her recent book, Hsueh-man Shen ( £ % 2 ) describes many
Tang dynasty scrolls with yang of iconic images of various deities, including a group of the
eight great bodhisattvas.’'

It is through these processes of copying, standardization, and replication that elements of
Indian costumes and decorations were adopted in Chinese art. In this regard, tracing the origins
of distinctive decorative elements in early Chinese Esoteric depictions yields an important trace
for determining the provenance of the artistic tradition, to which Indian prototypes belonged,
and, by extension, the provenance of the corresponding teachings.

The group of VAEGB in Cave 25 was likely based on standardized models. The figures
of the bodhisattvas are essentially of the same type. They are shown either frontally or in
a three-quarter profile and have almost identical decorations. Diversity is achieved through
different hand gestures, leg positions, and attributes.

Although the figures are overall similar to the imagery in Mogao Cave 148 (Fig. 5), they
show certain stylistic peculiarities (see an enlarged image of Vairocana in Fig. 6) such as:

57 This was recently discussed by Kimiaki Tanaka, see Tanaka 2018: 125-126.

58 Tanaka 2018: 125-126.

59 Shen 2019: 154.

60 Hsueh-man Shen shows that the inventories of objects taken from China to Japan during the Tang specifically
comment on images produced by Indian masters or originated from India, see Shen 2019: 154. The earliest extant
example of iconographical drawings is an early 9th century Chinese scroll, known as the Gobu shinkan ( FLEB/0WL ),
see Tanaka 2018: 293-294.

61 Shen 2019: 149-155.
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Fig. 6 Vairocana and close-ups of the crown and armband, details of fig. 1 (https://www.e-dunhuang.com/
cave/10.0001/0001.0002.0025).

- eclongated Y-shaped torsos;
- crowns and armbands with spikes of pearls or little spears (henceforth spiked crowns
and armbands), see close-ups in Fig. 6;

- broad necklaces with swags of pendants (henceforth swagged necklaces);

- and earrings with large pendants.

These elements are the defining characteristics of the artistic mode that this article is
concerned with, though it is not always the case that all of them are present in a given image.
Of the four characteristics, the spiked decorations are the most distinctive and persistent feature
(see close-ups in Fig. 60). It is a matter of fact that such decorations are almost exclusively
associated with Southern Indian art (see examples in Figs. 7, 8, 9, 10, 19, 23, 24). In this regard,
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they are neither found in Tibetan art prior to the occupation of Hexi, nor in the art of Northern
India, Nepal, or Central Asia, artistic traditions which, along with that of China, contributed to
the formation of Buddhist art in Tibet. As such, this indeed eliminates the currently assumed
possibility of the alleged Tibetan background of the discussed imagery.

In contrast, this Southern Indian stylistic trace corresponds well to the Southern Indian
current in Chinese Esoteric Buddhism represented by Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra.

In the 7" and 8" centuries, there were two regions in Southern India where Esoteric
Buddhism was prominent and these exact kinds of spiked jewelry were common in artistic
representations. They are Tamil Nadu in the southeastern part of the Indian Peninsula and
the Western Deccan. With regard to Sri Lanka, which was an important destination for both
Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra, it is unlikely that the discussed artistic mode in Hexi art has a
Sri Lankan origin. Although Sri Lankan Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism and associated art
were greatly influenced from the Pallava Kingdom of Southern India,” the spiked decorations
are not particularly common in Sri Lankan Buddhist depictions. ®

Connections with the art of Tamil Nadu are not surprising as this region was the home
of Esoteric teachings propagated by Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra.® Moreover, Vajrabodhi as
a painter most likely belonged to the Pallava artistic tradition that flourished in Tamil Nadu.
Having in mind the records about imagery produced by Vajrabodhi in China and the Chinese
practices of copying, standardization, and replication, we can assume that a Chinese artistic
tradition based on Pallava art and closely associated with Vajrabodhi emerged in the Tang
capitals by the mid-8" century and spread from there to Hexi/Dunhuang. The existence of
religious and artistic interexchange between Dunhuang and the Tang capitals is well recorded”
and thus Vajrabodhi's teachings and related imagery likely reached Hexi already during the
master's lifetime. Nevertheless, the tradition undoubtedly owes its greater popularity in the
region to Amoghavajra. As discussed, the master not only taught in Hexi, but also made his first
major translations there.

Regarding the Western Deccan, the existence of Esoteric Buddhism in the 8" century there

is evident from Ellora cave sculpture. It has been also suggested that the region could have

62 On the Pallava Buddhist and artistic influence in Sri Lanka, see Indrapala 2005: 189-192; Dohanian 1983.

63 On Sri Lankan Mahayana imagery, see Dohanian 1977. The most comprehensive research on Sri Lankan Buddhist
sculptures can be found in von Schroeder 1990. It has to be noted, however, that remaining Esoteric Buddhist
material is only lately being studied and the chronology of Sri Lankan Buddhist art of that period is debatable because
of a lack of firmly datable material.

64 On Esoteric Buddhism in Tamil Nadu, see Yang 2018: 179-180, n. 370. In particular, on Kafcipuram as a centre
of Esoteric Buddhism, see footnote 17. Esoteric Buddhism in Tamil Nadu was probably part of the larger tradition
encompassing the neighboring Andhra region, the motherland of the Pallavas. On the development of Esoteric
Buddhism in Andhra, see Barber 2008.

65 Fraser 2004: 52-53.
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been the origin place of such fundamental scripture as the VAT.” At the same time, numerous
cross-regional military raids of the Pallavas (ruling in Tamil Nadu), and the Calukyas (ruling
in the Deccan) in the 7" and 8" centuries intensified cultural exchange across the peninsula and
it is not unlikely that the respective Buddhist communities were in conversation, influencing
each other and sharing major scriptures.®”” For example, the earliest surviving images displaying
iconography that could be related to the STTS can be found in the Western Deccan, at Ellora
Cave 12 (early 8" century).®® In general, Ellora sculptures from the 8" century onwards reflect
increasing influence from the South of the Peninsula, and in particular the Pallava influence.”’

Regrettably, we do not know the specific regions Amoghavajra visited while in India;
the sources are extremely vague about the Indian part of his trip and give detailed information
only on his stay in Sri Lanka.” It is fair to assume, however, that Tamil Nadu, a place where
Vajrabodhi studied the Yoga tradition before going to China, would have been Amoghavalra's
prime destination, though a small possibility that he visited other regions, including the Western
Deccan, cannot be entirely excluded. In addition, it is possible that materials collected by
Amoghavajra in Sri Lanka were of an Indian origin, as the introduction of Esoteric Buddhism
to Sri Lanka is associated with Tamil Buddhists who migrated to the island in the 7" and
8" centuries fleeing from the antagonistic movements in Saivism and Vaisnavism that were
specifically directed against Buddhists and Jains.”

As a result of the anti-Buddhist campaigns, only a handful of Pallava Buddhist images
survived. Most of them have been vandalised and were found in the vicinity of Hindu temples
which suggests a violent expropriation and conversion of Buddhist establishments.”” For
our purposes, the Pallava stylistic features can be reconstructed from abundant examples
of Brahmanic imagery. For instance, Pallava sculptures in Figs. 7 and 8 possess all major
characteristic of the discussed artistic mode in Hexi art and show remarkable similarities to the
aesthetics of the Yulin images (Figs. 1, 6): Y-shaped torsos, tall headdresses, spiked crowns and
armbands, swagged necklaces, and large earrings.

In the Western Deccan, Buddhist material heritage largely survived. Ellora Caves 11 and

12, which are traditionally dated to the early 8" century, represent the last large-scale Buddhist

66 On the development of Esoteric imagery in the Western Deccan, see Huntington 1981, Malandra 1993, Bautze-Picron
2000. On possible geographical origins of the VAT, see Wayman and Tajima 1998: 11-12.

67 On artistic and architectural connections between these regions see D. Dayalan.

68 Tanaka 2018: 265, fig. 4.9.

69 Malandra 1993: 116-117. The most striking example of the Pallava influence is a famous Kailasanatha monument,
which was built in the mid-8" century and partially patterned on Kailasanatha temple in Kaficipuram.

70 Yang 2018: 256-257.

71 Indrapala 2005: 181, 192-193; Yang 2018: 180-181; Davidson 2002: 192.

72 Rao 1915; Verardi 2018: 296ff, fig. 4.
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Fig. 7 Siva as Gangadhara (detail), stone relief, 7" C., Fig.8 Visnu, copper alloy, 8"-9" C.,

Pallava period, Lalitankura cave, Tiruchirapalli, Tamil Pallava period, 47 cm, Thyagaraja
Nadu, India (Photograph courtesy of Emmanuel temple, Thiruvarur, Tamil Nadu,
Francis). India (Asha Rani 1988: 147, fig. 7).

undertaking in the region.” The eight great bodhisattvas as a group assume prominent positions
in both caves. While Cave 11 contains two groups of the standing bodhisattvas, Cave 12 has
one group of the seated and two groups of the standing bodhisattvas. Fig. 9, from the first
floor of Cave 12, shows two groups of the four bodhisattvas flanking a statue of the Buddha
with dharmacakra mudra. Their identities were reconstructed by Malandra and Bautze-Picron
according to their attributes and they appear to be the same bodhisattvas as the bodhisattvas

in Yulin Cave 25.” The Ellora and Yulin bodhisattvas are visually similar as well and convey

73 For a detailed analysis of Buddhist art at Ellora in general and these caves in particular, see Malandra 1993.
74 Malandra 1996: 197; Bautze-Picron 1997:10-11.
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Fig.9 Eight Bodhisattvas, first floor, early 8" C., Ellora Cave 12, Maharastra, India
(www.elloracaves.org, Photographs courtesy of Deepanjana and Arno Klein).

Fig. 10 Left: Detail of fig. 9; Right: Detail of fig. 1 (https://www.e-dunhuang.com/cave/10.0001/0001.0002.0025).

late Pallava aesthetics (see comparison in Fig. 10). They have elongated and Y-shaped torsos,
crowns with spikes, and swagged necklaces. The armbands display similar leaf-like elements
decorated with spikes. Spikes in the armbands of the sculptures are not clearly visible in the
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pictures as the decorations were finished with plaster which is largely lost now.

It is evident that stylistically the images in Yulin Cave 25 depended on Southern Indian
prototypes and that the defining characteristics of the discussed artistic mode have a Southern
Indian origin. Therefore, from here onwards this mode in Hexi art will be labelled as Southern
Indian.

2.1.1.3 Iconographical Considerations

Ellora Caves 11 and 12 and their Iconographic Innovations

According to Geri Malandra, Ellora caves 11 and 12 reflect Esoteric teachings, which were new
for the Deccan, and this new iconography was executed in a new style that shows a noticeable
influence from the South of the Peninsula.” She suggested that the teachings reflected in
the caves were imported to the Deccan and that they might have had the same origin as the
sculptures' new style. In support for her theory, Malandra noted that contemporaneous or
slightly later representations of the eight great bodhisattvas are found in Odisha and Java that
points to the Southern (as opposed to Northern) source of the innovations.” Indeed, Northern
Indian depictions of the eight great bodhisattvas mostly date from the 9" century and later.”
In addition, the popularity of the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas in the 8" century is
evident in the Malay Peninsula,”® as well as in China (discussed in this Part and in Part 4.).
This distribution implies that the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas was popular in the eastern
coastal areas of the Indian Peninsula that historically played a key role in maritime relations of
Southern Indian polities with Southeast Asia, and China. Moreover, the Pallava influenced style
of the Dunhuang depictions points specifically to Tamil Nadu as a source of the cult in China.
Similarly, the Pallava influenced style of the Ellora sculptures should be regarded as evidence
for a Tamil Nadu origin of the respective teachings in the Western Deccan as well. As was
already discussed, travelling monks and pilgrims were instrumental in the transmission of new
teachings and their art forms. Ellora was an important holy site (¢irtha), a place of pilgrimage
that attracted people from distant lands and different religious communities; its sacred status
encouraged commissioning religious imagery at the site. Lisa Owen has recently shown,
for instance, that Ellora Jain caves reflect activities of the Jain communities associated with
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka (see discussion in section 2.4).” Although donors of the discussed

75 Malandra 1993: 116-117; Malandra 1996: 206.

76 Malandra 1996: 205-206.

77 Bautze-Picron 1997: 14-27.

78 Skilling 2011: 375-377; Sharrock and Bunker: 2016: 244; Acri 2018.
79 Owen 2012: 16, 20, 160-163.
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Buddhist caves remain unknown, there is a possibility that they hailed from the South as well.*
It is also possible that some Buddhist communities migrated from Tamil Nadu to the Western

Deccan during the period of interreligious antagonism in their homeland.

The Astamandalakasiitra

In addition to the sculptural groups of the eight bodhisattvas, Ellora Cave 12 contains five wall
reliefs of mandalas of the eight great bodhisattvas centred around a dhyana-mudra Buddha,
identified by scholars as Vairocana (Fig. 11). The bodhisattvas in the mandalas were identified
according to their attributes and they also happen to be the same bodhisattvas as those depicted
in Yulin Cave 25.*' According to Kimiaki Tanaka, the group of Vairocana and the eight great
bodhisattvas ultimately originates from the Astamandalakasiitra (The Siitra of the Mandala
of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas) which was also the most probable source of the Ellora
mandalas.” The central figure of the Tathagata is only briefly described in the text* and this
perhaps explains an iconographic variety of his representations. He can be depicted unadorned,
like in the Ellora mandalas (Fig.11), or bejewelled, like in the Yulin composition (Fig.1), and
with the bhiamisparsa-, dharmacakra- or dhyana-mudra. Examples of the group with the
central figure displaying the dhyana-mudra are relatively rare in India and found only in the
Southern part, namely in the Western Deccan (Ellora) and Odisha (Ratnagiri).** Thus, it is
evident that the iconography of the group depicted in Yulin Cave 25 was particularly common
in Southern India. The Astamandalakasiitra was translated by Amoghavajra (T1167)* and the
central deity of the mandala in his text is described as "Tathagata in His True Golden Form
Body" ( # % E 4 & & ).* This epithet perhaps refers to Vairocanabhisambodhi, a form of

80 Buddhist monks from Tamil Nadu and Andhra were active even in Northern India. Bautze-Picron has recently
discussed a number of stone and bronze images from Kurkihar dating from the 8" to 11™ century which bear
inscriptions mentioning donors who hailed from Kaficipuram and Andhra. Notable among these are two circa 9"
century stone slabs which show a set of the eight great bodhisattvas around the Buddha. See Bautze-Picron 2015:
fig. 91, 92. In a private communication on 09.08.2019, Bautze-Picron remarked that these slabs would seem to
suggest that the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas might have been introduced to Bihar from Tamil Nadu and
Andhra.

81 On the identification of the figures in these mandalas, see Malandra 1996: 197, 201; Tanaka 2018: 141-144.

82 Tanaka 2018: 92-93. This sutra is also known as the Astamahabodhisattvamandalakasiitra.

83 For the description of the eight great bodhisattvas and the central figure in the text, see de Viser 1915: 15-17.

84 Northern Indian examples show Buddha/Vairocana either in the bhamisparsa- or dharmacakra-mudra. See Bautze-
Picron 1997; Tanaka 2018: 81-82.

