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Abstract 

This thesis examines the visual images of Vimalaklrti, an ancient 1ndian lay Buddhist, 

painted on the walls of the Buddhist cave complex at Dunhuang, Gansu province, 

between 581 and 1036. The sixty-nine Vimalaklrti paintings preserved at Dunhuang are a 

valuable source for the exploration of historical, religious, and artistic dimensions of wall 

paintings and sütras. These visual images, together with other textual sources such as 

sütras, commentaries, and inscriptions, suggest a variety of interesting questions: Why 

was this theme repeatedly represented? Do the images aIl have the same prototype? ls 

there a spiritual function contained in the layout of the caves and composition of the wall 

paintings? Did the meaning of these images change according to historical context? Did 

the patrons have a political scheme in mind when commissioning these devotional 

artworks? While it is difficult to provide definitive answers to aIl these questions, this 

thesis will attempt to c1arifY them and offer preliminary answers on the basis of available 

visual and textual sources. 

The introduction of this thesis inc1udes an overview of basic concepts related to 

wall paintings, a short history of the transmission of the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra, and a 

review of past scholarship on Vimalaklrti paintings and related subjects. The body of the 

thesis is divided into three main chapters. The first chapter de scribes the important visual 

representations of Vimalaklrti before the Sui dynasty. The second chapter of the thesis 

will provide an introduction to representations of Vimalaklrti at Dunhuang from the late 

sixth to the early eleventh centuries. The third chapter examines the social functions and 

symbolic meanings of the Vimalaklrti paintings at Dunhuang. 
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Abstrait 

Ce travail tente d'examiner les images visuelles de Vimalaklrti, un bouddhiste laic 

ancien, qui ont été peint sur les mûrs des grottes à Dunhuang, dans la province de Gansu 

entre l'an 531 et 1036 de notre ère. Les 69 peintures de Vimalaklrti qui ont été préservées 

à Dunhuang sont des sources évaluables pour une exploration de fresques murales 

recouvrant des dimensions historiques, religieuses, et artistiques. Ces images visuelles 

accompagnées d'autres sources textuelles comme des sütras, commentaires et 

inscriptions, suggèrent une variété de questions intéressantes: pourquoi ce thème était-il 

continuellement représenté? Les images avaient-elles les mêmes aspects? Le support 

ainsi que les grottes dans lesquelles ces images ont été inscrites avaient-elles des 

fonctions spirituelles? La signification de ces images change-t-elle selon le contexte 

historique? Les patrons avaient-ils des objectifs politiques précises au moment de leur 

commande? Bien qu'il soit difficile de répondre à l'ensemble de ces questions, ce travail 

va s'attacher à donner quelques premiers éléments de réponse. 

L'introduction de ce travail précise les concepts relatifs aux fresques murales, un 

court rappel des sütras de Vimalaklrti, ainsi qu'un bilan des travaux académiques sur les 

peintures de Vimalakïrti et les sujets qui y sont liés. Le corp de ce travail est divisé en 

trois chapitres principaux: le premier chapitre décrit les représentations visuelles 

importants de Vimalakïrti avant la dynastie des Sui. Le second chapitre fournit une 

introduction des représentations de Vimalakïrti depuis la fin du sixième siècle. Le 

troisième chapitre examine les fonctions sociales et les significations symboliques des 

peintures de Vimalakïrti à Dunhuang. 
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Visu al Images ofVimalakïrti in the Mogao Caves (581-1036) 

Those who by my form did see me, 
And those who followed me by voice 
Wrong the efforts they engaged in, 
Me those people will not see. 
(From the Diamond Sutra) 1 

Introduction 

This thesis examines the visual images of Vimalaklrti, an ancient Indian lay Buddhist, 

painted on the walls of the Buddhist cave complex at Dunhuang, Gansu province, 

between 581 and 1036. These images are based on themes originating from an Indian 

Buddhist sütra, the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sutra. However, according to present evidence, 

no representation of Vimalaklrti has been found in India or Central Asia. The first 

representation in China appeared in the fourth century at Bingling mil Monastery 

(Gansu province), and the images of Vimalaklrti circulated widely in the north and south 

of China thereafter. The first images of Vimalaklrti at Dunhuang were created towards 

the end of the sixth century, after the Sui dynasty's (581-617) unification of China. The 

sixty-nine Vimalaklrti paintings preserved at Dunhuang are a valuable source for the 

exploration of historical, religious, and artistic dimensions of wall paintings and sütras. 

These images, together with other textual sources such as sütras, commentaries, 

and inscriptions, suggest a variety of interesting questions: Why was this theme 

repeatedly represented? Do the images all have the same prototype? Is there a spiritual 

function contained in the layout of the caves and composition of the wall paintings? Did 

1 Jingang boruo boluomi jing ~IlijJUJiJ5t:;fi1Él&M*~, in DZJ, T8, p. 752; Edward Conze trans., Buddhist 
Wisdom Books, Containing the Diamond Sutra and the Heart Sutra (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1958), p. 
63. 
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the meaning of these images change according to historie al context? Did the patrons have 

a political intention when commissioning these devotional artworks? While it is difficult 

to provide definitive answers to aIl these questions, this thesis will attempt to clarifY them 

and offer preliminary answers on the basis of available visual and textual sources. Due to 

space limitations, the discussion will focus on the period between 581 and 1036. 

Hypothesis 

One of most important issues raised from these visual images (including wall paintings, 

paper and silk scroIls, and sculptures) regards their composition and location. l assume 

that the image of Vimalaklrti was depicted at a liminal location, which visually 

represented his religious status between lay and Buddhist (monastic?) societies. A 

symmetrical composition is comparatively fixed in most portrayals of Vimalaklrti and his 

rival, a Buddhist Bodhisattva, MafijusrI. With a close reading of the original text, l would 

argue that these two figures, respectively, represented the lay people and Buddhist clergy. 

Meanwhile, the Vimalaklrti theme was usually represented at a liminal space in the Cave 

complex, such as the lintel or the entrance wall, which signified an intermediary location 

between the outside and the inside of the space. After the Late Tang, lay patrons showed 

a clearer inclination to identifY themselves with Vimalaklrti. 

My second hypothesis concems the iconographie origin of the visual images of 

Vimalaklrti. Based on the absence of visual representations in India, the Middle East and 

Central Asia, the similarity in artistic styles of paintings at Dunhuang and in China 

proper, and the textual descriptions of the establishment of the southem style in China, l 

assume that images of Vimalaklrti were a Chinese creation dating from the Southem and 
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Northern Dynasties, and that the Mogao muraIs were derived from earlier representations 

elsewhere in China. Meanwhile, one should note that continuities and ruptures in the 

modes of representation co-existed, meaning that the models from central China probably 

exerted influence long after the Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang, and that local political 

upheavals introduced changes in content and style as weIl. 

The visual representation of Vimalakïrti went through a process of transformation 

and became a cultural sign. My thesis will de scribe this process in the medieval Chinese 

historical context. After the Vimalakïrti theme was introduced into China, it was 

represented continuously though a number of media, such as literature, visual arts and 

performance arts. While it was transmitted across geographic, cultural and political 

boundaries, the messages conveyed in the original sütra were transposed and embedded 

within local sociopolitical contexts. Thus, its cultural connotations varied from different 

communities and social 'strata. This hypothesis will be tested through the examination of 

images and texts related to the artists and patrons involved. 

Another issue is the treatment of time in the development of my argument. First, a 

rigid categorization of artistic style according to dynastic period fails to take into account 

the long and graduaI process of artistic development; second, although Dunhuang first 

came under China' s control in 111 B.C.E., it remained at the periphery of Chinese 

territory and control. In certain periods, particularly during the Tibetan reign (781- 848), 

political relationships were eut off entirely. And this region only maintained a loose 

connection with the imperial court after its recapture by the Zhang lineage's "Return to 

Allegiance Army" (Guiyijun mffi~.) in 848. Owing to local political influence on art 

production, instead of using the Chinese dynastie chronicle, l will divide the period 
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covered in the thesis according to changes in governance: Chinese control (581-777); 

Tibetan control (777-848), and guiyijun control (848-1036). 

Sources and Methodology 

The primary sources available for the present study can be divided into textual and visual 

materials. Textual sources inc1ude the written records ofVimalakïrti bianxiang, such as 

Lidai minghua ji,2 and documents found in the Cave Library that are relevant to 

Vimalaklrti, like the Vimalakfrti-nirdeia Sütra, the Vimalaklrti bianwen, and sorne 

prayers and inscriptions. Visual sources relevant to this study are available in several 

printed folios. The images found here are primarily of the VimalakIrti bianxiang from the 

Northern Dynasties, Sui, and Tang, inc1uding muraIs from the Mogao, Longmen, 

Yungang, and other cave temples, as weIl as banners and silk/paper paintings collected in 

libraries such as the British Museum and the Musée Guimet. 