85 The siitra was initially translated into Chinese by Punyodaya in the 7" century (T486), but it became particularly
popular in the translation by Amoghavajra, who assigned to this mandala a much greater importance, see Li-Kuang
Lin 1935. There are two Tibetan versions of the sitra, both are believed to be translated around 800, see Skilling
2011: 376, 1.9, 10, 11.

86 Iam grateful to Geoffrey Goble for sharing this information. Personal communication 25.07.2018.
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Fig. 11 Mandala of the eight great bodhisattvas, Ellora Cave 12, early 8" C., Maharastra, India
(www.elloracaves.org, Photograph courtesy of Deepanjana and Arno Klein).

Vairocana, which is initially appeared in the VAT and described there as having a golden body
(in contrast, for example, with Vajradhatu-Vairocana whose colour is white) bejewelled and
displaying the dhyana-mudra.” This is precisely how Vairocana is depicted in Yulin Cave 25.

To summarise, in both style and iconography the Yulin group of VAEGB is closely related
to Southern Indian examples.

87 For a description of Vairocana in the VAT, see Wayman and Tajima 1998: 101. The relation between the mandala of
the eight great bodhisattvas and the VAT was earlier suggested by Malandra and Tanaka. See Malandra 1996: 76;
Tanaka 2018: 77-78.
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The Bhadracari

The popularity of the eight great bodhisattvas in Southern Indian Buddhism is well reflected
in Amoghavajra's textual heritage. In addition to the translation of the Astamandalakasiitra,
Amoghavajra integrated the eight great bodhisattvas into practices of such popular prayers as
the BhadracarT and the Usnisavijaya dharani.** These combinations were proabably meant to
employ the power of the boddhisattvas to magnify the efficiency of these prayers. According
to the Astamandalakasiitra, the mantras and mandala of the eight great bodhisattvas are
effective in fulfillment of one's wishes, eradicating one's sins, setting one on the path to swift
enlightenment and protection from harm.”

I believe that although the Astamandalakasiitra is the ultimate source for the VAEGB
group, the depiction of VAEGB in Yulin Cave 25 is not a mandala, as the bodhisattvas do not
encircle the central figure, and is actually based on another Amoghavajra's work entitled Puxian
pusa xing yuan zan (% E =T %) (T297).” The text was composed between 756 and
774 and consists of four parts, where the first part is a translation of the Samantabhadracaryap
ranidhanaraja ( % %17 ), also known as the Bhadracarf;’' the second part is a eulogy to
the eight great bodhisattvas, which is a part of the Astamandalakasiitra (T1167); and the third
and final parts are a dharanit and a praise of this dharani.

In short, the work includes the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas of the
Astamandalakasiitra into the practice of the Bhadracari, an immensely popular aspirational
prayer in which one vows to worship the buddhas and become enlightened for the sake of all
beings.

The Bhadracart is known as an independent work and as the final part of the Gandavyiitha
Sitra ( NEF-5L),” which itself is a part of the Avatarisaka Sitra ( 1£7=4% ), a core scripture of
the Avatarhsaka ( 4 /™ Huayan) Buddhist tradition.” According to modern scholarship,

the Vairocana of Esoteric Buddhism developed from the Vairocana of the Avatamsaka Siitra,

88 See Amoghavajra's works T297 and T972. On Amoghavajra's ritual manual for the Usnisavijayadharant sutra
(T972), see Wang 2018: 47-50, Lin 2014: 139-43. Amoghavajra produced the manual in 764 and it became the most
influential redaction in Tang China (several earlier redaction are known, including the one by Subhakarasimha).
The manual introduces a mandala which is known in Japanese Buddhism as Sonsho Mandala in the Amoghavajra
tradition. The mandala is similar to the mandala of the eight great bodhisattvas of the Astamandalakasitra, but, in
addition, it includes two wrathful deities, Acala and Trailokyavijaya. See Tanaka 2018: 88, 95.

89 Granoff 1968/1969: 2; Geoffrey Goble, private communication 25.07.2018.

90 On this text, see Dessein 2003.

91 The Bhadracar is discussed in Osto 2010.

92 The Bhadracari is included in the translation of the Gandavyitha Siitra made by Prajfia fiif #7 , which was finished
in 798 and was based on the Sanskrit copy that had been presented to the Chinese emperor by the King of Odisha.
The extant Tibetan translation of the Gandavyitha was made during the imperial period and also concludes with the
Bhadracari. See Osto 2010: 2-3.

93 See Cleary 1993 for a translation of the sutra.
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who is featured in the siitra under the special name of Rocana ( /553 Locana). The Huayan
tradition integrated various Esoteric teachings, and the Huayan Vairocana and Vairocana of
Esoteric Buddhism were sometimes "fused iconographically."**

The image of Vairocana in Yulin Cave 25 is an example of such fusion. A cartouche
next to it contains the Chinese inscription {54 % 5 7 A2 # (the Pure Dharmakaya Locana
Buddha) which refers to Vairocana of the Avatarsaka Siitra.” Thus, we have Locana Buddha
accompanied by the eight great bodhisattvas of the Astamandalakasiitra. This combination
corresponds to the Puxian pusa xing yuan zan (% '% Z =17 B %% ) (T297), where the eight
great bodhisattvas of the Astamandalakasiitra are understood as guardians of Locana of
the Avatamsaka Siitra.”® Therefore, the Yulin painting (Fig. 1) represents the deities of the
Astamandalakasitra in the Huayan context. However, in contrast with the Astamandalakasiitra,
which prescribes a strictly circular layout for the bodhisattvas, the Puxian pusa xing yuan zan
(T297) does not provide any guidance in this regard. I believe, this explains a variety of spatial
arrangements found in the representations of the group (discussed below).

Furthermore, not only the central composition, but also the whole iconographic program of
Yulin Cave 25 can be understood in the Huayan context. First of all, the characteristic Huayan
depictions of Maiijuéri, Samantabhadra, and Sudhana occupy the western wall (Fig. 2).” The
depictions of Amitabha’s and Maitreya's Pure Lands as a pair are common in Dunhuang art and
their compositions are based on respective siitras.” However, their presence in Cave 25 might
reflect an additional level of symbolism. For example, aspiration for rebirth in Amitabha's Pure
land is emphasized in the Bhadracart,” while Maitreya is one of the most important spiritual
friends of Sudhana who visits Maitreya's abode in the narrative of the Gandavyitha Sitra.
Therefore, Yulin Cave 25 can be understood as a manifestation of the donor's practice of the
Bhadracart and of their aspiration for enlightenment.

As a matter of fact, references to the Bhadracari and/or the Gandavyitha Siitra can be

found in almost all representations of VAEGB in Hexi and Tibet.'”

94 Orzech, Serensen, and Payne 2011: 91-92.

95 The characters na 7 and she & have been transposed. See Wang 2018: 109-110.

96 Dessein 2003: 332. As was noted by Wang, Dessein mistakenly replaces bodhisattva Sarvanivaranaviskambhin with
Acalanatha, see M. Wang 2018: 258, n. 59.

97 Paired images of Mafijusri and Samantabhadra, the major bodhisattvas of the Huayan tradition, were often depicted
in Dunhuang caves starting from the early Tang dynasty. According to M. Wang, this pair reflects the interest in the
Gandavyiiha Sitra narrative and the Bhadracart. See Wang 2018: 247.

98 For example, Mogao Caves 329 and 321. See Wang 2005: 382-386.

99 Osto 2010: 5-6.

100 This also finds parallels at Borobudur, Java. Panel IV-3 from the Gandavyiiha reliefs contains images of Sudhana and the
eight great bodhisattvas. See Bautze-Picron 1997: 28, 54 schema 11; Fontein 2012, p. 173; Long 2009: 165-168. I am very
grateful to Claudine Bautze-Picron for drawing my attention to the Borobudur depiction and providing these references.
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2.1.2 Other Representations of VAEGB in Hexi and Eastern Tibet
2.1.2.1 A Wooden Shrine

One striking example is a wooden shrine from the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Arts (Fig. 12).
The shrine has attracted considerable scholarly attention and was variously ascribed to Central
Asia, Kashmir, or Tibet."”" On stylistic grounds, I argue that it most likely originates from Hexi,
as is evident from the Chinese facial features of the figures, the combination of the Indian and
Chinese artistic modes, and the spiked armbands worn by Vairocana, which is a characteristic
of the Southern Indian mode in Hexi art (see a close-up of the armbands in Fig. 12). The central
section of the shrine shows Vairocana flanked by two vertical rows of four bodhisattvas who
alltogether most likely represent the eight great bodhisattvas.'” Such a layout can be found
in Southern Indian art from the 6" century onwards and this particular group is depicted in

103

the same manner in a 9" or 10" century stone stele from Odisha.'” In the shrine, three more

figures are placed below Vairocana. While Granoff and M. Wang identify this group as a
representation of an abhiseka ceremony, Linrothe argues that it depicts a donor of the shrine
being blessed by the bodhisattvas.'™ I would argue that this group likely symbolises Sudhana's
spiritual path towards enlightenment. The two bodhisattvas thus represent Mafijusri (on the
left) and Samantabhadra (on the right), who together with a central figure of Vairocana (here
Locana of the Avatamsaka Sitra) form the typical trinity of Huayan Buddhism. Therefore,
a figure seated on a rug represents Sudhana who is customarily depicted in Chinese art as a

105

little boy with a shaven head. ™ Accordingly, the depiction of Sudhana together with Manjusr1

and Samantabhadra symbolises his spiritual journey as described in the Gandavyitha Sitra;
in his search for enlightenment, Sudhana meets fifty-three spiritual fiends (kalyanamitra)
starting from Mafijuéri and ending with Samantabhadra.'” At the same time, these three are
part of the final stage of Sudhana's pilgrimage which culminates in the pronouncement of the

Bhadracari. Before his final meeting with Samantabhadra, the boy sees MaijusiT again and

101 The most notable publications include Granoff 1968/69; Linrothe 2014; M. Wang 2018. While Granoff ascribes
the shrine to Central Asia, Linrothe suggests a Kashmiri provenance, and M. Wang argues for a Tibetan origin. See
Granoff 1968/69: 81; Linrothe 2014: 31; Wang 2018: 83.

102 They were identified as such by Granoff. See Granoff 1968/69: 90-91.

103 For a 6™ century example in Cave 23 at Nasik, see Bautze-Picron 2000: fig.9-10. For the Odisha stele, see Tanaka
2018: fig. 1.15.

104 Granoff 1968/69: 90; Linrothe 2014: 31; Wang 2018: 72.

105 On representations of Sudhana in Chinese art, see Fontein 1968: 23-110.

106 The representations of Mafijuséri, Samantabhadra and Stidhana in Yulin Cave 25 likely have the same meaning. Fig.
2 shows Sudhana depicted in the right corner of the Mafijusri painting and in the left corner of the Samantabhadra
painting.
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receives from him various kinds of teachings.'”’
In our composition, Mafijusri is shown offering
Sudhana a round object. A depiction of this
meeting can be also found in a wall painting
in Mogao Cave 85 (late 9" century), where it
is identified by an accompanying cartouche.'®
There Mafijusrt is also depicted offering
Sudhana a round object. This object probably
represents the jewel of the teaching, references
to which can be found in the sttra. For

example, during their first meeting, Sudhana

107 Cleary 1993: 1502.
108 Wang 2018: 250, fig. 119.

Fig. 12 Shrine, wood with traces of polychrome and
gold, 9"-10" C., probably from the Hexi
corridor, 31.1 x 35.6 cm., the Nelson-Atkins
Museum of Arts, Kansas City, USA. Object
number 44-18 (Linrothe 2014: fig. 1. 1).
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supplicates to Mafjusr: "Instruct me, O King, with the jewel of the wheel of teaching."'”

Properly prepared by Maiijuséri, Sudhana sees Samantabhadra (depicted in the shrine as a

""" The crucial moment of their

bodhisattva with his right hand placed upon Sudhana's head).
meeting, which takes place at the feet of Vairocana/Locana (exactly as shown in the shrine),
culminates in the pronouncement of the Bhadracart and is described in the Gandavyiiha Siitra

as follows:

"Just as in this world, in the presence of Vairocana Buddha, the enlightening being
Universally Good (bodhisattva Samantabhadra) extended his right hand and laid it
on Sudhana's head ... And just as facets of truth entered Sudhana as he was touched
by the hand of Universally Good at the feet of Vairocana Buddha, likewise facets of
truth entered Sudhana in various ways as he was touched by the multitudes of hands

nlll

extended from the bodies of all the Universally Goods.

I believe that an image of an elephant, the vehicle of Samantabhadra, placed in the
centre of the Vairocana's throne is a reference to the Bhadracari. Douglas Osto remarked
that Samantabhadra and the Bhadracari were "associated with each other in the sense that
"> In addition

and as was pointed out to me by Claudine Bautze-Picron, lion(s) and elephant(s) form a pair,

Samantabhadra is thought to embody the aspirations contained in the verses.

which is often encountered in the ornamentation of the pedestal of throne in India from an early

period. The meaning imparted to the two animals is rich, but, in short, an elephant refers to

enlightenment and a lion to the teaching.'”

The Nelson-Atkins shrine carries an unobtrusive and mostly illegible Tibetan inscription
on the back. It opens with an initial Tibetan mark (yig mgo) followed by the syllables byang
chub. As was suggested by Robert Linrothe, these syllables may have originally stood for the
words "awakening" (byang chub), "bodhicitta" (byang chub sems), "bodhisattva" (byang chub
sems dpa'), which would correspond well to the proposed symbolism of the central scene.

According to Yannick Laurent, the syllables may have alternatively stood for a personal Tibetan

109 Cleary 1993: 1175.

110 A similar representation of the scene where Samantabhadra lays his hand on Sudhana's head can be found in the
Gandavyiiha narrative panels located on the east wall on the fourth level at Borobudur, panel IVB-82. See https:/
www.photodharma.net/Indonesia/11-Gandavyuha-Level-4/11-Gandavyuha-Level-4.htm, picture 82; Fontein 2012:
147 fig. 33.

111 Cleary 1993: 1508.

112 Osto 2010: 5.

113 Bautze-Picron, private communication 09.08.19. This symbolism is also evident in Huayan art, where the lion is
the vehicle of Manjusri, an embodiment of the teaching, while the elephant is the vehicle of Samantabhadra, an
embodiment of the enlightenment. On the symbolism of these two animals in Indian art, see Bautze-Picron 2008.
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name (i.e. Jangchub).""*

It has to be also noted that there is no way to know when and where
the inscription was added and its presence per se does not signify a Tibetan provenance of the

shrine. It merely suggests that the shrine was at some point used by Tibetan-speaking people.'"
2.1.2.2 A Portable Painting from Mogao Cave 17

Another version of the group of VAEGB can be found in a portable painting from Mogao
Cave 17, which could be dated to the late 9" century on stylistic grounds (Fig. 13)."® The
bodhisattvas are partially identified by Tibetan inscriptions and partially by iconographic
attributes. As with the Yulin painting (Fig. 1), the figures display all defining characteristics of
the Southern Indian mode. The layout of the composition is similar to that in the Nelson-Atkins
""" The bottom

foreground of the painting contains representations of sand hills and birds which are normally

shrine (Fig. 12) and the same as in the already mentioned stele from Odisha.

associated with depictions of Amitabha's Pure Land. As mentioned earlier, the Bhadracart

contains a reference to Amitabha's Pure Land that perhaps explains why its features are

depicted in the painting. '"*

2.1.2.3 Eastern Tibetan Rock Carvings

There are three rock carvings in Eastern Tibet which depict a group of VAEGB (Fig. 52-

54)."" They have often been offered as evidence for the Tibetan provenance of the composition

114 Linrothe 2014: 31-34; Yannick Laurent, personal communication, August 2019. Laurent further remarked that the
foreign provenance of this Buddhist shrine and its now effaced epigraph make it difficult to determine the nature
of this Tibetan inscription. In comparison with other non-Tibetan portable images bearing Tibetan inscriptions, the
epigraph of the shrine may have acted as a laudatory inscription, a descriptive caption, or even as an expression of
ownership, as shown by Laurent during his presentation at the 15th Seminar of the International Association for
Tibetan Studies in Paris, July 2019.

115 On a wide use of Tibetan language in Hexi and even in correspondence between non-Tibetan parties, see van Schaik
and Galambos 2012: 67-68; Takata 2019.

116 For an overview of the scholarship and the latest discussion on the painting, see Wang 2018: 111-113.

117 Bautze-Picron; 1997: 27, 53 schema 10; Tanaka 2018: fig. 1.15.

118 This was noted by Michelle Wang as well. See Wang 2018: 258 n. 59.

119 For an overview of the carvings, see Huo 2018.

a) Renda high relief rock carving, dated 804/816, Brag gyab County, Chamdo Prefecture of TAR. On this carving see
Heller 1994; Shanxi Province Academy of Archacology and TAR Relics Preservation Institute 2014.

b) Sgar thog high relief rock carving, near the town of Sgar thog in Smar khams county, Chamdo Prefecture of TAR.
On this carving, see Yang Qingfan, Lu Suwen and Zhang Yanqing 2017.

¢) 'Bis khog high relief rock carving (also known as Bimda), dated 806, Yushu Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture,
Qinghai province. On the most recent research on this carving and for an overview of the previous scholarship, see
Huo 2017.
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Fig. 13 Vairocana and the eight great bodhisattvas, ink and color on silk, 10" C., from Mogao Cave 17, 63.5 x
17.95 cm, the British Museum, London. Museum number 1919,0101,0. 50 (Ch. 0074) (Wang 2018: fig. 2).

78




in Yulin Cave 25."” The carvings are concentrated in the areas bordering Tang empire and
date to the early 9" century. At least two, if not all, of them were commissioned by the same
person — Ye shes dbyangs, who was identified as a high-profile Tibetan monk who was listed
in a Chan lineage in the later Dunhuang texts, and who, according to an inscription at Renda,

121

commissioned many other carvings in the area. = Altogether this strongly suggests that the

carvings were created under the cultural influence of the Hexi Corridor.'*

I argue that these rock carvings are associated with the Bhadracart and, like the examples
from Hexi, reflect the practice established by Amoghavajra in the Puxian pusa xing yuan zan
(T297). A complete text of the Bhadracari is carved about 100 meters away from the group of
VAEGB at 'Bis khog.'” The inscription is considered part of the monument and covers a large
portion of the rock that gives it an exceptional prominence at the site. In addition, a prayer to
Vairocana and the eight great bodhisattvas is carved in 23 lines to the right of VAEGB."* This
prayer corresponds to the eulogy to the eight great bodhisattvas in the Amoghavajra's text. A
single religious text accompanies the rock carving at Renda. It was initially identified as an
excerpt from the BhadracarT, but this was questioned by Amy Heller.'” At present, the text is
understood to be a short prayer, probably a local creation, which focuses on the bodhisattva
Samantabhadra and is inspired by the Bhadracari."*

In addition, the historical inscriptions at Renda and 'Bis khog have clear references to
the main qualities of the Bhadracari. They praise the path to enlightenment and dedicate the
monuments to the wellbeing of the Tibetan Emperor, tsenpo (btsan po)."”’ Sam van Schaik and
Lewis Doney have shown that the Bhadracari was one of the most popular Buddhist prayers
in Imperial Tibet and that it was understood as having the power to give the tsenpo longevity.
Since many Tibetan copies of the prayer were found among the Dunhuang manuscripts, they
have remarked that its popularity among Tibetans might have been due to Chinese influence.'**
Indeed, even the link between the Bhadracari and the tsenpo finds parallels in Chinese
practice, as Amoghavajra's translation of the Bhadracari was intended as a eulogy to the

Chinese emperor as well."”” Furthermore, out of three extant Chinese translations, the one by

120 See footnote 53.

121 Heller 1994; On Ye shes dbyangs see also, van Schaik 2015: 163-174.

122 Huo Wei also argues that these carvings should be understood in the context of the Sino-Tibetan relations, see Huo
2018.

123 Huo 2017: 6-7.

124 Huo 2017: 5.

125 Heller 1994: n 6.

126 Shanxi Province Academy of Archaeology and TAR Relics Preservation Institute 2014: 14.

127 Heller 1994; Huo 2017: 6.

128 van Schaik and Doney 2007: 185 n. 19.

129 Dessein 2003: 331-332.
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Amoghavajra most closely corresponds to the Tibetan version."*

Regarding artistic features, the groups of VAEGB in the carvings were depicted either
in the Tibetan mode, with the figures clad in Tibetan-style robes (Figs. 53 & 54), or in the
Indian mode (Fig. 52)."' The iconography of the group of VAEGB in the carvings corresponds
to the Southern Indian and Hexi examples (Vairocana is shown with the dhyana-mudra).
Compositionally, the Renda group is organized in the same way as the group in a portable

132

painting from Mogao Cave 17 (Fig. 13) and in the stele from Odisha. ™ It displays typical
elements of Chinese design such as a canopy above Vairocana, which is almost identical to that
in the Hexi examples (Fig. 1 & 5), and two apsarasas flying on Chinese-style clouds. The two
other carvings follow the layout of the composition in Yulin Cave 25, though the bodhisattvas
are depicted standing, as at the Ellora caves. Discussion on the transmission of the cult of

VAEGB from Hexi to Tibet will continue in Part 4.

2.1.3 Summary of section 2.1

The depictions of VAEGB in Hexi and Eastern Tibet reflect the popularity of the Bhadracari.
The central figure in these depictions represents Vairocana of the Avatamsaka Sitra, whose
iconography was fused with that of Vairocana of the Astamandalakasiitra. The connection
between the Bhadracart and the Astamandalakasiitra was established in Amoghavajra's
work the Puxian pusa xing yuan zan (T297), which integrated the eight great bodhisattvas
of the Astamandalakasitra into the practice of the Bhadracari. The Southern Indian stylistic
elements detected in the Hexi depictions confirm the context of the Amoghavajra teachings and,
by extension, the Southern Indian origin of the cult of VAEGB in Hexi. The Tibetan occupation
of the Hexi Corridor in the mid-8" century enabled religious and artistic transmission from
this region to Tibet. In this regard, the discussed eastern Tibetan rock carvings bear material

witness of that process.

2.2 Mandala-like compositions featuring Vairocanabhisambodhi

At both Mogao and Yulin, Vairocanabhisambodhi and the retinue figures are consistently

depicted in the Southern Indian mode. Figures 14, 16, and 17 show mandala-like

130 Osto 2010: 2.

131 It is difficult to go beyond this general observation, as in their current state 'Bis khog and Renda figures are freshly
plastered and painted, while the Sgar thog carving is significantly damaged. Initially, the reliefs were likely covered
with plaster, in which smaller details were made. Such details could have been lost over time and/or altered during
subsequent renovations.

132 See footnote 117.
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Fig. 14 Mandala-like composition centered around Vairocana, wall painting, second half of the 9" C.,
Guiyijun period (848-1036), Mogao Cave 14, Gansu, China (Wang 2018: fig. 73). Circles indicate
offering goddesses.

compositions' from Mogao Cave 14, Yulin Cave 20, and Yulin Cave 38 dating from the 9" to
11" centuries.”™ The compositions feature Vairocanabhisaribodhi surrounded by bodhisattvas,
Offering Goddesses, gatekeepers and/or guardians of the directions. Each of these mandalas is
accompanied by a second mandala in the same style depicted on the same or opposite wall and
centred around Vajrasattva in Mogao Cave 14 (Fig. 15), and a Buddha in the two other caves.

133 Although these compositions look like mandalas, it is not clear if they were created and used in a ritual context that
established their function as mandalas. For a definition of "mandala," see Orzech, Serensen, and Payne 2011: 81-82.

134 For a review of the scholarship and a discussion on these compositions as well as for additional images, see Wang
2018: 156-168, fig. 28, 29, 72, 73, 74, 80, 81. On the ground of their style, M. Wang ascribes the mandalas to the
Tibetan tradition. She designates them as "Mandala of eight great bodhisattvas" and groups them together with the
previously discussed depictions of VAEGB. In my view, this can be misleading, as the mandala of the eight great
bodhisattvas contains only nine deities and is based on the Astamandalakasiitra. Compositions with more deities
are based on different texts and can feature different eight bodhisattvas. Moreover, the eight great bodhisattvas in
the mandala of the Astamandalakasiitra are not the same eight bodhisattvas as those found in mandalas of the Yoga
cycle, to which the discussed examples most likely belong. See, for example, Tanaka 2018: 194-195.
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Fig. 15 Mandala-like composition centered around Vajrasattva, wall painting, second half of the 9" C.,
Guiyijun period (848-1036), Mogao Cave 14, Gansu, China (Wang 2018: fig. 75).

1 .
** What is clear, however,

Textual sources behind these twin-mandalas have not been identified.
is that they display iconography similar to that of basic mandalas of the Yoga tradition, which,
for instance, can be recognized by the presence of such distinctive deities as four or eight
Offering Goddesses who also sometimes are depicted in male forms as offering bodhisattvas
(marked by circles in the images)."*® For example, Cave 14 has the mandala-like compositions
centred around Vairocanabhisarhbodhi (Fig. 14) and Vajrasattva (Fig. 15). Somewhat similar
mandalas with the same central deities are described in the Amoghavajra’s translation of the
Prajiiaparamitanaya Sitra ( 1% %5 ¥ 8 22 ) (T243). According to Kimiaki Tanaka, this siitra
is the oldest in the Yoga cycle and it greatly influenced the development of the other texts,

135 The central deities in the mandalas in Yulin Cave 20 are identified by accompanying inscriptions, which give the
same name "the pure dharmakaya Vairocana Buddha" (gingjing fashen Piluzhena fo 1515 1% 5 B /5 IR ), see
Wang 2018: 165. The name Piluzhena fo corresponds to the name of Vairocana in the eight fascicle translation of
the Avatamsaka sitra (T279: 39a 17-18), see Wang 2018: 109. Similarly with the case of Yulin cave 25, this likely
reflects adaptation of Esoteric teachings for the Huayan context.

136 On the Offering Goddesses as features of the basic mandalas of the Yoga cycle, see Tanaka 2018: 279-288. In fig.15,
it is difficult to distinguish Offering Goddesses/bodhisattvas from other bodhisattvas.
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Fig. 16 Mandala-like composition centered around Vairocana, wall painting, second half of the 9" C.,
Guiyijun period (848-1036), Yulin Cave 20, Gansu, China (Wang 2018: fig. 28). Circles indicate
offering goddesses.

including the STTS."’
Thus, it is clear that there is a strong affiliation between the Southern Indian artistic mode
and the Yoga tradition.

2.3 Seated Amoghapasa with four arms

There are three portable paintings from Mogao cave 17, which depict mandalas centred on

137 On the mandalas of the Prajiiaparamitanaya Sitra, see Tanaka 2018: 248-280. The first and second mandalas
described in the text are centred around Vairocanabhisarmbodhi (21 deities) and Vajrasattva (17 deities), respectively.
There are versions, where the second mandala is centred on the Buddha instead of Vajrasattva (see Tanaka 2018: 204)
that corresponds to examples in Yulin caves 20 and 38. In Cave 14, the central deities of the mandalas are swapped,
with the Vairocanabhisarhbodhi mandala containing 17 deities and the Vajrasattva mandala containing 21 deities.
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Fig. 17 Mandala-like composition centered around Vairocana, 10"/11" C., Guiyijun period (848-1036), Yulin
Cave 38, Gansu, China (Wang 2018: fig. 80). Circles indicate offering goddesses/bodhisattvas.

138

seated Amoghapasa with four arms (Figs. 18, 20, 21).

The painting in Fig. 18 is traditionally dated to the 8" or 9" century."”” While four-armed
Amoghapasa in the centre is identified by a noose held in the upper left hand, the presence
of four Offering Goddesses (marked by circles in Fig. 18) points the context of the Yoga
teachings.'*’

Amoghapasa is an Esoteric variant of Avalokite§vara; he can manifest in different forms,
including peaceful and wrathful, standing and seated, with four, six, eight or more arms, and
so on. There are nine Chinese translations of several versions of the Amoghapasadharanisiitra

dating from the 7" to 10" centuries, including one by Amoghavajra."*' Iconographic

138 The paintings were discussed by Kimiaki Tanaka, who relates two of them (Figs. 18 and 20) to the Yoga tradition, see
Tanaka 2000: 39-71.

139 It was discussed by Karl Debreczeny in Brauen 1997: 80-81, where its Indianized style was ascribed to Tibetan
influence.

140 See footnote 136.

141 Wong 2007a: 152.
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Fig. 18 Amoghapasa Mandala (shown without mount), 8"-9" C., from Mogao Cave 17, 204.5 x
107.5 cm with mount, the Musée Guimet, Paris. Museum number ART 371790
(Brauen 2009: plate 1). Circles indicate offering goddesses.
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Fig. 19 Left: Visapaharana Siva, 9" C., Pallava period, copper alloy, H 62 cm, Government Museum,
Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India (American Institute of Indian Studies photo archive, https://vmis.in/
ArchiveCategories/gallery?search=visapaharana). Right: Amoghapasa, detail of fig. 18.

descriptions are rarely given in the texts and it is often simply mentioned that Amoghapasa

looks like Siva.'"?

This probably explains the great varieties of his iconographic forms, since
Siva has many iconographic forms as well. At the same time, at least three translations mention
Amoghapasa with one head and four arms.'*

Amoghapasa and his retinue in our painting (see close-up in Fig. 19 on the right) are
depicted in the Southern Indian mode. Although no comparable Southern Indian images of
Amoghapasa are known, there are many contemporaneous images of four-armed Siva seated
with one leg pendant. These images can represent different forms of Siva depending on the
presence or absence of accompanying figures, hand gestures, and attributes. The late Pallava

sculpture of Visapaharana Siva in Fig. 19 (on the left) is very close to Amoghapasa in the

142 Reis-Habito 1999: 48.
143 These are the translations by Manicintana ( 5 EVfE ; 693), Li Wuchan ( 2734 ; 670), and Bodhiruci ( Z42i7 % ;
707-9). See Reis-Habito 1999: 52.
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Fig. 20 Amoghapasa Mandala, ink and color on silk, from Mogao Cave 17, 10" C., 115 x 65 cm, the Musée
Guimet, Paris, France. Museum number EO. 3579 (Giés 1994-96: plate 99). Circles indicate
offering goddesses.

painting. Both figures have three eyes and are adorned with large armbands decorated with
spikes. The similarities in their proportions and in the position of the second pair of the arms
are striking.