These materials have sorne shortcomings: first, there are no extant images of the 

Vimalaklrti from the Southern Dynasties, meaning that any study of these works is forced 

to re1y sole1y on written records, which only list those works with high aesthetic value or 

by famous artists. Second, a number of vi suaI representations have survived in the north, 

but there are few written records by or about the anonymous artisans who created them.3 

Besides, the images and the texts on the stelae were usually published separately, which 

adds to the difficulty of obtaining conclusive textual interpretations. Third, the printed 

folios only provide about one third of the extant Vimalaklrti images, and they do not 

2 Zhang Yanyuan, Lidai minghuaji. 
3 Liu Shufen, "Art, Ritual, and Society: Buddhist Practice in Rural China during the Northem Dynasties," 
in Asia Major 3.8 (Jan., 1995), pp. 19-20. 
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always provide sufficient information on the special arrangement of caves or the contents 

of the surrounding wall paintings. 

Three primary methods serve as the foundation of my discussion. The first is 

iconographical research. Distinguishing characteristics ofVimalaklrti 'and Mafijusrl, 

including their figures, poses, and miidras, will be examined in terms of iconographical 

changes over time. Image comparison will be used to examine the general composition of 

the wall paintings. Again, this will allow for a meaningful examination of historical 

change. Secondly, l will make use of statistical analysis to analyze the structure and 

composition of visual images in the Mogao caves, as well as the identities and influences 

of important donors and contributors. Thirdly, l will make use of cultural comparison to 

provide a general introduction to the cultural contexts within which these muraIs were 

produced. More specifically, l will attempt to make temporal and spatial comparisons 

between Dunhuang and central China. 

The Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sütra 

Vimalaklrti, as described in the Vimalakïrti-nirdeSa Sutra, was a dayaka (lay Buddhist, or 

jushi J5±) and lay bodhisattva in the city ofVaisalI (in present day Bihar province, 

India). He was also a contemporary ofSakyamuni (ca. 6th cent. B.C.E.). In the seventh 

century, Xuanzang ~~ (596-664) visited a chapel to the northwest ofVaisalI where he 

was said to have resided.4 

4 Xuanzang j{~, Da Tang xiyuji *~g§f~~e, in DZJ, T51, p. 908. For the translation, see Samuel Beai 
trans., Si-yu-ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World, (Calcutta: Sus il Gupta, 1957-58), book VII, pp. 
308-09. 
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Vimalakïrti means "undefiled reputation," and is translated into Chinese as 

Weimojie ~*§5,5 Jingming YJ?iS,6 and Wugoucheng ~tJ§fjij.7 He is also occasionally 

referred to by the alias Golden Grain Tathagata '~ÎZj~~PD*.8 

Divided into fourteen chapters, the Vimalakfrti-nirdeSa Sütra narrates the 

following story: after hearing ofVimalakïrti's sickness, Buddha asked his disciples to 

visit him. Several ofhis disciples, having earlier been defeated by Vimalakïrti's famous 

rhetorical skills, declined the request; only the bodhisattva Mafijusrï-the guardian of 

wisdom-felt confident enough to carry out this mission. After arriving at the house of 

Vimalakïrti, the two fen into a lengthy theoretical debate regarding "non-duality,,9 and 

other subjects. Vimalakïrti augmented his arguments with the performance of various 

miracles and illusions, posing a challenge to the bodhisattva. Their debate soon attracted 

and enlightened those who had gathered, including their disciples, as weIl as king s, 

princes, elites, and other lay Buddhists. The story concludes with the Buddha showing 

himself, proclaiming the doctrine, and authorizing the sutra. (See Appendix 1) 

This sutra belongs to the Mahayana-Sufifiatavada (the Emptiness School of the 

Greater Vehicle, 7;Jf~~*) School. The origins of Mahayana Buddhism can be traced 

back to a rising consciousness and activity among the laity. More specifically, over the 

first five centuries of Buddhist history, the lait y began to show a preference for the 

5 According to existing records, this name was first used in the translation Gu Weimojie jing tî*l!*§a*~ 
by Yan Fodiao IH5'IlWîil in 188. 
6 This name was first used by Jizang S~ (549-623) in Jingming xuanlun ~;g1r~ffil, in DZJ, T38, p. 853. 
7 This name was frrst used in the translation Shuo Wugouchengjing m1!\litJ§m*~ by Xuanzang in 650. 
8 Jizang, Weimo jing yishu *1!**~fkïfifI, in DZJ, T38, p. 915. 
9 Non-duality (advayatva) is synonymous with reality, voidness, etc. But it must be remembered that non
duality dues not necessarily mean unity, that unity is only one of the pair unity-duality; hence non-duality 
implies non-unity as weIl. See Robert A.F. Thurman trans, "Preface" in The Holy Teaching of Vimalakïrti: 
A Mahëtyëtna Scripture (New York: The Pennsylvania State University, 1976), p. 163. 
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Bodhisattva path rather than the older, and predominantly monastic, path to arhatship.10 

Viewed against this background, the appearance and rapid spread of the Vimalakïrti-

nirdda Sütra are not surprising. The text of this sütra is thought to have appeared and 

gained popularity in lndia between the first century B.C.E. and the first century C.E. ll 

Unfortunately, aH Sanskrit texts, except for sorne fragments found in Mahayana 

philosophical works, have been 10St.12 

The Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra was first introduced to China in the third century, 

and was translated into Chinese eight times between the third and seventh centuries. 13 

(See Appendix 2A) The sütra was later translated into Tibetan, Sogdian, Khotanese, 

Uighur, and several other languages. (See Appendix 2B) Today, only three complete 

Chinese versions, translated by Zhiqian 3Z:~ (ca. 219-ca. 259), KumarajIva N®J*m1t 

(ca. 385-409), and Xuanzang ::Z-~, are extant. 14 Among them, KumarajIva's version is 

the most common at Dunhuang: it is estimated that of the more than one thousand copies 

of the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra found in the Cave Library, about six hundred were 

transcriptions of this translation. 15 

10 Paul Williams, "The Origins of the Mahayana, and the Laity," in Mahëtyëtna Buddhism: The Doctrinal 
Foundations (London; New York: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 1989), pp. 20-26. 
Il Thurman, "Preface," p. ix. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Étienne Lamotte, L'enseignement de Vimalakïrti (Vimalakïrtinirdda) (Louvain: Imprimerie Orientaliste, 
1962), pp. 2-14. 
14 These three translations are collected in DZJ, vol. 14. 
15 He Shizhe ~t!t'@", "Weimojie jingbian " *l.~a*~~ in Fahuajing huajuan ?t;.*~iI~ in Duan 
Wenjie ~3Z:~ et al. comps., Dunhuang shiku quanji ~j:JifEîil~~ (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin 
chubanshe; Shanghai shiji chubanjituan, 2000), vol. 7, pp. 182-83. 
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Background Information on Bian Il, Bianxiang Il~, and Bianwen .)c 
The wall paintings in Dunhuang are usually called bian, and the Virnalakïrti paintings are 

also called Weimo bian *l.~. The precise rneaning ofthe term bian has often proven 

puzzling, and thus requires sorne further clarification. 

Bian, literally rneans "transforrn." It was first used in reference to a genre of 

paintings in the Eastern Jin dynasty (317-420). Faxian i~1:î (ca. 337-422) mentions bian 

in Gaoseng Faxian zhuan rB'1{tfi~~J[{$: 

The King [of Ceylon] then proceeded to rnake on both sides of the road 

representations (bianxian ~fJ!) of the five hundred different forms in which the 

bodhisattva successively appeared; for instance, as prince Südana, or as Syarna, as 

the king of elephants, as a stag, or as a horse. These representations are all 

beautifully painted and have a life-like appearance .16 . 

Here, Faxian uses bian to refer to the sculptures presenting the jiitaka tales (various 

stories on the transformations of the former lives of Buddha). Zhang Yanyuan 5:R~~ 

(ca. 9th cent.), a Tang (618-906) art historian, applies the term bian across several types of 

visual representation including painting, sculpture, and relief. He also provides a record 

16 Based on James Legge' s translation, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms: Being an Account by the Chinese 
Monk Fâ-hien of His Travels in lndia and Ceylon (A.D. 399-414) in Search of the Buddhist Books of 
Discipline (New York: Paragon Book Reprint Corp., 1965), p. 71. 
17 Faxian, Gaoseng Faxian zhuan, inDZJ, T51, p. 685. 
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of several bian such as Xiangmo bian ~~1I~, 18 Fahua bian 1ft~~, Weimojie bian ml. 

§â~ and others. 19 AlI the bian paintings mentioned in Zhang's book were produced after 

the Southern Dynasties (420-589), and this genre was fairly popular until the Tang 

dynasty. In this sense, bian is equivalent to the expression bianxiang. 