The two other mandalas are shown in Figs. 20 and 21."** They date to around the 10"
century and display some iconographic and stylistic variations in comparison to the earlier
example. Nevertheless, the deities in the paintings show distinctive elements of the Southern
Indian mode (spiked decorations, swagged necklaces) as well. The eight Offering Goddesses
(marked by circles) are clearly recognisable, see Fig. 20. The composition in Fig. 21 is
organized similarly to that in Fig. 18, though only eight deities are depicted and the identities
of some of them remain debatable. The colours of the four figures marked by circles match

144 Recent discussions and a review of the scholarship on the painting in Fig. 20 can be found in McCoy 2016 and Wang
2018: 184-187. The authors argue for a Tibetan background of the painting.
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Fig. 21 Amoghapasa Mandala, ink and color on silk, from Mogao Cave 17, 10" C., 89.6 x 60 cm, the
Musée Guimet, Paris, France. Museum number EO. 1131 (Giés 1994-96: plate 80).

the colours of the Offering Goddesses in Fig. 19 and at least two of them are clearly female.'"
Overall, the painting gives an impression that it was either unfinished or reworked."*’

To summarise, all three paintings (Figs. 18, 20, 21) depict the deities in the Southern
Indian mode and, at least two of them are clearly related to the Yoga tradition.

2.4 Yulin Cave 15

Yulin Cave 15 also contains a composition executed in the Southern Indian mode (Fig. 22).'"

It features a god known under various names, including Kubera and Vaisravana. While the

145 Tanaka identifies them as deities of the Lotus family of the VAT. He dates the painting to the second half of the 8"
century. Such an early date cannot be accepted from a stylistic point of view. Tanaka 2000: 39-44.

146 It looks like one figure is missing in the top of the painting; also the figure in the upper left corner curiously has three
arms.

147 Sha Wutian argues that the painting is executed in the Tibetan style. See Sha 2013: 117-118.
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etymology of the former is debatable, the latter derives from the name of his father Visravis."**
In India, Kubera is the guardian of the North in a group of the eight dikpalas and the king of
"’ In China, the god is mostly known as Vaisravana ( %[EKF ),
the guardian of the North in a group of the four heavenly kings." Vaisravana is traditionally

yaksas and other demigods.

depicted in an armoured form, which probably has a Central Asian origin."”' In Cave 15,
the god is represented as a yaksa holding a club and a mongoose, which corresponds to the
iconography of Kubera.

Close parallels can be found amongst sculptures of yaksas at Ellora, two of which are

shown in figures 23 and 24. These and many other similar examples belong to Ellora's Jain

caves.'” Lisa Owen has recently discovered that these caves reflect the patronage of Jains from

153

the regions of Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. ™ This observation corresponds well to the Pallava

influenced style of the sculptures. Owen has remarked that few comparable depictions survived
in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka,”™ and thus the Ellora sculptures are especially valuable with
regard to reconstructing artistic traditions of these regions. This observation provides evidence
for a probable Tamil Nadu background of the Yulin painting. In terms of iconography, images

of Brahmanic, Buddhist and Jain yaksas represent a shared concept of wealth and protection

and display only minor differences."”’

Like the Yulin Kubera, the Ellora yaksas are placed under an arched canopy formed by
a tree with luxuriant foliage and flowers. Such design with a tree as part of a throne back and

luxuriant foliage depicted above a divinity is unusual for the art of the Deccan, but is common

156

in the examples from Tamil Nadu. ™ The figures are seated with one leg pendant and flanked by

two attendants, one of which (on the right) carries a purse made of mongoose skin. In contrast

to the Ellora yaksas, who are mounted atop elephants (a typical vehicle of the Jain yaksas), the

148 On yaksa cult and iconography, see Misra 1981; Bautze-Picron 2002. In particular, on Kubera/Vaisravana, see Misra
1981: 59-71.

149 On the iconography and symbolism of the guardians of the directions, dikpalas, in India, see Wessels-Mevissen:
2001.

150 On the development of iconography and symbolism of the four heavenly kings in Central and East Asia, see Shim
2013.

151 Shim 2013: 82-112.

152 On Ellora's Jain caves, see Owen 2012. In particular, on depictions of yaksas at Ellora, see Owen 2012: 81-127.

153 Owen 2012: 16, 20, 160-163.

154 Owen 2012: 127-129.

155 Owen 2012: 127-129; Bautze-Picron: 2002.

156 1 am grateful to Claudine Bautze-Picron who has drawn my attention to this. Comparable examples can be found in
the Jain rock carvings at Kalugumalai, the 9" or early 10" century, Tamil Nadu, see Owen 2010: figs 3, 11. Also, see
a9” century Buddha from Tamil Nadu, now in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (accession numbers 1970.3 and
67.4a-b); and a 10" century Buddha with two bodhisattvas, from Nagapattinam, Tamil Nadu, now in the Government
Museum Chennai (accession number 81212).
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Fig. 22 Kubera with attendants, wall painting, Tibetan period in the Hexi corridor,
Yulin cave 15, China (Dunhuang Academy 2014: pic. 40).

"7 Nevertheless, both figures are similarly decorated with

Yulin Kubera is seated on a throne.
swagged necklaces and spiked crowns and armbands. Additionally, the images in Figs. 22 and
24 have almost identical square backrests and halos of an inverted U-shape.

The appearance of such Kubera images in Hexi could be related to protective rituals

centred on Vaisravana, rituals which Amoghavajra regularly performed to provide imperial

157 Kubera seated on a throne is depicted in the early 8"-century Ellora Cave 25, but the image is significantly damaged.
See Owen 2012: fig. 57.
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Fig. 23 Fig. 24 Yaksa with attendants, early 9" C., Ellora Cave 32, Maharastra, India (American Institute
of Indian Studies photo archive, https://vmis.in/ArchiveCategories/collection_gallery_zoom?id=923&
search=1&index=57339&searchstring=ellora,%20cave,32).

troops with supernatural assistance. The earliest recorded instance of Amoghavajra performing
the Vaisravana rituals is specifically linked to the Tibetan siege of Liangzhou."** There are five
texts in the Taishdo Canon attributed to him that specifically invoke Vaisravana for military
magic.'” In these texts, the god is consistently referred to as a king of yaksas. Frustratingly,
his physical appearance is not always described and where it is given, the description is of
his armoured form.'® However, Yulin Kubera is shown with the same two attendants as those

158 Yang 2018: 86-87.
159 These rituals and texts have been discussed in Goble 2013.
160 Geoftrey Goble, private communication 23.07.2018.
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Fig. 25 Bodhisattva Samantabhadra, ink and color Fig. 26 Bodhisattva, ink and color on silk, from

on silk, from Mogao Cave 17, 9"-10" C., Mogao Cave 17, 17.4 x 18.5 cm, 9" C.,
59.8 x 17.8 cm, the Musée Guimet, Paris, the British Museum, London, UK. Museum
France. Museum number MG. 1770 number Ch. Iv. 007

(Giés 1994-96: plate 4). (Whitfield 1982-85: plate 53).
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that are normally depicted with Vai§ravana in Dunhuang art.'®’

This suggests that, despite the
differences in iconography, he was understood to be the same god as Vaisravana.'®® It can be
surmised that the aforementioned protective rituals were of an Indian origin and therefore they
must have been initially centred on Kubera, whose images likely accompanied the original
Indian texts, but who was replaced with his well known local equivalent, Vai§ravana, in the

Chinese translations.

2.5 Portable Paintings with Single Figures of Bodhisattvas

Figs. 25 and 26 show images of solitary standing bodhisattvas in the Southern Indian mode.
Their vertical format implies that the paintings were displayed on banners and possibly
produced in sets representing a group of eight bodhisattvas. Parallels can be found at Ellora as
well, where Caves 11 and 12 contain several groups of the eight great bodhisattvas depicted
standing.'*’

An outstanding painting in Fig. 27 was likely conceived of as an individual icon. The
bodhisattva sports a tubular and extremely tall hairstyle (jatamukuta), a typical feature of
Pallava imagery and Sri Lankan imagery in the Pallava style. A figure attributed as Tara from
the British Museum in Fig. 28 is one striking example of this. The sculpture was discovered
in Sri Lanka, but it possibly has a Pallava provenance.'* The bodhisattva and Tara are clad
in lower garments of a similar design and their headdresses are secured by nearly-identical
leaf-like crown elements. Unlike the other discussed images, the crown and armbands of the
bodhisattva do not have spiked elements. This, however, does not rule out a possible Pallava
background as decorations without spikes were also common in Pallava art. Alternatively,
the painting could have been based on a Sri Lankan original, as spiked decorations were not

165

prominent in Sri Lankan art.'”® Although the painting is currently attributed to the 9" century,

161 See, for example, a woodblock print dated to 947 in the British Museum collection (1919.0101.0.245). The attendants
are a female attendant with a tray of jewels (identified by the museum as Goddess Sri) and a gandharva (a class of
demigods) wearing a tiger-head helmet that covers his head and shoulders. On depictions of gandharva in Chinese
art, see Wong 2019: 73 fig 2.14, 120 fig. 3.8. Another example of Vaishravana attended by gandharva is a 9™ century
painting 1919,0101,0.38, in the British Museum collection.

162 The conflation between the dikpalas and the heavenly kings is also evident in the compositions in Figs. 14 and
15, which were discussed in the previous section. While the North, South, and West directions are guarded by the
dikpalas (Kubera is depicted in the right top corner in Fig.14 and in the left top corner in Fig.15; Yama and Varunpa are
in the bottom corners), the East is guarded by the heavenly king of the East, Dhrtarastra, who is clearly recognized by
his attribute, a lute.

163 Malandra 1993: figs. 222, 223, 251, 252.

164 Srinivasan 1999: 110.

165 See footnote 64.
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Fig. 27 Bodhisattva, ink and color on silk, 8" C., from  Fig. 28 Tara, copper alloy, 8" C., Sri Lanka, H

Mogao Cave 17, 57.5 x 38.1 cm, the British 143 cm, the British Museum, London,
Museum, London, UK. Museum number Ch. UK. Museum number 1830,0612. 4
18003 (Whitfield 1982-85: plate 53). (https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/

collection_online/collection_object_
details.aspx?objectld=251954&partld=1).

its almost pure Pallava/Sri Lankan aesthetics suggest the 8"-century date.

2.6 Examples of Mixed Imagery

As discussed in section 2.1, the bodhisattvas in Yulin Cave 25 (Fig. 1) were likely painted in
accordance with standardized models known in Chinese art as yang. Several portable paintings
discovered in Mogao Cave 17 suggest that yang models of bodhisattvas in the Southern Indian
mode were perhaps also used for depicting attending bodhisattvas in heavenly assemblies
where the rest of the figures are in the Chinese mode.

Perhaps the earliest example of such imagery is a portable painting shown in Fig. 29,
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Fig. 29 Pure Land of Bhaisajyaguru, ink and color on silk., from Mogao Cave 17, dated 836, Tibetan period,
152.3 x 177.8 cm, the British Museum, London, UK, Museum number Ch.xxxvii.004
(Whitfield 1982-85: plate 16).

which belongs to the Tibetan period and is dated to 836. The painting contains Chinese and
Tibetan inscriptions and displays a mixture of the Chinese and Indian artistic modes. It has
been suggested that the Indianized images in the painting represent the Tibetan style and their
appearance along with Chinese images is a sign of Tibetan influence, which materialized in
Dunhuang art during the period of the Tibetan occupation.'® I would argue that neither in
terms of iconography nor in terms of style can this painting be ascribed to Tibetan influence.
The painting was likely centred on Cintamanicakra, Thousand-armed Avalokitesvara, and
Amoghapasa, which was a popular grouping in Dunhuang. Their images are largely lost, but the
deities are mentioned in the accompanying Chinese inscription. Cults of these Esoteric forms
of Avalokite$vara gained popularity during the reign of Empress Wu ( & ] X , r. 684-705)
and were promoted by the court along with the Huayan doctrine.'”” As a result, images of these
deities are often found along with those belonging to the Huayan context.'® In this painting
too, characteristic figures of two main bodhisattvas of the Huayan tradition, Samantabhadra
riding an elephant and Mafijusri riding a lion, are depicted right above the Esoteric versions of

Avalokitesvara. Finally, an assembly of Buddha Bhaisajyaguru occupies the top of the painting.

166 Karmay 1975: 8-14; Wang 2018: 98-107.
167 On cults of Esoteric deities during the Tang, see Wong 2018: 184-200.
168 On Esoteric imagery in Huayan context, see Wong 2012: 223-260.
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Fig .30 Ten stages of the bodhisattvahood according to the Avatamsaka Sitra, ink and color on silk, from
Mogao Cave 17, 10" C., 286 x 189 cm, the Musée Guimet, Paris, France. Museum number MG
26465 (Gies 1994-96: plate 11-1).

All these subjects were popular in Dunhuang before the Tibetan period and altogether they can
be found at already discussed Mogao Cave 148, which was excavated between 766-776 (i.e.
in the decade before the Tibetan conquest).'” As with Mogao Cave 148 and Yulin Cave 25, the
painting shows the coexistence of the two artistic modes. The bodhisattvas flanking the figure
of Bhaisajyaguru are shown in the Indian mode, while the rest of the figures are depicted in the
Chinese mode. These bodhisattvas represent the same type as that in the VAEGB composition
of Yulin Cave 25 (Fig. 1) and display the characteristics of Southern Indian art such as spiked
decorations and swagged necklaces (see a close-up of the bodhisattva in Fig. 29). A large
rectangular cartouche in the centre of the painting contains Chinese and Tibetan inscriptions.

The Chinese inscription is almost completely faded and illegible to the naked eye, while the

169 The iconographic program of Mogao cave 148 includes sculptural representations of Cintamanicakra and
Amoghapasa (no longer extant) and a painted image of Thousand-armed Avalokitesvara along with distinctively
Huayan images of Samantabhadra riding an elephant and Mafijusri riding a lion as well as several heavenly
assemblies including that of Buddha Bhaisajyaguru. See Lee 2010: 91.
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Tibetan inscription is relatively clear.'”

The Chinese inscription includes the date and was read
with the help of infrared photography. Although the inscriptions are similar in their content,
it is clear that they are not translations of each other. The Tibetan one mentions an image of
Parinatacakra instead of Amoghapasa in the Chinese inscription, and furthermore dedicates
the painting to all living beings, whereas the Chinese inscription dedicates it to the donor's
deceased parents. Bearing in mind that the Chinese inscription is faded and the majority of the
painting is lost, it could be that the painting was restored at some point and then rededicated
with the Tibetan inscription. It is also worth remembering that during the Tibetan period the
Tibetan language was the language of the ruler and was used in Hexi in parallel with the
Chinese and not only by Tibetan people.”" In this regard, a Tibetan inscription per se cannot be
regarded as evidence for the Tibetan religious and/or artistic influence.