Bianxiang, literally "transformation paintings," refers to pictorial images based on 

both Buddhist sutras and sometimes also secular stories.20 Beginning in the High Tang 

(705-80), the term bianxiang was more narrowly used to de scribe a type of religious, 

primarily Buddhist, two-dimensional, complex pictorial representation.21 The works 

given the label bianxiang covered a variety of forms, such as picture scrolls, wall 

painting s, and painted banners, but excluded individual icons.22 

Bian is also an abridgement of bianwen. Bianwen, literally translated as 

"transformation texts," refers to a kind of prosimetric script based on both Buddhist 

sutras (jingbian *~~) and secular stories (subian {~~). A large number of bianwen texts 

were performed at Dunhuang during and after the Tang dynasty. According to surviving 

records, bianwen were also performed in Chang'an (present day Xi'an, Shaanxi 

province). The following excerpt, for example, indicates that by the Mid-Tang (781-847) 

low culture bianwen was present even in the imperial court: 

18 "Subjugation" bianxiang cornes from a story in which Sariputra defeated the heretic Raudraksha from the 
Xianyujing iim*~. See DZJ, T4, p. 420. 
19 Zhang Yanyuan, Lidai minghuaji ~{i;iS~§è (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin meis.hu chubanshe, 1964), 
60-75. 
20 Bai Huawen a1tx, "Shenme shi bianwen" 1tPl'~~x, in LWL, vol. 1, pp. 429-45. English translation 
by Victor Mair, "What is Pien-wen ~x?" HJAS 44.2 (1984), pp. 493-514. In this article, Bai introduces 
different scholars' defmitions of bianwen: for example, Zheng Zhenduo ~~tJœ~, Xiang Da rèJ~, Sun Kaidi 
f*m~, Zhou Shaoliang mJ~Et and Cheng Yizhong tj~tp, whose essays were collected in the LWL. 
21 Wu Hung, "What is Bianxiang? ---On the Relationship between Dunhuang Art and Dunhuang 
Literature," HJAS 52.1 (1992), pp. 149-50. 
22 Bai Huawen, "Shenme shi bianwen," in LWL, vol. 1, p. 438. 
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The father of the ernperor23 rnoved to the western inner palace and settled down. 

Everyday the ernperor and the Lord Gao inspected in pers on the cleaning of the 

court, the trirnrning of the woods and the grass. Sornetirnes they discussed [the 

performance] of the tales that have been transforrned and narrated. Although these 

talks and tales were not close to the principles of scriptures, they entirely pleased 

the feelings of His Highness.24 

Arnong the rnanuscripts discovered at the Dunhuang Cave Library,25 several 

contain both bianwen and bianxiang. These scrolls provide evidence of a relationship 

between bianwen and the paper/silk-based bianxiang.26 During performances, the 

bianxiang served as a visual aid to the bianwen on the opposite side of the scroll. While 

there is still sorne discussion in regards to whether or how wall paintings served as visual 

aids for bianwen, it appears that bianwen and bianxiang wall paintings were often 

23 The father ofthe emperor refers to Emperor Xuanzong 1(*, Li Longji *~~ (r. 712-55). He was 
deposed by his son Suzong MIlI*, Li Heng *-'7 (r. 756-61). Here, it refers to the retired Xuanzong. See 
Denis Twitehett, The Cambridge History of China (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1979), vol. 3, pp. 460-61. 
24 Guo Shi !JG1JË, Gao Lishi waizhuan ~ :tJ±:9'1-{$. Quote from Zhou Shaoliang, "Tan Tang dai minjian 

wenxue: du Zhongguo wenxue shi zhong bianwen jie shu hou" ~mf~.ê:rs~:X~---~ « r:p~:x~~» r:p~ 
:xmHii!t, in LWL, vol. 1, p. 409. 
25 In 1900, while clearing sand from the entrance to Cave 16, the Daoist abbot Wang Yuanlu .:E[IJ~, the 
self-appointed earetaker of Mogao, and his workmen diseovered the Cave 17 Library, a small side ehamber 
crammed with scrolls. See Peter Hopkirk, Foreign Devils on the Silk Road (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1959). These manuseripts attracted a number ofWestem explorers and archaeologists, 
and were sold at a very low priee. Today these Buddhist serolls and paintings are preserved in Britain, 
France, China, Russia, and Japan. A full collection of the surviving documents is provided in Huang 
Yongwu J[j}::Itt ed., Dunhuang baozang ~1:~.~ (Taibei: Xinwenfeng ehuban gongsi, 1981). 
26 Wang Zhongmin .:E:m.ê:, "Dunhuang bianwen yanj iu" ~1:~~:xiiff~, in L WL, vol. 1, pp. 274-75. 
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complementary in performances at Buddhist temples, in grotto chapels, or in certain 

specially designated situations.27 

One colophon attached to a document describes the popularity of the Vimalakirti 

bianwen at Dunhuang: 

On the ninth day of the eighth month of the tenth year of Guangzheng (September 

2Sth
, 947), [1] transcribed this text on the twentiethjuan at the Jingzhen Temple of 

Xichuan .... [1] am forty-eight years old as ofthis year, and have begun to lecture 

at the Yingming Temple; and the [lectures] are popular. 

The Vimalakirti bian that l will discuss in this thesis include all the bianxiang and 

bianwen related to the Vimalakïrti-nirde.§a Sütra. Eight versions ofVimalakïrti bianwen 

have been found in the Cave Library. 

Past Scholarship 

Dunhuang studies began in the first decade of the twentieth century, shortly after the 

discovery of the Cave Library in 1900. The arrivaI in Europe ofnumerous Buddhist 

scriptures and scrolls drew the attention of scholars from various fields. These texts, 

27 Bai Huawen, "What is Pien-wen?" HJAS 44.2 (1984), pp. 505-07. Also see Victor Mair, "The Meaning 
of the Termpien-wen," in T'ang Transformation Texts: A Study of the Buddhist Contribution to the Rise of 
Vernacular Fiction and Drama in China (Cambridge: Council on East Asian Studies; Harvard University: 
Distributed by Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 36-72. 
28 Guan Dedong lUJiI@f*, "Tan 'bianwen'" ~~3<:, in LWL, vol. 1, pp. 323-25. 
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retrieved by archaeologists and explorers, such as Sir Aurel Stein and Paul Pelliot, 

marked the beginning of Dunhuang studies in Europe.29 

In the 1930's, a few Chinese scholars began to contribute to the research of 

bianwen and other Dunhuang texts. Zheng Zhenduo ~~t~l', Xiang Da ["ËiJ~, Luo Zhenyu 

mt~.=f, Wang Guowei I~*lt, and Chen Yinke ~JIÜïH~ began to organize and study 

these texts, mainly in terms of their relationship to popular culture?O Other scholars, such 

as Sun Kaidi, Bai Huawen, and Cheng Yizhong undertook analyses of basic issues 

surrounding bianwen, paying particular attention to the study of its origins, modes of 

performance, and influence on other literary works.31 Zhou Shaoliang, in 1965, took the 

important step of distinguishing bianwen from other types of popular narrative literature 

such as sujiang wen {itg~:x (secular-lecture text), ciwen ~nj:x (lyric text), huaben ~5* 

(tale manuscripts) andfu ~1f:\ (rhapsody), thus making bianwen a clear and definite 

genre.32 Of course, Dunhuang studies in China have not been limited to literary analyses, 

but encompass numerous fields ranging from art history and Buddhist research to 

vernacular language, popular culture, law, and the history of science?3 

29 Sir Aurel Stein, The Thousand Buddhas: Ancient Buddhist Paintingsfrom the Cave-temples ofTun
huang on the Western Frontier of China (London: B. Quaritch, Ltd., 1921). 
30 Wang Guowei '±'~*fÊ, "Zuijin ersanshinian Zhongguo xin faxian zhi xuewen" fNlli= =: +1f'.tp ~*JT~ 
fJil.Z~r"15, in BNWK, vol. 1, pp. 49-52. For the other scholarship, see the discussion below. 
31 Xiang Da, "Tang dai sujiang kao" m{i;{iî-~~; Sun Kaidi, "Tang dai sujiang guifan yu qi ben zhi ticai" 
m{i;{iî-§_tfLÎji'@j~Jt*Z.~ and "Mantan bianwen de qiyuan" ~g~~3Z:~m1~; Cheng Yizhong, 
"Guanyu bianwen de jidian tansuo" 1'Hl~~3Z:ÉI"J~!!Ui~~, in LWL, vol. 1, pp. 41-70; 71-128; 239-48; 373-
96. 
32 Zhou Shaoliang, "Tan Tang dai minjian wenxue: du Zhongguo wenxue shi zhong bianwenjie shu hou," 
pp. 405-28. Zhou argued that stdiang wen were performed by people, while bianwen one person; ciwen was 
mainly composed with poems; huaben was close to short stories; and thefu referred to the rhapsody 
narrating a story. 
33 Ma De ,~f,f:\. Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu :~5CJ:lî!~rEûifj:Uff~ (Lanzhou: Gansujiaoyu chubanshe, 
1996). 
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Dunhuang wall paintings have been a significant area of study within the wider 

fields of Dunhuang studies and Buddhist art. Since the 1970's, scholarship produced by 

the Dunhuang Academy has made these images more easily accessible. The most 

important ofthese publications include: Dunhuang Mogaoku neirong zonglu ~1:1îl~~@ 

shiku quanji ~1:1îlD@~~, and Dunhuang yishu tudian ~1~@1i1tJIill~.36 

Since the late 1950's, Western scholars have conducted extensive and detailed 

research into the art of Dunhuang on the basis of Chinese sources and scholarship. In 