Another example of a similar synthesis is a 10" century painting from the Musée Guimet
(Fig. 30) that depicts the ten stages of bodhisattvahood according to the Dasabhimika Siitra,
which itself is a part of the Avatamsaka Sitra. The bodhisattvas in the Southern Indian mode
are included in one of the assemblies whereas the other figures are depicted in the Chinese
mode.'”

The examples discussed in this chapter likely reflect the general popularity of Indian icons

in Tang China as well as the creativity of Dunhuang artists.'”

2.7 Conclusion for Part 2

The images from Mogao and Yulin discussed above share a great deal of iconographic and
stylistic similarities with Pallava and Pallava-influenced examples from Southern India.
Most of them can be related to the Yoga and other teachings propagated by Vajrabodhi and
Amoghavajra. Their stylistic consistency, which is already evident in the earliest examples
(late 8" century), confirms that this artistic tradition emerged earlier and thus it should be
associated with Vajrabodhi as a painter, who was active in the Tang capitals from 720 to 741.

The populiarity of such imagery in Dunhuang art in the second half of the 8" century is in all

170 For the photograph of the inscriptions, see Wang 2018: 102, fig. 44.

171 On the use of Tibetan language in Hexi during and after the Tibetan period, see van Schaik and Galambos 2012: 67-
68; Takata 2019.

172 The iconography of the painting is discussed in Wong 2007b: 343. According to Wong, the painting is only known
illustration of this subject.

173 In addition, in a British Museum painting from Mogao cave 17 (Ch.XXVI. a. 007), which represents Huayan
Mafijusr riding a lion, the bodhisattva is depicted in the Southern Indian mode as well. Another example from
the British Museum collection where attending bodhisattvas are shown in the Southern Indian mode is a painting
Ch.ivi.0034.
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likelihood related to Amoghavajra's activities in the region. Since the dates of the discussed
imagery span from the 8" to the 11" century, it can be surmised that Amoghavajra's teachings
were adopted by the Tibetans in Hexi and remained popular in the region even after the collapse
of both the Tibetan and Tang empires. They were, nevertheless, suppressed by new tantric
teachings which started arriving to Hexi from northeastern India in the late 10" century.'™ This
new wave of Esoteric transmission brought along new aesthetics characterised by the Pala
artistic style.

Part 3. A Brief Overview of the Southern Indian Influence on Buddhist Art

in China

This part aims to demonstrate that the existence of a Southern Indian mode in Hexi art should
not be perceived as disturbing or exceptional. There are other examples in Tang Buddhist art
that complement the Hexi material and reflect the centuries-long interactions between the
polities of Southern India, Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, and China.

Historical records from the 3™ century CE onwards tell us about a great number of
Buddhist monks travelling between India and China by sea.'” Sri Lanka, whose Buddhist
culture was intimately linked to that of Southern India, was an important transit stop for many
of them. Early examples of these travelling monks include Faxian ( % . , 337/342-422), who
spent two years in Sri Lanka on his way from Northern India to China; and Bodhidharma ( 3
215 B2 ), the founder of Chinese Chan Buddhism, who travelled from the Pallava Kingdom to
China in the late 5 or early 6" century.

Indianized polities of Southeast Asia played an important intermediate role in Buddhist
and artistic transmission from Southern India to China. The Indianization of the region started
in the early historical period and was facilitated by Tamil seafaring merchants. The process
included the adoption of Southern Indian religious cults, models of statehood, languages,
scripts, and artistic styles. Early Buddhist and Brahmanic icons found in Southeast Asia display

a dominating Southern Indian influence."® According to Chinese sources, the Southeast Asian

174 In the late 10™ century, a large number of Chinese monks were sent to northeastern India through the Hexi corridor
in search of new Esoteric teachings. At the same time, many Indian monks arrived in China attracted by the lavish
Buddhist patronage of the early Song emperors. It can be assumed that travelling through the Hexi Corridor, these
monks shared teachings and imagery with local Buddhist communities. On these movements, see van Schaik and
Galambos 2012: 35-61; Sen 2016: 102, 110-125. The earliest examples of Pala style imagery in Hexi are found in
the early 11™-century Mogao Cave 76, see Toyka-Fuong 1998. On Pila-style imagery in Hexi art, see Khokhlov,
forthcoming.

175 On Buddhist monks travelling between China and India by sea, see Acri 2018.

176 Guy 2014: 3-21.
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Fig. 31 Buddha, painted stone, Northern Qi dynasty
(550-577), H 156 cm, excavated in Longxing
monastery, Qingzhou, Shandong province,
China (Okada 2004: fig. 21-4).

Fig. 32 Buddha, stone, Ikshvaku period (3°-4" C.), H 293
cm, from Nagarjunakonda valley, Archeological
survey of India, Nagarjunakonda, Guntur
district, Andra Pradesh, India ( http://www.
museumsofindia.gov.in/repository/record/nkm_
hyd-mar-scu-0008-7).

polities of Funan (Mekong delta, territory of Cambodia), Lynyi (territory of Central Vietnam)
and Panpan (Malay peninsula, territory of Thailand) often sent Buddhist monks, texts, and
images to the dynasties of Southern China.'”’

Although Buddhist art of the Southern Chinese dynasties before the Tang is almost
completely lost, in his pioneering research on textual sources Alexander Soper argued that in
the late 5" and 6" centuries it was greatly influenced by the Southern Indian artistic tradition
transmitted by maritime routes as well as through the Indianized polities of Southeast Asia.'”
Soper states that artists from Southern China were famed as great specialists in rendering
"Indian Buddhist icons" and their legacy can be traced in Buddhist art from the Northern Qi
(550-557) to the Northern Song dynasties (960-1127).'” Soper supported his argument by
pointing to Southern Indian features found in some Northern Qi examples.'™ His theory can

be further confirmed thanks to sculptures recently excavated in the eastern coastal area of

177 Wade 2014: 25-31.

178 Soper 1960.

179 Soper 1960: 88-89.

180 Soper 1960: 95-96, fig.20.
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Shandong province.""' A Northern Qi Buddha sculpture in Fig. 31 shows typical features of
the late Amaravati tradition of Southern India and it is comparable to a Buddha sculpture from
Nagarjunakonda in Fig. 32. Both figures have a low usnisa, elongated and columnar bodies
clothed in the distinctive Amaravati way with a garment cloth pulled diagonally across the
body that leaves the left shoulder bare.

As was discussed in Part 1, interactions between Southern India and China increased
dramatically during the Tang dynasty. However, the resulting artistic current in Tang art has
rarely been highlighted in art historical literature. The problem partially lies in the lack of
surviving material from Chang'an and Luoyang where foreign influences on art were especially
strong. The capitals were prime destinations and places of residence for the majority of foreign
monks and this was also true for Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra. These metropolises suffered
badly from the calamities of Chinese history and none of their hundreds of Buddhist temples
have survived."™ Nevertheless, in addition to the discussed Dunhuang images, the Southern

Indian facet of Tang Buddhist art can be further illustrated by a few more examples.

3.1 Longmen Buddha Sculptures

About a hundred of sculptures depicting the Buddha seated in bhadrasana are distributed
in several caves at Longmen ( % [] ) and Gongxian ( I, & ) (Fig. 33). Each one of them is
about one meter high and is dated by inscriptions to the period between 655 and 680. These
inscriptions name the sculptures as "Buddha of the King of Udayana.""® Amy McNair argues
for a Northern Indian stylistic origin of these images and compares them with a Buddha
figure from Sarnath. This attribution ignores clear features of Southern Indian art present in
the sculptures, such as low usnisa, bare right shoulder, and ankle-sweeping robes, a vestige
of the Amaravati tradition. The closest comparable examples are metal sculptures excavated
in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu and datable to around the 6™ century (Fig. 34)."* Several
sculptures with similar stylistic characteristics are also known from Southeast Asian polities

that suggests a possibility of the transmission through Southeast Asia as well."®’

181 For a discussion on this group of sculptures, see Okada 2004.

182 Wong and Field 2008: 132-135.

183 On these sculptures, see McNair 2007: 102-103.

184 In addition to the image in Fig. 34, see Buddha figures from the Buddhapad hoard, now in the British Museum
collection (1905.1218.2; 1905.1218.3): https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object
details.aspx?objectld=225203 &partld=1&searchText=buddhapad&page=1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectld=225204&partld=
1&searchText=buddhapad&page=1

185 See Guy 2014: cat. 20-23, 50, 51.
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Fig. 33 The "King Udayana Buddha" images, stone, ca. 655-680, Tang
dynasty, H ca. 100 cm, Longmen, Henan province, China (Revire
2012: fig. 11. 8).

Fig. 34 Buddha, copper alloy, 5"-6" C., from Nagapattinam, Tamil Nadu,
India, H 40.6 cm, the Metropolitan Museum, New York, USA.
Accession number 1998.414 (https://www.metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/45449).

3.2 Two Metal Sculptures

The Metropolitan Museum of Art has a metal figure of a bodhisattva (Fig. 36) that was
reportedly found in Vietnam and dated by the museum to the 7" century. Another similar figure
attributed to the Sui Dynasty (581-618) of China has been recently published (Fig. 35)."*
These figures show a synthesis of Chinese and Southern Indian aesthetics, similar to what
is found in the Mogao painting in Fig. 25. Both display distinctive swagged necklaces, while
the crown of the bodhisattva in Fig. 35 is decorated with spikes. The date of their production
is unlikely to be earlier than the 8" century, as the figures show closer connections with late
Pallava material, such as the sculpture in Fig. 37. The fact that the territory of Northern Vietnam
(Da Viet, Red river delta) belonged to Tang China suggests a probable southern Chinese
origin for these sculptures. The occurrence of such imagery in southern China is logical, as

Guangzhou was a major entry point to China for seafaring merchants and monks arriving from

186 Schulenburg, Hessel, Schmidt, and Wagner 2015: 150-151.
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Fig. 35 Bodhisattva, copper alloy, 8" C., Tang dynasty, China, 43 cm, private collection
(Schulenburg, Hessel, Schmidt, Wagner K., Brauen 2015: fig. 24).

Fig. 36 Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, copper alloy, 8" C., Tang dynasty, China, 36.5 cm, the Metropolitan
Museum, New York, USA. Accession number 1993.387. 14 (https://www.metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/51170).

Fig. 37 Bodhisattva Maitreya, copper alloy, 8"-9" C., Pallava period, 39.5 cm, from Tanjor, Tamil Nadu,
formerly in the Government Museum, Chennai, India, stolen, present whereabouts unknown
(Snellgrove 1978: fig .90).

South Asia. As was previously mentioned, three Tamil temples existed in Guangzhou in the 8"
century that clearly demonstrates significant religious transmission. Moreover, Amoghavajra’s
teachings were popular in the area as well. The master preached in Guangzhou right before
his trip to South Asia. He attracted a great number of local followers, converted thousands of

people to Buddhism, and conferred Esoteric initiations on members of the ruling elite."” In

187 Yang 2018: 33. Chou 1945: 288-289.
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Fig. 38 Buddha Shakyamuni preaching, silk embroidery, probably Chinese work, 8" C., Tang Dynasty, 207x157
cm, Nara National Museum, Japan (https://www.narahaku.go.jp/english/collection/647-0.html).

addition, upon his return to China, Amoghavajra was temporarily banished from the court and
spent four years (749-753) in the Guangzhou area.'®

It is worth noting that the sculptures under discussion are visually close to a famous icon
of the Nanzhao and Dali kingdoms, the Acuoye Guanyin, which can also ultimately be aligned
with a Pallava model."”’ Taken together, these examples reflect the considerable Southern
Indian influence in the region.

188 Yang 2018: 41.
189 On South-East Asian stylistic connections of this icon, see Guy 1995: 86.
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Fig. 39 Left: Buddha, stone, 7" C., Pallava period, 240 cm, excavated on the territory of Kamakshidevi
Temple, Kancipuram, Tamil Nadu, Government Museum, Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India
(Photograph courtesy Yuko Fukuroi). Right: Buddha, Detail of Fig.38.

3.3 Nara Embroidery and Horyiiji murals

An embroidery in Fig. 38 belongs to the Nara National Museum in Japan. It has traditionally
been dated to the early 8" century and is believed to have been produced in China, likely in one
of the Tang capitals.'” The work depicts a heavenly assembly with the Buddha attended by a
retinue of bodhisattvas, monks, and lay people. I regard images of the Buddha with two leading

bodhisattvas as heavily influenced by Southern Indian and Sri Lankan prototypes.

190 Wong 2018: 153-154.
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Fig. 40 Left: Bodhisattva, copper alloy, 8"-9" C., H 17.9 cm, Sri Lanka, Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
USA (https://collections.lacma.org/node/247426).

Fig. 41 Middle: Bodhisattva, detail of fig. 38.

Fig. 42 Right: Bodhisattva, copper alloy, 8" C., Sri Lanka, National museum, Colombo, Sri Lanka
(Boisselier 1979: fig. 52).

The Buddha exhibits the same iconography as that of the Longmen sculptures (Fig. 33).
At the same time, his bulky proportions and a robe drape in the Amaravati style are strikingly
similar to his counterpart in a circa 7"-century Pallava sculpture in Fig. 39."" The folds of the
robes in both figures are arranged in a similar and distinctive fashion. They are concentrated
along the upper edge and below the waist, creating a flat area on the stomach.

The two chief bodhisattvas with their wide shoulders and almost naked torsos stand

out visually from the group (see a close-up in Fig. 41). They represent a particular type of

191 On this sculpture, see Rao 1915; Aiyappan and Srinivasan 2000: 70-72.
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Fig. 43 Buddha Amida Pure Land, wall painting, panel 6, West wall, Kondo, Héryji, 8" C., lkaruga, Nara
Prefecture, Japan. Not extant anymore (Wong 2008: plate 12).

bodhisattva which was popular in Pallava and Sri Lankan art (Fig. 40 & 42)."”” Bodhisattvas
of this type are characterized by an upright posture, and by the abhaya or vitarka mudra (right
hand) and kataka mudra (left hand), which are performed distinctively at elbow-level. These

figures can be bejeweled or unadorned, but always wear a distinctive flat and wide sash, which

192 A number of metal sculptures representing bodhisattvas of this type were recovered in Indonesia and Thailand and it
is assumed that they were imported from the Pallava Kingdom or Sri Lanka. See, Guy 2014: cat. 6, a Pallava example
is cat. 7.
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probably represents the skin of a black deer (krsndjina) worn in the manner of the sacred thread
(vajiiopavita)."” It is loosely wrapped across the torso forming a loop on the left shoulder and
drapes down to the right hip. The bodhisattvas in the embroidery follow this model closely. As
has been recently shown by Osmund Bopearachchi, this model likely represents bodhisattva
Avalokitesvara as a protector of mariners.'”* Such images were often found along river and sea
trade routes that points to maritime transmission of this iconographic form to China.