1959, Basil Gray's study provided a detailed introduction to Dunhuang's history, and the 

stylistic development and themes ofthe wall paintings.37 Victor Mair has carried out 

detailed research centered on bianwen since the 1960's. Roderick Whitfield's Cave 

Temples of Mogao Art and History on the Silk Road provides a more recent introduction 

to Dunhuang's history and murals.38 

Chinese intellectuals began to study Vimalakïrti bianwen and bianxiang during 

the 1930' s. After investigating Vimalakirti-nirdesa Sûtra, Shansi tongzi jing ff JŒ!,Jl.T*~, 

Yueshang nüjing jjJ::tz:*~,39 and other Buddhist sütras and historical records, Chen 

Yinke was inclined to conclude that Vimalakïrti had once been a historical figure. The 

34 Dunhuang wenwu yanjiusuo ~j:~)(t?<nitfJ'GpJT et al. comp., Dunhuang Mogaoku neirong zonglu 
(Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1982). 
35 Dunhuang yanjiuyuan ~j:~liffJ'G~Jé comp., Dunhuang Mogaoku gongyangren liji (Beijing: Wenwu 
chubanshe, 1986). 
36 Lin Baoyao ;ft{*~, Dunhuang yishu tudian (Taiwan: Yishujia chubanshe, 1991). 
37 Basil Gray, Buddhist Cave Paintings at Tun-huang (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1959). 
38 Roderick Whitfield et al., Cave Temples of Mogao Art and History on the Silk Road (Los Angeles: The 
Getty Conservation Institute and the J. Paul Getty Museum, 2000). 
39 Shansi tongzi jing and Yueshang i1ü jing were translated by Jfianagupta ~mt:i!~ (523-600). These two 
sütras separately recorded the deeds ofVimalakïrti's son Shansi ~/'G', and daughter Yueshang Jj L. See 
DZJ, T14, pp. 605-15; 615-23. 
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sütra's description ofVimalakïrti's outstanding rhetorical skills and astonishing magical 

feats led Chen to propose that the author ofthis sütra was himself a layman.4o 

In the late 1950's, Jin Weinuo :Hz:*t~ undertook the first thorough research on 

the development of the Tang Vimalakïrti paintings. In two essays entitled "Bihua 

Weimobian de fazhan" miut.~É!"J~~41 and "Dunhuang wanqi de Weimobian ~1i 

sm:JtJjÉ!"J*l.~,42 he examined sixty-three Vimalakïrti bianxiang muraIs, and analyzed 

changes in artistic styles from the Early Tang (618-704) to the period immediately 

following the Mid-Tang. Writing from a Marxist perspective, he tracks the development 

of the painting techniques, and measures the maturity of artistic style by the degree to 

which artists represented a broader scene of society and life. He argues that the painting 

ofVimalakïrti began in central China, and later influenced the development of 

Vimalakïrti bianxiang at Dunhuang. Through a study of iconography and written records, 

he concludes that Vimalakïrti bianxiang did not reach stylistic maturity until the Early 

Tang.43 Following the Mid-Tang, as Buddhist doctrine became increasingly cornrnon in 

artistic representations, Vimalakïrti bianxiang were no longer limited to representations 

ofVimalakïrti and Mafijusrï as they appeared in the sütra itself. Instead, painters widened 

their visions from simple descriptions of religious stories to broader depictions of social 

scenes reflecting the lives of the common people. For instance, while illustrating 

".Ananda begged milk," the painter did not attempt to present the embarrassment .Ananda 

felt when he was refused, but vividly depicted a scene of rurallife: a woman peasant is 

40 Chen Yinke 1lJl:!ji['[';', "Dunhuang ben Weimojiejing 'Wenshushili wenjipin' yanyi ba" !J!)I:1@*'Mt.~ê*~ 
3<:>*gijjflJr",~*6b'~~Jij(, in LWL, vol. 2, pp. 447-53. 
41 Jin Weinuo, Zhongguo meishu shilunji q:t~~VltJ9::11lfâ$ (Beijing: Renmin meishu chubanshe, 1981), 
pp. 397-408. 
42 Ibid., pp. 409-2l. 
43 Ibid., pp. 397-408. 
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milking a cow while her son pulls a calf away from the cow. Scenes like this led Jin 

Weinuo to assert that these later Buddhist bianxiang were imbued with a vivid secular 

living atmosphere (shenghuo qixi ~15~}I~D.44 Jin's scholarship has proven to be the 

cornerstone for later research into representations of Vimalakïrti. It must be noted, 

however, that his writings tend to ignore the religious motifs in these images. 

He Shizhe llt!t::gf carried out his research on the motif of Vimalakïrti in the early 

1980's, providing a systematic explanation ofhis opinions in the Dunhuang shiku quanji: 

Fahuajing huajuan !1&~::fia~~: 1*~*~iF;g45 and "Dunhuang Mogaoku bihua zhong 

bianxiang first appeared during the Sui dynasty, and that the exemplary works of the 

Early Tang dynasty may have been the creation of artists from central China, or were, 

perhaps, modeled on works from central China. Unlike Jin Weinuo, he points out that, 

with the exception of several outstanding paintings, the muraIs dating from the Middle 

and Late Tang became less creative in general, showing greater similarity in composition 

and more focus on Buddhist doctrines. 

In 1990, Ning Qiang $5$ published an essay entitled "Shangshi dengxiantu yu 

Weimojie jingbian" L±~{ÙI[ij:W*I*§a*~~ in which he examined the two parts of 

the painting on the ceiling of Cave 249 (dated between 439 and 535).47 In this essay, he 

suggests that one part of the mural was a depiction of Daoist immortals, while the other 

was based on a narrative story from the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra. By comparing the 

44 Ibid., pp. 409-21. 
45 He Shizhe, "Weimojie jingbian," in Dunhuang shiku quanji, pp. 181-249. 
46 He Shizhe, "Dunhuang Mogaoku bihua zhong de Weimojie jingbian", in BNWK, vol. 9, pp. 27-48. 
47 Ning Qiang, "Shangshi dengxiantu yu Weimojie jingbian," Dunhuang yanjiu !l&tlj-Hîff~ 1 (1990), pp. 30-
37. 
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image of a goddess in Vimalaklrti' s chamber with another painted by Gu Kaizhi mît~~ 

(344-405), he came to the conclusion that this representation was deeply influenced by 

the Southern Chinese style. This dating of the mural would make it the earliest surviving 

Vimalakïrti painting at Dunhuang.48 His essay "Buddhist-Daoist Conflict and Gender 

Transformation: Deciphering the Illustrations of the Vimalakïrti-nirdesa in Mediaeval 

Chinese Art," is a careful examination of the Vimalakïrti images on the steles and cave 

walls.49 For example, he notes that the female images were represented equal in size to 

the male figures and placed in positions superior to the main male disciples of 

Sakyamuni. He argues that this phenomenon reflected the significance of women in 

Buddhist society and their desire for recognition in Early Medieval China; in other cases, 

he suggests, the images were simply intended to flatter Empress Wu. He also points out 

that Vimalakïrti was occasionally represented as a Daoist figure instead of a lay 

Buddhist; he suggests that this was meant to flatter the Li royal family, who proclaimed 

themselves to be the descendents of Laozi, the progenitor of the Daoist religion. In his 

study of Cave 220, he also makes note ofthe fact that Buddha, who appears as a "judge" 

ofthe debate in the upper middle section ofmurals in Caves 332, 103, 159, and several 

others, does not appear in Cave 220. Finally, he suggests that the appearance of the 