It has long been noted that the two bodhisattvas in this piece of embroidery are visually
close to the bodhisattvas in the murals that used to adorn the main hall of Horytji Temple

195

in Japan (Fig. 43). ~ These murals depicted heavenly assemblies of four buddhas and eight
unidentified bodhisattvas. It is commonly thought that the murals date to the early 8" century
and represent the metropolitan Tang style that has largely been lost in China. Moreover, it is
thought that the figures in the murals were most likely executed with the help of full-sized
stencils, which are believed to have been brought to Japan from one of the Tang capitals.'*

Fig. 44 compares the bodhisattva images from Yulin Cave 25, the embroidery, and the
Horydji murals. Other than certain variations in decorations, the figures look strikingly similar
in their linear structures, proportions, postures, gestures, and facial features. What unite
them the most are their elongated and almost naked torsos, remarkably broad shoulders, and
contrasting narrow waists. Though located thousands of miles apart, the Horydji and Yulin
bodhisattvas, with their almost identical swagged necklaces of the Southern Indian type, and
similarly drawn sash and krsndjina, look as if they are from the same painting. Such similitude
suggests that the images were based on standardized models. As was already mentioned, many
of these yang — standardized models and templates for the replication of images — recorded
in official inventories of objects transferred from Tang China to Japan have been described

197

by Hsueh-man Shen. " The Horyiji example also shows that artistic models were transmitted

from China to Japan even with the help of full-sized stencils. Sarah Fraser demonstrated that

significant artistic interexchange existed between Dunhuang and the Tang capitals as well."”

In my view, taken as a group the imagery from Yulin Cave 25, the Nara embroidery, and
the Horylji murals confirm the existence of the distinctive tradition in Tang Buddhist art,

193 It was attributed as such by Dohanian. See Dohanian 1977: 41.
194 Bopearachchi 2014: 161-187.

195 On the Horyji and its murals, see Wong and Field 2008.

196 Wong and Field 2008: 147-152.

197 Shen 2019: 149-155.

198 Fraser 2004: 52-53.
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which was most likely established by Vajrabodhi as a painter.'” It should be mentioned that the
Southern Indian influence on the Horytji murals has previously been suggested by at least two
other scholars. Jeannine Auboyer noted similarities in clothing between the Horytji figures and
Ellora statues, while Marilyn Rhie argued that the facial features of the bodhisattvas reflect the
influence of Southern Indian art, an influence she saw as resulting from the maritime exchange
of Tang China with Southern Indian polities.*”

Part 4. From the Hexi Corridor to Central Tibet

Tibetan rule in the Hexi Corridor lasted roughly from the mid-8" till the mid-9" century and
coincided with a period of the most intense promotion of Buddhism in the Tibetan Empire. As
was discussed in Parts 1 and 2, the region was one of the major centres for the teaching and
practice associated with the Southern Indian tradition of the Yoga literature, which became
dominant in the official Buddhist ceremony and doctrine of both Tang China and Tibetan
Empire in the latter half of the 8" century.

The Tibetan religious tradition ascribes the introduction of the Yoga teachings in Tibet to
Northern Indian master Buddhaguhya, who was supposedly active in the 8" century. However,
his identity and life story cannot be historically verified and modern scholarship cast doubt on
his influence in Tibet.*”' On the other hand, the Testament of Ba (Dba' bzhed / Sha bzhed), a
historical account on the origin of Buddhism in Tibet that was probably compiled in the 11"
or 12" century, attests to significant activities of Chinese monks from Hexi in Central Tibet
in the second half of the 8" century. It says, for example, that the Buddhist master Moheyan
from Dunhuang was patronized by the Tibetan court and had a majority of followers in Tibet.””
According to the Testament of Ba, tensions developed between the Chinese and newly arrived
Indian teachers, who allegedly taught a different path towards enlightenment. The Testament
of Ba further states that these tensions were resolved in a formal debate, where the Chinese
side was defeated and expelled from Tibet. As was discussed by Sam van Schaik, this episode

has no documentary value and was likely designed to validate new Indian lineages, which

199 Remarkable similarities between the images of bodhisattvas from Yulin Cave 25, the Nara embroidery, and the
Horyuji murals would also seem to suggest that they were created in a relatively close temporal proximity. Out of
the three, only the Yulin image is securely datable. It was created between 776 and 851, but most likely in the late 8"
century. In contrast, the Horytji murals and the Nara embroidery are traditionally dated to the beginning of the same
century that, in the light of the presented analysis, should perhaps be reconsidered.

200 Auboyer 1941: 71; Rhie 1988: 27-28.

201 Weinberger 2003: 30, 83-90; Nagasawa: 2017.

202 Wangdu and Diemberger 2000: 76 n 287; van Schaik 2015: 14-17.
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started arriving in Tibet in the 11" century, as the only genuine source of Buddhism.*” It
has been traditionally understood that the Chinese party represented the Chan tradition in
its modern understanding, which emphasized a concept free meditation and the immediate
presence of enlightenment in the mind as opposed to the scholastic Indian tradition advocating
the graduated path and the multitude of methods including Esoteric teachings. In the light of
recent scholarship, however, this picture looks not only simplified, but also anachronistic. As
was argued by Robert Sharf, the very notion that, Chan and Esoteric teachings constituted
independent traditions in China in the 8" century can be misleading. Moreover, these teachings
had a few areas of congruence, and were likely practiced in the same Buddhist circles.”™ With
regard to Hexi, Sam van Schaik has demonstrated that monks in Dunhuang in the 8" and
9" centuries, who were identified as members of Chan lineages in the later texts, practiced
various Esoteric rituals, including those associated with the Yoga tradition in general and the
Vajradhatu mandala in particular.”” Furthermore, several Chinese and Tibetan sources suggest
that Moheyan himself was proficient in Esoteric rituals as well.*” These traits find striking
parallels in the teachings of the Nyigmapa (Rnying ma pa), the oldest school of Tibetan
Buddhism, which traces its origin back to the Imperial period. According to David Snellgrove,
there was a considerable vogue of Yoga Tantras in Imperial Tibet and many Mahayoga Tantras
of the Nyigmapa, which were largely rejected by the later Tibetan schools "as unorthodox and
probably Chinese," conform to the content and style of "orthodox Yoga Tantras" such as the
STTS.”” In addition, the Nyigmapa tradition of Dzogchen (Rdzogs chen, the Great Perfection),
which includes elements of both the Mahayoga and Chan teachings, was viewed by some 13"
and 14" century authoritative Tibetan scholars as the Chinese doctrine of Moheyan.””

Altogether this would seem to suggest that Buddhist masters from Hexi, who have been
perhaps misleadingly labelled as Chan monks in modern scholarship,”” were instrumental in
the transmission of the Yoga tradition and possibly many other "not Chan" teachings to the
Tibetans in the 8" and 9" centuries. This can be also well supported by the example of Ye shes
dbyangs, a Tibetan monk, who has been identified as a member of the Chan lineage in the later
Dunhuang texts and, who propagated the cult of VAEGB as part of Amoghavajra's practice of
the Bhadracart (discussed in section 2.1.2.3).

According to Weinberger and Dalton, it is nearly certain that the STTS, the root Tantra of

203 van Schaik 2015: 15.

204 Sharf2017: 53.

205 van Schaik 2015: 168.

206 van Schaik 2015: 132-133.

207 Snellgrove 1987: 457-460.

208 S. Karmay 2007: 11, 140-142.

209 For example, see Kapstein 2000: 43.
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the Yoga tradition, was transmitted to Tibet and probably even translated into Tibetan during
the Imperial period, though no details of the translation are known and the text is missing from

1% In contrast, the Chinese translations are much better documented and

the Imperial catalogues.
historically attested, and it is not impossible that the early Tibetan translation could have been
based on the Chinese texts. The earliest work in Chinese summarizing the principles of the
STTS dates to 723 and is authored by Vajrabodhi. It was followed by Amoghavajra's translation
of the first part of the STTS produced in Liangzhou in 753."'

As a matter of fact, the Chinese legacy in Tibetan Buddhism was deliberately minimized
by later Tibetan historiographies and by a practice of editing the colophons and texts of Tibetan
translations from non-Sanskrit sources in order to connect them directly to the Indian tradition.
This practice started in as early as the 9" century.”” As James Gentry put it, "the general
unreliability of translation colophons and centuries of scribal and editorial activity, which often
included efforts during the Imperial period and thereafter to standardize Tibetan scriptural
translations according to an imperially-decreed common lexicon, have obscured the process by
which these collections and their translations came into being and were transmitted. As a result,
the role of Chinese and other language translations of Indic texts in Tibetan translation activity
and the formation of Tibetan scriptural language remains little understood."*"* Regarding the
Tibetan lineages of transmission, it is clear that for such important religious traditions like that
of the Yoga, they were of great political consequence, and, therefore, there is no a priori reason

to assume that they are much more reliable than the colophons.

4.1 The Main Temple of Samye

As was noted by Steven Weinberger, one of the strongest pieces of evidence for the importance
of the Yoga tradition in early Tibetan Buddhism is the first Tibetan monastery of Samye.*"* The
iconographic program of its main temple, which was seriously damaged during the Cultural
Revolution, can be reconstructed from various historical sources including the Testament of Ba

and a Tibetan Chronicle The Mirror Illuminating the Royal Genealogies (Rgyal rabs gsal ba'i

215

me long).”” In the following, I will try to make sense of it with the help of Kimiaki Tanaka's

210 Weinberger 2010: 146-150; Dalton 2017: 329-330.

211 Weinberger 2003: 9.

212 Issues concerning the Chinese legacy in Tibetan Buddhism were discussed in Li 2016: 95. Specifically on doubtful
colophons in tantric material, see van der Kuijp 1992, Almogi 2008.

213 Gentry 2019.

214 Weinberger 2010: 140.

215 English translations of these sources can be found in Wangdu and Diemberger 2000 and Serensen1994.
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recent interpretation.”'’

The main temple had three floors and a Chinese-type roof.”"’ On the first floor, the
central icon was Buddha Sakyamuni, which was surrounded by sculptures of the eight great
bodhisattvas, two additional bodhisattvas, Acala and Trailokyavijaya. As Tanaka remarked,
the combination of the Buddha/Vairocana with the eight great bodhisattvas, Acala, and
Trailokyavijaya corresponds to a mandala introduced by Amoghavajra in a ritual manual for

recitation of the Usnisavijaya dharant (T972)."

Amoghavajra was the most enthusiastic
propagator of this dharant; he elevated its status from being a scripture with salvific and
protective properties for individuals, to a scripture of the national defence and protection.””
Bearing in mind the nationwide significance of Samye, the emphasis on apotropaic qualities
of Buddhist teachings in its iconographic program would have made perfect sense. It is not
unlikely that the enormous power ascribed to the Usnisavijaya dharant in Tang China led to the
appropriation of the related rituals in Tibet. A textual fragment in the Tibetan language found
in Dunhuang, which describes a ritual involving Vairocana, the eight great bodhisattvas, Acala,
and Trailokyavijaya, could be regarded as possible evidence for such appropriation.”

The second floor was centred on Vairocana of an unknown affiliation flanked by the eight
great bodhisattvas and two additional bodhisattvas, the same as those on the first floor. Buddhas
of the past, present and future; Medicine Buddha; and Buddha Amitabha were installed in
front of the Vairocana and bodhisattvas. A pair of Chinese gatekeepers holding a vajra, known
as King and Kang, was also included in the composition. It is tempting to suggest that the
sculptures of Vairocana and the eight great bodhisattvas on this floor might have represented
the practice of the Bhadracart, which, as we discussed, was an extremely popular aspirational
prayer in Imperial Tibet and was believed to prolong the tsenpo's life (see section 2.1.2.3). In
this regard, it is worth mentioning that other depictions related to the Avatarsaka Siitra subjects
were present at Samye as well. While Sudhana's spiritual journey from the Gandavyitha Siitra
was illustrated in a wall frieze in the great courtyard, the Dasabhiimika Siitra, which describes
the ten stages of bodhisattvahood, was illustrated in murals of the main temple's third floor.”'

The only known illustration for the Dasabhiumika Siitra comes from Dunhuang (Fig.

30) and a similar composition could have been depicted at Samye (for a discussion on the

216 Tanaka 2018: 83-85.

217 Serensen1994: 376-381.

218 See footnote 88.

219 Lin 214: 139-140. For example, Emperor Daizong, under the thread from advancing Uighurs and Tibetans in 765,
ordered Amoghavajra to install a group of monks at court to chant the dharani for the sake of the nation. In 776,
Daizong ordered all nuns and monks of the country to chant the dharani, see Yang 2018: 159.

220 The text title is Rnam par snang mdzad 'khor dang bcas pa la bstod pa. 1t is found in P.T. 7a and in IOL TIB J 366/3.
See Tanaka 2018: 81; Tanaka 2000; Heller 1997; Dalton and van Schaik 2006: 97-98.

221 van Schaik and Doney 2007: 187-188; Serensen1994: 379.
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Dunhuang painting (fig.30), see section 2.6; for a discussion on depictions of Vairocana and the
eight great bodhisattvas in the Avatamsaka context, see section 2.1).

A principal image of the third floor represented Vairocana with four heads (facing four
directions), surrounded by eight unidentified bodhisattvas, two for each head, and many other
deities. This group has traditionally been understood as representing the Sarvavid-Vairocana

222 . . .
However, as Kimiaki

mandala of the Sarvadurgatiparisodhana Tantra (hereafter the SDP).
Tanaka has pointed out, Vairocana with four heads could just as well stand for the Vajradhatu-
Vairocana, the central deity of the ST7S.””’ Tanaka further notes that images of the four
Buddhas of the Vajradhatu mandala depicted back-to-back were installed at Samye during the
modern reconstruction.””* Moreover, a Tibetan historical source Lde'u Chos 'byung explicitly
states that all images at the third floor were erected as a depiction of the god-assembly of the
Vajradhatu.”” The SDP was specifically associated with mortuary rites and thus the alleged
installation of the Sarvavid-Vairocana mandala as the central composition of the principal
temple requires further explanation. In contrast, a version of the Vajradhatu mandala fits
perfectly with the official status of Samye. As discussed, this mandala was the cornerstone of
the Yoga tradition and a central element of state protection rituals in contemporaneous China.***

In addition, the main temple at Samye can be compared to the Golden Pavilion of Jin'ge
monastery ( 4 [5]5F ) constructed in 767 on Mount Wutai.””’ The construction of the monastery
was initiated by Amoghavajra, who started promoting the cult of Mount Wutai towards the
end of his life. Built with lavish imperial sponsorship, Jin'ge became one of the principal
monasteries responsible to carry out apotropaic rituals for the sake of the state. Similarly to
Samye, the Golden Pavilion, a main temple of the monastery, had a three-storey design with a

vertically oriented iconographic program centred around Vairocana, which, as was suggested

222 Weinberger 2010: 140. The SDP is regarded as an explanatory Tantra on part two of the ST7S, see Tanaka 2018:
321. It is centred on Buddha's Usnisa deities and mirrors the narrative found in various versions of the Sitra
of the Revered and Victorious Dharant of the Buddha's Usnisa (Usnisavijaya dharani). Both the SDP and the
Usnisavijaya dharant were specifically employed for mortuary rituals, see Wang 2018: 25, 42-50. Weinberger
2010: 146. The history of the early translation of the SDP into Tibetan is far from clear. The text is listed in
the Imperial catalogue and the colophon, which dates to the 8" century, gives the names of Indian and Tibetan
translators, see Weinberger 2010: 148-149. However, the colophon is proven to be unreliable and the identity of the
translators has been questioned, see van der Kuijp 1992.