Chine se emperor and his subjects in this mural is evidence of a further mingling of art, 

religion, and politics in the Early Tang.5o 

48 However, it seems that Ning again adopted He Shizhe's argument that the earliest surviving Vimalakïrti 
bianxiang at Dunhuang is dated to the Sui dynasty in his later publication. See Ning Qiang, Art, Religion, 
and Polities in Medieval China: The Dunhuang Caves of the Zhai Family (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i 
Press, 2004), p. 53. 
49 Ning Qiang, "Buddhist-Daoist Conflict and Gender Transformation: Deciphering the Illustrations of the 
Vimalakïrti-nirdesa in Mediaeval Chinese Art," Orientations (Nov., 1996), pp. 50-59. 
50 Ning Qiang, Art, Religion, and Polities in Medieval China, pp. 53-54. 
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Xiao Mo's lI~Â book Dunhuangjianzhu yanjiu ~J<:1:.§l~~tîff5'è includes two 

main subjects: the layout of the Dunhuang cave-temples and the depictions of 

contemporary architecture (palace, temples and cities) in the wall paintings. He argues 

that the caves were designed on the basis of temples, and that their structures and 

religious functions were, accordingly, linked to those of temples. He also examines the 

transformation of the styles of the Dunhuang caves.51 

Yi Cunguo's~ff~ research on Dunhuang art is an aU-inclusive studyof 

paintings, sculpture, architecture, dance, and literature. He also examines extensively the 

origins of bianwen and bianxiang. He argues that these were traditional forms in both 

China and India, and that paintings and writing were combined to aid in the visualization 

of Buddhist doctrines. He proposes that the bianwen and bianxiang bearing the motif of 

Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra can be taken as exemplary.52 

In recent years, Taiwanese scholars have also conducted research on Vimalakïrti 

bianxiang. In an essay published in 1991, Chen Qingxiang ~JltfFfw describes the editions 

and spread of the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra, and analyzes the historical and artistic value 

of Vimalakïrti bianxiang in Dunhuang.53 She argues that the Vimalakïrti bianxiang did 

not come into being until the Early Tang. During this early period, these bianxiang dealt 

only with material drawn from the chapters containing "Mafijusrï' s Consolation of the 

Invalid." It was only during the High Tang that the Vimalakïrti bianxiang began to 

51 Xiao Mo, Dunhuangjianzhu yanjiu (Beijing: Jixie gongye chubanshe, 2003). 
52 Yi Cunguo, Dunhuang yishu meixue ~;tli!~pttJ~~ (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 2005), pp. 
313-36. 
53 Chen Qingxiang, "Dunhuang bihua zhong de Weimo jingbian" ~;tli!milr:pÉt9*fÊ.*~~ in Di er jie 

Dunhuang xue guoji yantaohui lunwenji m=JOO~;t~~~~1itf~1~l§1fû3'z:~, Zhongguo wenhua daxue 
Zhongguo wenxuexi r:p~3'z:1t*~r:p~3'z:~~ et al. eds. (Taibei: Hanxue yanjiu zhongxin, 1991), pp. 
373-93. 
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mature, incorporating more chapters of the sutra and introducing new figures. During the 

period following the Late Tang, the Vimalaklrti bianxiang reached a peak in terms of the 

complexity of composition and variety of figures. This complexity necessitated the use of 

descriptions (bangti f~~) to c1arify the stories and doctrines. 

Wang Zhimei .:E~f)§ provides an interpretation of the influences of the 

Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sütra among Chinese literati, and in literature and art. 54 By analyzing 

the written records of the Southern Dynasties, Wang argues that Vimalaklrti's lifestyle 

represented the model of an ideal spiritual existence to which many Chine se literati 

aspired. Following Jin Weinuo's scholarship, Wang also suggests that the Dunhuang 

muraIs reached maturity during the period between the Sui and Northern Song (960-

1127) dynasties, and were primarily influenced by the art of central China. 

The motif of Vimalaklrti has also received sorne attention by Western academics. 

Because it was often represented together with other sutras, Leroy Davidson discusses the 

Vimalaklrti paintings during the course ofhis examination of the Lotus Sütra bianxiang. 

Davidson notices that stories from the Lotus Sütra and Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sütra were 

often combined within one mural. 55 He argues that the introduction of the image of 

Vimalaklrti can be attributed largely to his virtues, which were in accord with those 

required of a Confucian teacher: living at home, having a wife and children, and being 

revered by al1.56 Thus, this representation could be seen as an attempt by Buddhist 

benefactors to win over the Confucian literati. 

54 Wang Zhimei, "Weimojiejingyu Zhongguo wenren wenxue yishu" ~.~â*~Wtp~Y:AY:~~ffg, 
Zhonghuafoxue xuebao tp'!i!H!t~~~~ 5.7 (1992), pp. 263-98. 
55 Leroy Davidson, The Lotus Sutra in Chinese Art: A Study in Buddhist Art to the Year 1000 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1954), pp. 29-49. 
56 Ibid., pp. 38-39. 
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Shaping the Lotus Sutra: Buddhist Visual Culture in Medieval China by Eugene 

Wang examines the wall paintings of the Lotus Sutra theme. He believes that the pictures 

encompassed the temporal and spatial domains that the texts delimited. He also pays 

attention to the iconographic hybridization ofthe Vimalakïrti bianxiang and the xiangmo 

bianxiang ~JJl~;f§, owing to the similarly supernatural power of the protagonists, 

Vimalakïrti in the Vimalakïrti bianxiang and Sariputra in the xiangmobian. 57 

In her essay "Early Chine se Representations of Vimalakïrti,,,58 Emma Bunker 

argues that the absence of representations of the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra in early Indian 

and Central Asian art suggests that Chinese artists had no foreign prototypes to guide 

them. Instead, they were forced to invent their own iconographic formulas for illustrating 

the sütra. Two traditions of representation took form during the Southern and Northern 

Dynasties, a pictorial tradition for southern Buddhism and a sculptural tradition in the ..,. 

north. However, the northern traditions probably absorbed southern influences. This is 

indicated by similarities in the reliefs ofBinyang j!{~ Cave 3 (at Longmen, built 

between 508 and 523) with Gu Kaizhi and Dai Kui's m;~ (?-396) works in the south. 

Marylin Rhie applied Bunker's suggestion, with greater detail, in her research on 

Pingyang zp:~ Cave III. 59 

In "What is Bianxiang?," Wu Hung points out that the pictures of the famous 

debate between VimaJakïrti and Mafijusrï depict the two in direct spatial opposition. He 

compares Vimalakïrti bianxiang to the "Subjugation" bianxiang depicting the fight 

57 Eugene Wang, Shaping the Lotus Sutra: Buddhist Visual Culture in Medieval China (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 2005), pp. 370-73. 
58 Emma C. Bunker, "Early Chinese Representations ofVimalakïrti," Artibus Asiae, 30. 1 (1968), pp. 28-
52. 
59 Marylin Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of China and Central Asia (Leiden: Brill, 1999), vol. 2, pp. 193-98. 
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between Sariputra and Raudraksha. Both stories have a pair of opposing characters, a 

central theme of competition, and abundant magical manifestations. The early 

representations were simple, portraying the two debaters and their followers in two 

opposing groups, in association with their "antagonist themes.,,6o However, the darkness 

and cramped space of the caves in which the paintings are located precludes easy 

viewing. This suggests the possibility that these paintings were painted solely for the sake 

of creation instead of as visual aids for ritual performances. 

In her newly published book, Performing the Visual: The Practices of Buddhist 

Wall Paintings in China and Central Asia, 618-960, Sarah Fraser also mentions the 

depictions ofthe debate between Vimalakïrti and MafijusrL She argues that the close 

cultural contact between Dunhuang and the central plains from the Sui dynasty to the 

middle of the Tang dynasty ensured that cultural models and compositions from the 

capital, Chang'an, were very popular at Dunhuang and were used repeatedly over a long 

time. Among the most popular ofthese was the famous debate.61 She also notes that 

depictions ofthe debate were often placed on the east wall opposite the "Subjugation" 

b · . 62 zanxzang. 

A most recent research by Lilla Russell-Smith, Uygur Patronage in Dunhuang: 

Regional Art Centres on the Northern Silk Road in the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries, is 

on the patronage of the high-ranking Uygur women. By examining visual images from 

Dunhuang and Xinjiang, she explained how the political and social aspects shaped the 

patronage and production of the Buddhist art during the tenth and eleventh centuries. In 

60 Wu Hung, "What is Bianxiang? ---On the Relationship between Dunhuang Art and Dunhuang 
Literature," HJAS 52.1 (1992), pp. 149-50. 
61 Sarah Fraser, Performing the Visual: The Practices of Buddhist Wall Paintings in China and Central 
Asia, 618-960 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), pp. 52-54. 
62 Ibid., p.l21. 
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addition, the VimalakIrti painting is one of the various motifs she investigates. By 

studying the iconography, technique, and composition of a wall painting from Cave 3, 

Murque (present day Baixiha, Xinjiang province), she argues that this painting dates from 

the tenth century, and is an evidence for the mutual influence between Dunhuang and the 

Uygurs. 63 

The above scholarship provides a general historical and artistic background of 

Dunhuang against which my own research can be developed. These works also suggest 

the possible relationship between bianwen and bianxiang, and their respective functions 

during performance. l take as a starting point two preliminary observations arising from 

the research related to the VimalakIrti bianxiang: first, it is evident that most scholars 

believe that VimalakIrti's images may be a Chinese creation (in a cultural and ethnie 

sense); and, second, these works bring to our attention the fact that VimalakIrti's 

representation was influenced by Chinese art in the central plains. However, they do not 

de scribe the difference between the images in terms of artistic style or cultural 

background. 