223 Vajradhatu-Vairocana can be depicted with four heads as well, but in contrast with like Sarvavid-Vairocana, who
performs the dhyana mudra, Vajradhatu-Vairocana performs the bodhyangi mudra. See Tanaka 2018: 83; On four-
faced Vairocana in the STTS, see Weinberger 2003: 187.

224 Tanaka 2018: 84.

225 Serensen 1994: 379 n 1260.

226 There is strong evidence showing that the Vajradhatu mandala was known in Tibet in the 8" century. See Weinberger
2010: 144.

227 On the Golden Pavilion and Jin'ge monastery, see Lin 2014: 131-154.
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by Wei-Cheng Lin, was likely conceived to represent a three-dimensional version of the
Vajradhatu mandala whose five-fold system correlated with the five monasteries and five peaks
of Mount Wutai.”* The Tibetans must have been aware of these developments in China as the
popularity of Wutai Shan in Tibetan Empire is well attested in historical sources and according
to the Old Dynastic History of the Tang, the Tibetan tsenpo once even requested a picture of

Mount Wutai from the Tang court.”

Remarkably, the first representations of Mount Wutai
appeared in Dunhuag art during the Tibetan period.”’

The discussed parallels are striking and suggest that the decision to built Samye might
have been motivated by apotropaic qualities of certain Buddhist teachings. I have later come
across a 1983 article by Christopher Beckwith, where he put forward a theory suggesting that
the Tibetan adoption of Buddhism as a state religion in general and the building of Samye in
particular were inspired by the Chinese model of National Protection Buddhism maintained by
Amoghavajra, and were, at least partially, dictated by a need to resolve the crisis of legitimacy
faced by the Tibetan emperor Trisong Detsen.”' I was delighted to learn that I came to the same
conclusion independently, but from a different angle. Regrettably, no original images survived
from Samye, as they could provide art historical evidence for sources of their corresponding
teachings. Nevertheless, I argue that Samye’s aesthetics can be reconstructed from artwork

created at the earliest stage of the Buddhist revival in Tibet in the late 10" and 11" centuries.

1'1th century Clay Sculptures from Central Tibetan Temples

After the collapse of the empire in the mid-9" century, Tibet lost its colonies and went to a so-
called period of fragmentation. The monastic tradition perished to be reintroduced only in the
late 10" century with a religious movement known in Tibetan history as the "later spread” of
the Dharma (phyi dar). Although most of Hexi was recaptured by the Tang forces, its capital
and a former Amoghavajra's seat, Liangzhou, remained under local Tibetan rule up to the 11"
century, when it was absorbed into the Xi Xia Empire.””” The region undoubtedly continued
to hold a position of Buddhist authority in Central Tibet, as in the late 10" century a group of
men from there were sent to the areas of Liangzhou and its neighbor, the Tibetan kingdom of

233

Tsongkha, in order to bring the monastic tradition back to Central Tibet.”” Being ordained

in these areas, the new monks, sometimes labeled as the Eastern Vinaya monks, returned to

228 Lin 2014: 149.

229 Debreczeny 2011: 8-9; Wong 1993: 39.

230 Wong 1993: 41.

231 Beckwith 1983. On the notion of National Protection Buddhism in Tang China, see Orzech 1998. In particular, on the
term "National Protection Buddhism", see Orzech 1998: 3 n. 9.

232 van Schaik and Galambos 2012: 64-65.

233 van Schaik and Galambos 2012: 68-74.
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Central Tibet and initiated the formation of Buddhist communities, the reconstruction of old
temples, and the building of new ones. Although Samye and other royal temples were not in

4 In addition, a network of

use and in a poor state, they still contained sculptures and paintings.
small temples continued to function under the patronage of local rulers. According to Tibetan
historical sources, hundreds of Buddhist establishments were renovated and built in Central
Tibet during the 11" century. Renovation of old temples, symbols of Tibet's ancient glorious
past and the Imperial past, was a top priority during this period”’ and it can, therefore, be
surmised that survived specimens of Imperial art were renovated and replicated in the new
temples. For example, Samye monastery was not only renovated, but also taken as a model for

236

Grwa thang monastery (founded in 1081).”” Thus, it is the artistic styles of the late Imperial
period that would have been prevalent in Buddhist art of central Tibet in the late 10" and 11"
century.

In this regard, I would like to draw attention to a group of clay sculptures from the Central
Tibetan temples/monasteries of G.ye dmar, Rtis gnas gsar, Zhwa lu Gser khang, Rkyang bu,
237

Grwa thang, Zho nang, and Snye thang.”" Although most of them were lost during the Cultural
Revolution, their images can still be seen in pre-1950 photographs taken by Li Gotami Govinda
and Giuseppe Tucci's expedition.” Luckily, the sculptures of Snye thang monastery have

. 239
survived.

These temples were founded or renovated at the earliest stage of the Buddhist revival
in the 11" century. Despite the fact that some of these temples are located at a considerable
distance from one another, their sculptures demonstrate remarkable stylistic consistency. This,
I believe, confirms that the sculptures reflect Buddhist aesthetics of the Imperial period, which
must have been a common source of inspiration for artists throughout Central Tibet in the 10"
and 11" centuries.”*® With regard to the iconographic programs, much of the subject matter
depicted in these temples had already been popular during the Imperial period as well. For

example, four-faced Vairocana with retinue and Vairocana grouped with eight bodhisattvas

234 Davidson 2005: 94-95.

235 On the activities of the eastern Vinaya monks and the general situation in Central Tibet at the time, see Davidson
2005: 84-115.

236 Vitali 1990: 49; Heller 2002: 40-41; Stoddard 2018: 96-97.

237 The temples were discussed in Vitali 1990: 37-69; Lo Bue: 2000; von Schroeder 2001: 836-851.

238 Many photographs are reproduced in publications listed in the previous footnote. Also, see Govinda 1979: 40-50.

239 For description and images of the sculptures, see von Schroeder 2001: 860-869. Although von Schroeder dates the
sculptures to circa 1200, I believe they belong to the 11" century.

240 Along the same lines, Heather Stoddard suggested that surviving murals at Grwa thang reflect the aesthetics
employed at Samye in the late 8" century. Stoddard 2018: 96-97. In addition to the imagery in the early style, the
murals also include some depictions in the Pala style of northeastern India, which was introduced to Tibet in the 11"
century. On the history and paintings of Grwa thang, see Heller 2002.
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Fig. 45 Vairocana Fig. 46 Amoghasiddhi

Part of the sculptural Vajradhatu mandala, clay sculptures, 11" C., Rkyang bu temple, Central Tibet.
Not extant anymore (von Schroeder 2001: fig. XIlI-17, 19).

can be found in the iconographic programs of Samye and the temples under discussion. Most
remarkably, the sculptures, which depict these groupings, show the same distinctive elements
of the Southern Indian artistic mode as they are found in the imagery from Mogao and Yulin.

241 3
and contained

For example, Rkyang bu temple was established shortly before 1037
a sculptural representation of the Vajradhatu mandala with four-faced Vairocana at its centre
(Fig. 45).** Vairocana in this form had likely been installed, as suggested above, on the third
floor of the main temple at Samye. Another four-faced Vairocana is recorded in a temple with a
Chinese roof (rgya phibs) at Rtis gnas gsar, which was founded during the Imperial period and
renovated in the 11" century.”* The Vajradhatu sculptures in Rkyang bu temple are decorated
with spiked armbands and swagged necklaces that are characteristic of the Southern Indian

mode found in Hexi art (Figs. 45, 46, 47). The sculptures' style and splendor show striking

241 Vitali 1990: 56-59.
242 This figure was misidentified as Sarvavid-Vairocana in earlier scholarship.
243 Vitali 1990: 51; von Schroeder 2001: 840-841.
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Fig. 47 Ratnasambhava and attending deities as a section of the sculptural Vajradhatu mandala, 11" C., Rkyang
bu temple, Central Tibet. Not extant anymore (von Schroeder 2001: fig. XIlI-21).

Fig. 48 One of sixteen bodhisattvas surrounding a figure of Vairocanabhisambodhi (worshipped as
Amitayus), 11" C., G.ye dmar temple, Central Tibet (Photo: Lionel Fournier, courtesy of Amy Heller).

parallels with the 8" and 9" century Hexi imagery (see examples in Figs. 14, 15, 16). Their
square and tiered thrones are similar to those in the Hexi depictions as well. It is important
to stress that these sculptures are more closely related to the earlier Hexi examples than to
contemporaneous 10" and 11" century ones (see Figs. 17, 20, 21). The contemporaneous
imagery from the Hexi corridor shows a considerable decline in artistic quality that does not
match the refinement and monumentality of these Tibetan sculptures. This would seem to
confirm that the sculptures represent the revival of the Imperial aesthetics, which in turn were
influenced by the 8" and 9" century art from the Hexi Corridor.

Groups of the eight bodhisattvas are recorded in all the temples. In addition, at G.ye dmar

there was a group of sixteen bodhisattvas, which probably represented the sixteen bodhisattvas
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Fig. 49 One of eight bodhisattvas surrounding a figure of Vairocanabhisarmbodhi.
Fig. 50 Vairocanabhisambodhi and one of eight attending bodhisattvas.
Both worshipped as Amitayus, 11" C., G.ye dmar temple, Central Tibet (Govinda 1979: 45).

of the Bhadrakalpa, a prominent group in the Yoga tradition and members of the Vajradhatu

244
mandala.

In all these groups, the bodhisattvas accompany crowned figures displaying the
dhyana mudra, who have been identified either as Vairocanabhisambodhi or as Amitabha/
Amitayus.”” These deities are differentiated only by the presence/absence of a bowl/vase in

their hands. It is possible that initially all of them represented Vairocanabhisambodhi. The

244 On the sixteen bodhisattvas of the Bhadrakalpa, see Tanaka 2018: 169-170.
245 von Schroeder 2001: fig. xiii-8, 9, 11, 13, 34B.
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Fig. 51 Vairocanabhisambodhi (worshiped as Amitayus) and one of eight attending bodhisattvas, clay
sculptures, 11" C., H 310 cm and 330 cm, Snye Thang monastery, Central Tibet (photo: Alain
Bordier, 1998; von Schroeder 2001: pics. 199A, 200F).

bowls/vases could have been added later when the cult of Vairocana declined in popularity.”*

As discussed, examples of bodhisattvas surrounding Vairocana displaying the dhyana mudra
are relatively rare and, apart from Tibet, can be found in Southern India and in the Hexi
Corridor. The Tibetan sculptures under review depict Vairocana and bodhisattvas either in the
Tibetan mode (clad in Tibetan-style robes) (Figs. 48, 49, 50), or the Indian mode (Fig. 51).
These two modes of representation can already be found in the early 9" century rock carvings
in Eastern Tibet (Figs. 52, 53, 54) discussed in section 2.1.2. Significantly, the sculptures in
both Tibetan and Indian modes are adorned with spiked armbands that is a clear indication of
the influence from the Hexi corridor. In Figs. 48, 49, and 50, I have highlighted the armbands

246 The same conversion is evident in the early 9"-century rock carving at 'Bis khog in Eastern Tibet, where Vairocana
(identified by inscription) holds a bowl in his hands (see Fig. 53) . Another example of such a conversion can be seen
in the main temple of Tabo. See Klimburg-Salter and Luczanits 1998: 101, 143-146, fig.146.
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Fig. 52 Sketch of Renda high relief rock carving, Fig. 53 Sketch of 'Bis khog high relief rock carving (also
dated 804/816, Bragyab county, Chamdo known as Bimda), dated 806, Yulshul, Qinghai,
prefecture of TAR, China (Shanxi Province China (Huo 2017: 8).

Academy of Archaeology and TAR Relics
Preservation Institute: 2014: 9).

Fig. 54 Sketch of Sgar thog high relief rock carving, early 9" C. near the town of Sgar thog in Smar khams
county, Chamdo prefecture of TAR, China (Yang, Lu and Zhang 2017: 236).
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with blue arrows; in Fig. 51, some remaining spikes are clearly visible in the armbands of the
bodhisattva. Despite substantial renovation, the figures of Vairocana and the bodhisattva in
Fig. 51 still convey the same splendid aesthetics that we see in the late 8" century images from
Yulin Cave 25 (in particular compare Vairocana in Fig. 51 with Vairocana in Fig. 6).

As it was already stated, since no direct contacts between Tibetan Empire and Southern
Indian polities are known, the source of the Southern Indian features in Tibetan art can only be
Hexi/China. Also, it is very important to note that not all of the discussed sculptures display
these elements. They are mostly found in sculptures which represent subjects of the Yoga
tradition and groups of Vairocanabhisammbodhi with bodhisattvas.””” The same correlation is
evident in Hexi art. Imagery played a pivotal role in the transmission of Esoteric teachings,
hence it can be deduced that these parallels between the Tibetan and Hexi depictions reflect
not only an artistic transmission, but also the transmission of the Yoga teachings as well as of
the cult of VAEGB from the Hexi corridor to Tibet. Although the Chinese textual antecedents
and visual evidence from Hexi provide solid grounds for this conclusion, much research needs
to be done in the area of Tibetan textual scholarship. Such research could potentially uncover
additional textual evidence as well as possible traces of Chinese lexical influence in the relevant
Tibetan texts. From a larger perspective, these stylistic and iconographic traits from Hexi
detected in the early Tibetan imagery provide a strong support to the theory of the apotropaic
function of Samye and, by extension, to the theory of the Chinese background of the Tibetan
adoption of Buddhism.

Finally, in parallel with the Southern Indian mode in Hexi art, the artistic mode represented
by these Tibetan sculptures gradually vanished in Tibet after the 11" century. Its disappearance
likely reflects a decline of interest for the older teachings and their imagery caused by the

arrival of new Tantric teachings and imagery in the Pala style from northeastern India.***

Conclusion

In tracing the artistic background and doctrinal affiliations of a group of images from Mogao
and Yulin this research elucidates the intricate web of politics, religion and art that connected
the Pallava Kingdom of Southern India, Tang China and Imperial Tibet. Addressing a period
of particularly intense Buddhist interexchange between South and East Asia, this article

247 For depictions, which do not display the element of the Southern Indian mode, see sculptures at G.ye dmar in von
Schroeder 2001: fig.xiii-10; and murals at Grwa thang in Vitali 1990: Plates 29-34.

248 In the forthcoming article, I argue that in this process the Hexi corridor played a crucial role as well, and these
northeastern Indian teachings and Pala aesthetics were initially introduced to Tibet from the Hexi corridor. See
footnote 174 and Khokhlov: forthcoming.
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contributes to reshaping our understanding of several key issues.