Main Chapters 

The body of the thesis is divided into three main chapters. The first chapter de scribes the 

important visual representations of VimalakIrti before the Sui dynasty. Because 

authorities from different ethnie groups controlled north and south China between the 

fourth and the sixth centuries, l will undertake a comparative examination of the 

traditions of these two areas. l will also examine the reasons for the absence of 

63 Lilla Russell-Smith, Uygur Patronage in Dunhuang: Regional Art Centres on the Northem Silk Road in 
the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries (Leiden: Brill, 2005), pp. 91-96. 
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Vimalaklrti images in Inner Asia in comparison to the variety of written records and 

visual images found in China, with the intention of discovering whether Vimalaklrti 

should be regarded as a Chinese creation. 

The second chapter of the thesis will provide an introduction to representations of 

Vimalaklrti at Dunhuang from the late sixth to the eleventh centuries. As there were three 

different governments controlling the Dunhuang region, the description of the images 

will be divided according to the periods of their rule. In addition to these images, a large 

number of poems were devoted to Vimalaklrti, providing a different vehicle for the 

Vimalaklrti theme. This chapter will examine the parallel Vimalaklrtis in the written 

sources and visual images. 

The third chapter examines the social functions and symbolic meanings of the 

Vimalaklrti paintings at Dunhuang. The images were designed for and involved in ritual 

practices carried out at the cave temples, thus these paintings manifest not only aesthetic 

but also social and religious values. The social nature of these paintings will be further 

considered by examining the social positions and identities of patrons. 
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Chapter 1 Pre-Sui Representations of Vimalakïrti 

The rise of Buddhism in China coincided with major political divisions and social 

upheaval. In 314, Former Zhao (304-29) sacked the Western Jin (265-316) capital, 

Luoyang, and the Western Jin court was forced to move and re-established itself at 

Chang'an. Only two years later, in 316, the Former Zhao overran Chang'an, and the 

Western Jin fell. These events signaled the beginning of the period of disunity; the 

empire was not reunified until 589. In north China, numerous minority ethnie groups-

Xiongnu 1JiJfrJ., Xianbei f.W!1f!., Jie f&J, Di ~, Qiang 7'[,-along with several Han warlords 

controlled the so-called Northern Dynasties (386-581). In the south, various Han lineage 

groups established a series of contending dynasties known as the Eastern Jin (317-420) 

and the Southern Dynasties (420-589). Although Buddhism encountered sorne resistance 

and even persecution during this period, its primary experienee was one of adaptation and 

ascendance.64 A large number ofBuddhist sutras were introduced into south and north 

China. According to the Kaiyuan shijiao lu ~7C~~~, 404 sUtras were translated into 

Chinese during the Eastern Jin, and 668 sUtras were translated during the Southern 

Dynasties.65 Great families and emperors such as Emperor Wu (502-49) and Jianwen Fm 

64 In the south, Yin Xiaomo -:.Ft •• (5th cent.) suggested that the private construction of Buddhist statues 
and stupas be forbidden; Emperor Xiaowu 2f:ft\';(r. 454-64) of the Liu Song (420-79) commanded monks 
and nuns to obey Confucian rituals and respect their parents and the emperor. Guo Zushen $~ffd3.i* and Xun 
Ji 1'üffif wrote Ietters to Emperor Wu ft\'; (r. 502-49) ofthe Xiao Liang (502-57) to criticize the luxurious 
Iifestyles of the Buddhist clergy and their contradiction with Confucian ethical ideals. See "Manyi zhuan ft 
~{1lf.," in Song shu *_ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974),juan 97, pp. 2377-99. In comparison, the 
transformation ofBuddhism encountered more serious suppression in the north. Northern China saw two 
large-scale suppressions carried out by Emperor Taiwu :;tft\'; (r. 424-52) of the Northern Wei (386-534) in 
446 and Emperor Wu (560-578) ofthe Northern Zhou (557-81) in 574. See Li Yanshou *~., Nan shi f-?iî 
51: (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), 70/1720-24. 
65 This period from 317 to 420 in the Kaiyuan shijiao lu ~:7t~il&~ covers the following dynasties: the 
Eastern Jin (317-420), the Former Liang (314-76) and the Later Qin (384-417), the Western Qin (385-431) 
and Northern Liang (401-39). See Zhisheng 9&~ (8th cent.), Kaiyuan shijiao lu, in DZJ, T55,juan 9, pp. 
502-19,523-45. 
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X (r. 550-51) of the Xiao Liang, and Emperor Daowu i1[~ (r. 386-409) of the Northern 

Wei (386-534) became patrons of eminent monks and monasteries.66 It was in this 

context that the images ofVimalakïrti first appeared in China. 

The Representation of Vimalakïrti in South China 

Zhiqian rendered a Chinese translation of the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Siitra in the early third 

century,67 suggesting that the sütra was introduced into China at least by that point. The 

sütra and Vimalakïrti himself became increasingly popular within Buddhist monastic and 

lay society over the course of the Southern Dynasties. It was translated six times, and was 

also the frequent object of study and commentary. According to the Gaoseng zhuan ~{j" 

{$ and other primary sources, Buddhist masters who commented on this sütra included 

Daozu i1[Wlff (ca. 3th cent.), Daorong i1[~t (4th cent.), and Sengzhao {j". (374-414) of the 

Eastern Jin dynasty, and Huijing ~lW (379-439) and Sengjing {j"~i (408-75) of the Liu 

Song dynasty (420-79).68 Many other masters were specialists on this sütra: Kang 

Senghui }jt{j"-@- (ca. 3rd cent.) of the Wu Kingdom (222-80),69 Zhidun 3Z:~ (314-66), 

Faxu 1**:j!j (ca. 3rd_4th cent.), and Zhu Fachun ""1*M! (ca. 5th cent.) of the Jin Dynasty, 70 

Tandi ft~* (ca. 390-453), Sengdao {j"ZJ (ca. 358-454), Sengyin f1it~1 (ca. 5th cent.), 

66 Tang Yongtong ~fflm, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi 11U,1n(j7,jttfW~t!lîJH~i1jC9:: (Taibei: 
Taiwan shangwu yinshuguan, 1992), vol. 1, pp. 181-84. 
67 Zhiqian translated this sùtra into Chinese around the second de cade of the third century. He went to the 
kingdom of Wu (220-280), where the king Sun Quan i*ti welcomed him and appointed him a teacher to 
the royal prince. See Sengyou fi/frtî (445-518), Chu sanzangjiji ili'=:jjlg2~, in DZJ, T55,juan 13, pp. 
96-97. 
68 Huijiao ~at, Gaoseng zhuan r'i'O{i{$, in DZJ, T50, pp. 363-69; 373. Among them, Sengzhao went to 
Chang'an to study with Kumarajïva from 401, and stayed in the north until his death. 
69 Jizang, Weimo jing yishu, in DZJ, T38, p. 974. 
70 As for Zhidun, see Zanning ~$, Da Song seng shilue **{iJ1:.I!lît, in DZJ, T54, pp. 239-40; for Faxu 
and Zhu fachun, see Huijiao, T50, pp. 396; 406. 
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Fazong 1:t:* (dates unknown), Huiji ~~ (411-96), Senghou ftf{* (395-484), Huiwen 

~1Ei't (dates unknown), Sengbian {tfn~ (?-493), Daosheng ili~ (ca. 428-88) and Daoxin 

ili~ (ca. 5th cent.) of the Song period,71 and Sengzong ftf* (437-96) and Fa'an 1:t:'1l; 

(453-98) of the Xiao Qi dynasty (479-502).72 The reception of the sütra is illustrated in 

this description of Sengzhao's ftf. decision to convert to Buddhism after reading the 

sütra: 

(Sengzhao) preferred the mystic and subtle. He always took the Zhuangzi and 

Laozi (or Daodejing ili1,~*~) as the essentials ofhis thought. One time, after 

reading the "De" Chapter in the Laozi, he sighed, "Although it is beautiful, it is 

still not perfect in terms of accumulating one' s karma for the other life." At a later 

time, seeing the earlier version the Vimalak'irti-nirdeia Sutra, he was pleased and 

completely accepted. After examining and understanding it, he exclaimed that he 

began to know what he should achieve. At a result he left home [and became a 

devotee]. 

Among those who read the sütra was Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty. His commentary 

on the work is entitled Jingmingjing yiji (Records of the Meaning of the Vimalak'irti-

71 For Daoxin, see Zanning, T54, p. 239; for the others, see Huijiao, Gaoseng zhuan, in DZJ, T50, pp. 370-
71;401;407;379;408;414;376. 
72 Huijiao, Gaoseng zhuan, in DZJ, T50, pp. 379-80. 
73 Huijiao, in DZJ, T50, p. 365. 
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The Shishuo xinyu ütm*JTgtt contains anecdotes on elite life from the late Han 

(202 B.C.E.-220 C.E.) to the Eastern Jin (317-420) that provide evidence of a general 

enthusiasm for this sütra. In one anecdote, we learn that this was the first Buddhist sütra 

Yin Hao JN:~è (ca. 4th cent.) read after his banishrnent to Dongyang *~ in present-day 

Zhejiang province.75 In others, we learn that members of the elite often employed 

Vimalaklrti's stories and words in their qingtan (pure talk/conversation m~~).76 For 

example, a conversation between Zhi Dun 5z:~ and Wang Tanzhi .=EtaL (ca. 4th cent.) 

concerned explanations of the sütra: 

Zhi Daolin (Dun) composed a "Treatise on Matter-as-such." When the treatise 

was completed he showed it to the Palace Attendant Wang (Tanzhi). Wang 

looked it over without saying anything whatsoever. Zhi asked, "Are you . 

understanding it in silence?"" Wang replied, "Since no MafijusrI is present, who 

. . ?,,77 can apprec1ate 1t. 

74 Yao Silian J1jtJ~t.lKit, Liang shu ~if (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1973), vol. 1, p. 96. This book is not seen 
in any later historical bibliographies. 
75 Xu Zhen' e 11Rat~. Shishuo xinyu jiaojian i!tm*Jf~gif')(~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1984), p. 127. 
76 Qingtan refers to a major Wei-Jin intellectual activity that incorporated philosophical discussions of life, 
society, and the universe. A great number ofthese stories were recorded in the Shishuo xinyu. See Qian 
Nanxiu, Spirit and Self in Medieval China: The Shih-shuo hsin-yü and its Legacy (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai'i Press, 2001), p. 14; Tang Yiming m.E)t Wei Jin qingtan ftÈim~ (Beijing: Renmin wenxue 
chubanshe, 2002), pp. 30-32. 
77 Richard B. Mather trans., A New Account of Tales of the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1976), p. 113. 
78 Xu Zhen'e, p. 121. 
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Here, a story from the sütra is used as an allusion, implying that both men were familiar 

with the text. The story concerns a discussion between Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï on the 

principle of non-duality: 

Then the crown prince Mafijusrï said to the Licchavi Vimalakïrti, "We have aIl 

given our own teachings, noble sir. Now, may you elucidate the teaching of the 

entrance into the principle ofnon-duality!" Thereupon, the Licchavi Vimalakïrti 

kept his silence, saying nothing at aIl. The crown prince Mafijusrï applauded the 

Licchavi Vimalakïrti: "Excellent! Excellent, noble sir! This is indeed the 

entrance into the non-duality of the bodhisattvas. Here there is no use for 

syllables, sounds, and ideas.',79 

Zhi Dun compared Wang's silence with that ofVimalakïrti. The analogy of a lay 

Buddhist as a lay bodhisattva showed Zhi Dun's appreciation of Wang and his 

expectation of understanding. 

As evidenced by this account of Zhi Dun and the lay Buddhist Xu Yuan gtt~ (4th 

cent.), chanting and discussing this sütra had also become fashionable: 

Zhi Dun (Daolin), Xu Yuan and other people were once gathered at the villa of 

Wang. Zhi acted as the dharma master and Xu as sütra chanter. [Note: Gaoyi 

shamen zhuan (The Bibliographies of Eminent and Retired Monks) said, "At this 

time, Daolin was interpreting Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra."] Whenever Zhi made an 

interpretation there was no one present who was not completely satisfied, and 

whenever Xu delivered an objection everyone applauded and danced with delight. 

79 Robert A. F. Thurman trans., The Holy Teaching ofVimalakïrti: a Mahayëma Scripture, p. 77. 
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They were all filled with admiration for the rhetorical skill of the two performers, 

but without distinguishing the real meaning of the doctrines. 80 

The audience was fascinated by the excellent performance of Zhi and Xu. The arguments 

ofboth were persuasive, but neither was able to overcom~ the other. Zhi and Xu took 

opposing stances in a debate that paralleled the debate recorded in the sütra between a 

monk and a lay Buddhist. 

Zfucher has analyzed the popularity ofthis sütra in early medieval China. 

According to his study, the sütra contained elements that recommended it to both lait y 

and monks. It could, on the one hand, be regarded primarily as a valuable compendium of 

Mahayana Buddhist doctrine,82 on the other hand, the sütra also contained features that 

made it particularly attractive to cultured Chinese; for example, the protagonists' fantastic 

dialogue resembled that of the eloquent qingtan adept and the sütra was translated into an 

elegant Chinese language.83 Ren Jiyu {'=H[H~ argues that these two modes ofreception 

were not strictly divided between monks and lait y . He suggests that the sütra took the 

80 Richard B. Mather trans., p. 113. 
81 Xu Zhen'e, p. 124. Also see Huijiao, Gaoseng zhuan, in DZJ, T50, p. 0348. The English translation is on 
the basis of Richard B. Mather trans., p. 113. 
82 During the end of Eastem Han, An Shigao 3tt!tr,:u and Zhiloujiachen :S![1J:3m!~ (Lokaksema) separately 
introduced a great number of Mahayana and Hinayana Buddhist scriptures, which were transmitted to 
society. This implies that people could recognize the co-existence ofthese two schools. Lou Yulie 1J+~U. 
"Dacheng fojiao he xiaocheng fojiao de qubie yiji zai Zhongguo liuxing de qingkuang" *~tHt~fD/J\*{~ 
~8"Jm:55U.r;)Jsz.:tEtp~~1E1=r8"J'I1fm, in Zhongguo lizhifengsu mantan tpmiii;fflUoo.{tî-~~ (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1986), pp. 222-25. 
83 Erik Zürcher, The Buddhist Conquest of China: The Spread and Adaptation of Buddhism in Early 
Medieval China (Leiden: Brill, 1959), voU, pp. 131-32. 
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Buddhist concept of the "other world" into "this world": the sütra secularized the lifestyle 

of Buddhist monks, while also pro vi ding a religious influence on the laity. 84 

Given this context, it is not surprising that Vimalakïrti's image was frequently 

represented during this period on various occasions. The first well-known artist to have 

produced a Vimalakïrti image was the famous and highly regarded Eastern Jin painter Gu 

Kaizhi.85 Born into an official family in Wuxi, Jiangsu province, Gu served as a 

government officer from young adulthood.86 He is widely regarded as the founder of 

traditional Chinese painting. Gu's venerated painting ofVimalakïrti87 was regarded as 

one of the three excellences (jue, *@) of the Waguan Monastery.88 A story was told about 

the making of this mural, 

Another time, Gu Kaizhi (style name Changkang fitm, nickname Hutou JJË.\îJÜ 

painted Vimalakïrti in the northern small hall of the Waguan Monastery Jig~. 

After it was done, the painting retained its radiant color for a long time. The 

Jingshi si ji }@Œffi~~è (The Record of the Capital' s Monasteries) stated, "In the 

middle ofXingning Era (363-65), Waguan Monastery was just established. The 

monks called a gathering, and invited the worthies in the court to donate. At that 

time, no gentry donated more than one hundred thousand. When it was 

Changkang's turn, he directly made a note of one million. He had always been 

poor, so the people thought he was boasting. Later, the monks called in the 

84 Ren Jiyu, Zhongguofojiao shi cp~1~~J:S1: (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1981), p. 401. 
85 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 97. 
86 Shen Yue 1X*<':1 (441-513), Song shu *W (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), pp. 2079-87. 
87 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 94. 
88 This mural, together with a jade statue from Sri Lanka and Dai Kui' s sculpture ofthe Buddha, were 
claimed to be the "Three Excellences" (sarifue, .==J@) of the Waguan Monastery. This image was still an 
attraction for the intellectuals into the Tang dynasty. See Zhipan ~~, Fozu tongji {~ff!Éi*5ê*ê, in DZJ, T49, 
juan 36, p. 348. 
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donation. Changkang said, 'A wall should be prepared.' He kept the door closed 

while he commuted back and forth between his home and his monastery for over 

one month. What he had painted was an image ofVimalakïrti. When it was 

finished, he told the monks in the monastery before he painted the eyes, 'visitors 

on the first day should be asked to donate one hundred thousand cash, fifty 

thousand cash on the second day.' When the door was opened, the radiance of the 

painting was shining in the monastery. Donors crowded in, and a million cash was 

had in no time." 