Firstly, it highlights considerable Southern Indian traits in Buddhist art of Tang China
and identifies a distinctive artistic tradition, which was most likely established in China by
Vajrabodhi, a renowned Buddhist master as well as a painter from the Pallava Kingdom of
Southern India. Specific stylistic and iconographic features found in the Dunhuang imagery
can be confidently traced to the art of the Pallava kingdom in Tamil Nadu and the Pallava
influenced art in the Western Deccan. The subjects of these Dunhuang images belong to the
Yoga tradition and the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas, which were propagated in China by
Vajrabodhi and Amoghavajra.

On the other hand, this article helps in reconstructing artistic features of Buddhist art of
Tamil Nadu, which was largely lost in India. In addition, the Pallava influenced styles of the
discussed Chinese and Tibetan images constitute material evidence for the popularity of the
Yoga tradition and the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas in Tamil Nadu in the 8" century.

Lastly, but not least, this research defies the idea of "early Tibetan Buddhist art" as
represented by the artwork created in the Hexi Corridor during and after the period of Tibetan
rule. In fact, it shows quite the opposite and suggests that the conquest of the Hexi Corridor
enabled the Tibetan appropriation of Chinese religious and artistic trends, which were popular
in the region in the 8" century. Furthermore, the artistic and iconographical considerations
presented in this research support the theory that the Tibetan adoption of Buddhism as a
state religion was most likely based on the Chinese model of National Protection Buddhism

established by Amoghavajra.

Appendix 1

A list of paintings from Mogao and Yulin that display the Southern Indian artistic mode
discussed in this article.
This list is not exhaustive and contains only the most important published examples.

1) A wall painting of Kubera with two attendants in Yulin Cave 15. The cave is traditionally
dated to the Tibetan period, but it could have been executed earlier, at some point between
750 and 776. Discussed in section 2.4, Fig. 22.

2) A wall painting of Vairocanabhisarhbodhi and the eight great bodhisattvas in Yulin Cave
25. The deities are identified by accompanying Chinese inscriptions. Tibetan period, late
8" century. Discussed in section 2.1, Fig. 1.

3) A portable painting of the Amoghapasa mandala from Mogao Cave 17. 8"/9" century.
Musée Guimet, Paris. MG 26466. Discussed in section 2.3, Fig.18.

4) A portable painting identified as the Pure Land of Bhaisajyaguru from Mogao cave 17.
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)

6)

7)

8)

9)

10)

11)

12)

13)

14)

15)

16)

17)

18)

19)

20)

Dated to 836. British Museum. Ch.xxxvii.004. Discussed in section 2.6, Fig.29.

Two wall paintings depicting mandala-like compositions centred around
Vairocanabhisambodhi and Vajrasattva, Mogao Cave 14. Second half of the 9" century.
See section 2.2, Fig. 14 & 15.

A portable painting depicting a heavenly assembly from Mogao Cave 17. 9" century.
British Museum. Ch.ivi.0034.

A portable painting depicting Maiijuéri riding a lion from Mogao Cave 17. 9" century.
British Museum. Ch.XXVI. a. 007.

Four large images of seated Avalokite§vara with four Offering Goddesses, painted on four
slopes of the ceiling in Mogao Cave 161. 9"/10" century. Discussed in Wang 2018: 145-
150, Fig. 63-66.

Two wall paintings depicting mandala-like compositions centred around
Vairocanabhisambodhi and a buddha, Yulin Cave 20. 9™ century. Discussed in section 2.2,
Fig.16.

A portable painting depicting a standing figure of Samantabhadra, Mogao Cave 17. 9*/10"
century. Musée Guimet. MG. 17770. Discussed in section 2.5, Fig. 25.

A portable painting depicting a standing bodhisattva, Mogao Cave 17. 9"/10" century.
British Museum. Ch. Iv. 007. See section 2.5, Fig. 26.

A portable painting depicting a standing bodhisattva, Mogao Cave 17. 9"/10" century.
British Museum. Ch.Iv.0031.

A portable painting depicting a standing bodhisattva, Mogao Cave 17. 9"/10" century.
British Museum. Ch.Iv.004.

A portable painting depicting a seated figure of Avalokite§vara, Mogao Cave 17. Dated
by the museum to the 9" century, but likely belongs to the 10" century. British Museum.
Ch.00401.

A portable painting depicting seated bodhisattva, Mogao Cave 17. Dated by the museum
to the 9" century, but likely belongs to the 10" century. British Museum. Ch.00377.

A portable depicting a mandala of Avalokitesvara, Mogao Cave 17. Dated by the museum
to the 8" century, but likely belongs to the 10" century. British Museum. Ch.xxii.0017.

A portable depicting a mandala of Avalokitesvara, Mogao Cave 17. Dated by the museum
to the 8"-9" century, but likely belongs to the 10" century. British Museum. Ch.Iv.0024.

A portable painting of Vairocanabhisarhbodhi and the eight great bodhisattvas (the deities
are partially identified by Tibetan inscriptions), Mogao Cave 17. Late 9" or early 10"
century. British Museum. Ch.0074. Discussed in section 2.1, Fig. 13.

A portable painting of the Amoghapasa mandala, Mogao Cave 17. 10" century. Musée
Guimet. EO.3579. Discussed in section 2.3, Fig. 20.

A portable painting of Amoghapasa mandala, Mogao Cave 17. Dated by the museum to
the 8" century, but likely belongs to the 10" century. Musée Guimet. EO.1131. Discussed
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in section 2.3, Fig. 21.

21) A portable painting of the ten stages of bodhisattvahood, Mogao Cave 17. 10" century.
Musée Guimet. MG. 26465. Discussed in section 2.6, Fig.30.

22) Two wall paintings depicting mandala-like compositions centred around
Vairocanabhisambodhi and a buddha, Yulin Cave 38. 10"/11™ century. Discussed in
section 2.2, Fig. 17.

23) Wall paintings inside a Heavenly King stiipa ( X % ) at Mogao. 10" century. The content
was only partially published. Six multi-armed deities, each surrounded by four Offering
Goddesses, are painted on the ceiling; eight or more standing bodhisattvas and other
deities are painted on the walls. Published in the Dunhuang Research Academy's 2003 The
Complete Collection of Dunhuang Grottoes, Volume 10, pp. 197-212.
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Re-examination of Materials about the Communications between Nepal
and China in the Early Tang Dynasty

Wang Bangwei
(Peking University)

The Bod-Balpo Ancient Road has a long history, which can be traced back to the Paleolithic Age on the
basis of archaeological discoveries. As for the history of the Bod-Balpo Ancient Road, we can distinguish
three periods, namely, pre-, during, and post-Tang dynasty to the Qing dynasty. In the specific case of the
Bod-Balpo Ancient Road, we need to consider the situation of East Asia, South Asia and even Central
Asia at that time, the chronological order of the literary records and the recent archaeological discoveries.
In the meantime, although many researchers have noticed and quoted the literary records on the Bod-
Balpo Ancient Road, there are still some problems that require further studies. In addition, we also should
pay attention to the relationship between the Buddhist monks and diplomatic envoys and merchants, they
always traveled together at that time. In fact, the routes taken by Buddhist monks coincide with those
taken by commerce.
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A Preliminary Survey on Mthing shog Manuscripts

Zhu Lishuang

(Center for Dunhuang Studies, Lanzhou University)

Mithing shog, translated as blue-black paper ¥ 2 4% in Tibetan-Chinese dictionaries, is a kind of colored
paper that we find in Tibetan culture. Its production covers three steps: 1) several layers of papers are
laminated with a wheat paste; 2) a specially made coloring material is applied to the surface of the paper;
and 3) the paper is burnished with a gzi bead or a smooth piece of conch shell or other smooth and hard
precious stones. The recipes and substances of making coloring materials for mthing shog vary. For
instance, one formula uses black ink, which is made from soot (sre nag) or burnt resinous pine wood (sgron
shing), which is mixed with yak and/or sheep brains; one formula uses a mixture consisting of black
vitriol (nag mtshur), euphorbia (thar nu), borax (tsa la), wheat beer (gro chang), and myrobalan (a ru ra);
one formula uses a solution made with ground white cowry shell (‘gron bu), ground cardamom (dza ti)
and myrobalan juice; one formula uses indigo (rams).

Judging from literary sources and extant objects, the expression mthing shog derives from shug
bu mthing ga of the Tibetan dynastic period. It is mthing shog that was used for writing royal edicts.
Beginning from the 10" century, mthing shog is most often used to write Buddhist sutras. The most
prized manuscripts frequently use gold ink or a combination of gold and silver ink. The main purpose
of preparing mthing shog manuscripts is for devotional purposes. These are deposited in shrines and
monasteries and prepared for the accumulation of merit; they are not intended for circulation.
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Chinese scholars often term the black-blue paper of Tibetan cultural tradition as % / % & 4% ,
"porcelain green paper,” an indigo-dyed paper in Chinese culture. However, as mentioned above, there are
many different materials that are used to make mthing shog. Mthing shog includes indigo-dyed paper, but
they are not identical. The gold or/and silver manuscripts produced in China proper, especially those in
the Ming and Qing courts, may be written on indigo-dyed paper or mthing shog. As for gold or/and silver
manuscripts from the Tibetan cultural area, the situation is more complicated, and it seems that not all

gold or/and silver texts are written on mthing shog.

An Interpretation of the Mural of Lce btsun Shes rab 'byung gnas in
Zhwa lu Monastery

Jia Yuping
(Collage of Art and Design, Chengdu University)

This paper discusses the mural depicting Lce bstun Shes rab 'byung gnas (the 11" century founder of
Zhwa lu) in the Sgo gsum ma lha khang of Zhwa lu monastery. The history of the monastery and the Lce
clan from the 11" to the 14" century are fully presented through the images and inscriptions in a series of
murals. Combining the literature on the genealogies of Zhwa lu and related Tibetan sources, this paper
discusses some stories about Zhwa lu that were hitherto not well known. These include aspects of its
religious background and its connections with the Indian subcontinent, as well as its contact with western
Tibet during the period of the second diffusion of Buddhism. Its governance through a combination of
politics and religion makes Zhwa Iu one of the earliest monasteries that was under the control of a family-
owned theocratic system.

On the Mural Painting of Buddha's life in the Corridor of the Assembly
Hall on the First Floor of Zhwa lu Monastery

Meng Yu

(School of Chinese Classics, Renmin University of China)

The 101* mural painting in the corridor of the Assembly Hall on the first floor of Zhwa lu Monastery is
concerned with the biography of the Buddha, from his birth to nirvana. Twenty significant scenes of the
Buddha's life were chosen and depicted in this mural. This essay provides a detailed discussion of each

scene and concludes that the 101* mural painting is based on the Lalitavistara and other sources. The life
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of the Buddha is a popular subject in Buddhist art and literature. It can be found in many texts, besides
the one in Skyes rabs brgya ba. In addition to texts, the illustrations of the Buddha's life can also be
found in other parts of Tibet. This essay also briefly compares the stories of the Buddha's life in the Skyes
rabs brgya ba and other literary sources in Tibetan, and its representation in Zhwa lu and other places.
A conclusion is drawn that, prior to the sixteenth century, the textual and pictorial representations of
Buddha's life in Tibet share obvious similarities.
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Research on the Seals Granted by the Ming Dynasty to Tibet

Li Shuai

(Post-Doctor, Department of Archaeology, Sichuan University)

The types of seals granted by the Ming dynasty to Tibetan individuals include at least four types:
religious — title seals, knighthood seals, official seals and stamp seals. The difference of these seals
depends on the social status of the grantees. The type of seal and the motivation of granting them reflected
the flexibility and diversity of Ming policies towards Tibet. The seals did not only function as political
symbols, they also had practical functions in Tibet. They were used to announce local official statements,
to handle local affairs, etc. Some of the seals continued to be in use until well into the Qing dynasty
and thus form important evidence that their recipients maintained their political status and were able to
influence the governance of Tibet.

Research on the Official Seals of the Chieftain (Tusi) in the Tibetan
Region of Sichuan Province in the Qing Dynasty

Liu Sha

(Sichuan Museum)

Based on the literary sources, this article investigates seventeen seals of the chieftains (zusi, + & ) of the
Tibetan region of Sichuan Province in the Qing Dynasty in terms of their nature, characteristics, origin,
how they were awarded and how they functioned. This paper considers that the official seals used by the
chieftains were mainly granted by the central government of the Qing Dynasty. According to the official
seal system of the Qing court, the texture, shape, size, impression and inscription of these seals have
special provisions. As political tokens, these official seals played a multifaceted role in local society aside
from having practical functions. They were highly valued by the chieftains over generations. Through
comparison, it was found that the official seals used by the chieftains in the Sichuan Tibetan areas were
quite different from those that were in use in Central Tibet. This was no doubt owed to the differences in
their administration. The study of the official seals of the chieftains serves to further explore the policies

and characteristics of the Qing Dynasty's governance of the border areas.
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The Imperial Kapala Drums of the Qianlong Emperor

Lin Huan
(The Palace Museum, Beijing)

This paper studies the kapala drums (damaru) that are found in collection of the Palace Museum. They
belong to the Qianlong period of the Qing dynasty. The damaru drums were mainly made of human
skull caps, ivory, jade or wood and are also called "hand drum" or "tambourine," and they belong to the
inventory of musical instruments or ritual instruments. The drums in the Palace collection mostly came
from the Tibetan areas in the form as tribute to the Qing court. Based on archival sources and extant
objects, we know that the Qianlong Emperor had asked the court workshops partly to change these drums
and also ordered the court workshops in Suzhou to imitate these with different materials. The extant drums
show different influences from Tibetan, Han Chinese and Mongolian culture. They reflected the Qianlong
Emperor's aesthetic taste. These drums were decorated with turquoise, coral, beeswax and tridacna, etc.
and thus became luxury objects. However, the shape of the drums and their packaging were not overly
modified, and maintained the simple nature of the artifact itself. These drums also demonstrate that under
the "great unification" pattern, the mature handicraft skills of the border areas could be transplanted to the
court (and even to Suzhou). These skills were quickly mastered and reached a very high standard.

Fa Wang Xin Sheng Zhuan —— Stories of Qianlong Emperor's Incarnations

Li Ruoyu
(The Palace Museum, Beijing)

The Palace Museum collection, no. Zong 23584, contains a book that is titled Fawang xinsheng zhuan %
F# 4 . It was composed by the 6" Panchen Lama Blo bzang dpal ldan ye shes (1738-1780) in 1780
when he visited Rehe for the celebration of the Qianlong Emperor's birthday. It contains eleven stories of
the Qianlong Emperor's previous lives thereby creating a system of the emperor's reincarnations. In this
system, the Qianlong Emperor's earlier incarnations included kings who protected Buddhism, siddhas and
great gurus of the Bka' gdams pa and Dge lugs pa schools. This paper studies the date and background
when this book was produced. It also includes translations of parts of the stories for the first time in the
hope of achieving a better understanding of the history of this period and this kind of Tibetan text.
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