~Jtxitn~ELg~~t/J\~iUI.~â, iF§z:7'é>f~*i§IQ:B 0 O~Œffi~~[D -:A : 

~$r::pELg~*J]œr, {ft~g~Wr, gflj~J3~~~*U§1iFfit, ;ttE=if±*:tç~~~+;t;~; 

œEl~~Jt, ŒItT*Ui1:s;t; 0 ~Jt*~, ~J;)j~*~ 0 1&~{ftg~10ifi, ~JtEJ: 

"H{Fm~m 0 "~Mp11*~ f3 7R B, ?JTiF*.~lt I-$, OO:~!~WFT, 7J~~~ 

{ftEJ:"~~B1m~§flj:fjffi+7J, ~=Bm1i;t;, ~~Bm{:f-WU.:fjffi 0 "RJMJP, 7'é 

?~~~, :fjffi~~OIZSl, {fXffiJ1~B;t;~ 0 89 

In sorne ways, the scene depicted in this legend is reminiscent of the crowds that are 

attracted to paintings in art museums or blockbuster exhibitions today. However, in the 

fourth century, a Buddhist monastery functioned mainly as a place for religious rituals. 

Therefore, this text suggests not only the ability of a well-executed painting to attract a 

crowd, but also the popularity ofVimalakïrti as an object of veneration. 

Since this painting is no longer extant, we can only know it through several 

sporadic descriptions by its witnesses. Zhang Yanyuan commented that, "Master Gu was 

the first to make a picture ofWeimojie [Vimalakïrti]. [He is portrayed] with well defined 

89 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 99. 
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and emaciated features that plainly show his illness, and [is shown] leaning upon a table 

the description of sickness, it is clear that this painting represented Vimalaklrti in the 

debate. Furthermore, shouchuang 1§ÊU confirmed the originality of this image by Gu 

Kaizhi. The mention ofVimalaklrti's silence is also important: silence should not be 

taken as a loss for words but as evidence of a higher level of understanding. This silence 

was the expression of an alI-inclusive answer to MafijusrI's question. The above 

description indicates a striking parallel between the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra and the 

Zhuangzi. The image of emaciation andyiJ1jï [)lA (leaning upon a table) is quite similar 

to Nanguo Ziqi, who was said to lean upon an armrest, with his body like a withered tree 

and his mind like dead ashes. Wangyan )g)::::::l (having forgotten speech) is also one of the 

most important aesthetic ideas in the Zhuangzi, meaning that words ar:e not important if 

one gets the meaning.91 Owing to the popularity of the Zhuangzi during the Southem 

Dynasties among the literati, the Vimalaklrti that Gu Kaizhi painted represented an ideal 

gentleman, and these imaginary characters will be represented in the coming years. 

People who saw this wall painting always left with a deep impression. The famous 

Tang poet Du Fu f±ffi (712-70) once chanted a poem about a copy ofthis famous image, 

On Seeing off the Reminder Xu Ba on his Retum Joumey to Jiangning (now 

Nanjing, Jiangsu province). In the past, 1 once visited this county, and requested a 

90 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 41. William Acker trans., Some Tang and Pre-Tang Texts on Chinese Painting 
(Westport: Hyperion Press, 1979), p. 193. 
91 Guo Qingfan !1I3J!f~ ed., Zhuangzijishi lf:Er~~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1961), vol. 1, p. 43; vol. 4, 
pp. 943-44. Burton Watson trans.; The Complete Works ofChuang Tzu (New York; London: Columbia 
University, 1968), pp. 36; 302. 
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copy ofVimalakïrti ofWaguan Monastery from Scholar Xu. This is recorded at 

the end of this text. 

l felt hungry and thirsty while looking at the painting, 

But it is so vague and remote while l was chasing its trace. 

The image of the Gold Grain Tathagata (Vimalakïrti) by Hutou (Gu Kaizhi), 

His magic spirit is just unforgettable.92 

Even though Du Fu had se en the copy of this painting only once, hearing of Jiangning 

years later still evoked a powerful memory of Gu' s work. What impressed Du Fu were 

not the details ofthis painting, but the spirit (shen t$) of the figure. The meaning of shen 

is close to the descriptions of di an jing G~MI1f, painting the eyes) and guangzhao yisi (*~~ 

-~, the radiance of the painting shining in the monastery) in Zhang Yanyuan's 

narration. The resonance of spirit was ranked first among "Six Laws" (liufa, 7\1;t), which 

were considered the standard of painting techniques by Xie He iiM$ (fi. 500).93 

92 Du Fu, "Song Xu Ba gui Jiangning ~i§f JW~Œ$," in Quan Tang shi ~J@f~~, Qing Shengzu m~ffŒl 
comp. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1960),juan 225, p. 2414. 
93 The Six Laws were tirst mentioned by Xie He in his Guhua pinlu ~ildb~. They included: spirit 

resonance (qiyun shengdong *"iiE:J::.ItJ); bone method (gu/a yongbi 1fr;t;}tJ *); reflecting the object 
(yingwu xiangxing ff!~?lj{t~); appropriateness to type (suileifucai IllI~M~); division and planning 
(jingying weizhi *~:g{jJ:fII); transmission and conveying (chuanyi moxie {$~f~~). See Acker, p. 4. 
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Several other painters from south China, like Zhang Mo 5:&~ (dates unknown), 

Lu Tanwei ~.i~~ (5th cent.), Zhang Sengyou, and Yuan Qian :R{~ (ca. 5th cent.) also 

produced images ofVimalaklrti. According to Zhang Yanyuan's description, the above 

painters living during the fifth century were either personally associated with Emperor 

Ming (r. 465-72), also a Buddhist painter and devoted patron, or served as officiaIs in the 

royal court. Therefore, these "famous paintings" (minghua -iSi!) contributed to the 

development of a refined court style during the Southem Dynasties. 

Lu Tanwei enjoyed a high reputation for portraiture. He produced two paintings 

ofVimalaklrti: one Vimalaklrti portrait (Weimo xiang *l*{~) and one painting of 

Ânanda and Vimalaklrti (Anan Weimo tu ~JfUt*bi).94 The latter painting probably 

depicted the meeting between these two figures during which Vimalaklrti explained the 

function offragrant food to Ânanda.95 Zhang Sengyou was also a famous portrait painter. 

He left a portrait ofVimalakIrti, which was extant until the Late Tang. However, 

according to Zhang Yanyuan, their works remained inferior to Gu's in terms of painting 

technique. "Lu [Tanwei ] and Zhang [Sengyou] both tried to equal this portrait, but neVer 

Yuan Qian, the foremost student of Lu Tanwei, was the first to use the bian genre 

to represent the stories of VimalakIrti. Although his painting technique was reckoned to 

94 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 127. 
95 When Ânanda sensed sorne perfume that he had never smelled before, he was told this perfume emanated 
from the bodies of aIl those who partook of the fragrant food. Then Vimalakïrti explained to him the 
function of the food. It could not be digested until one entered a higher level of cultivation. Here, the 
fragrant food can be understood as a symbol ofknowledge or cultivation. See Burton Watson, The 
Vimalakirti Sutra (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), pp. 122-23. 
96 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 41. Acker trans., p. 193. 
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be only of the upper middle rank (shang zhong pin J::. q::r 6"1=1), his Vimalakirti bian was 

undoubtedly a masterpiece: 

[Yuan] also painted a seroU of Vimalakïrti bian, including more than one 

hundred stories. Its composition is loft y and refined, the Six Laws [of 

painting] were all presented, and the positioning was without error. Like 

having communion with the divine souls, (people) gazed at the painting with 

reverence, pointing and looking. The painting made the preceding painters, 

like Gu Kaizhi and Lu Tanwei, feel a sense of shame, and made the following 

painters, like Zhang Sengyou and Yan Liben, sigh in astonishment. 

From the above text, we know that Yuan painted the bian on a seroU. The perfect 

arrangement of a number of incidents demonstrated both the narrative quality of this 

painting and Yuan's familiarity with and appreciation ofthe sütra. 

Sorne of the representations discussed above were preserved by later generations. 

In Zhang Yanyuan's time, the works ofZhang Mo, Lu Tanwei, Gu Kaizhi, and Zhang 

Sengyou were still extant. Many of the muraIs were transmitted through copies, such as 

the one seen by Du Fu. Mi Fu *=rtJ (1051-1107), a famous Northem Song painter, 

probably owned a painting (or at least a copy) of the Vimalakïrti by Gu Kaizhi.98 

Interestingly, in times of disorder, these "fixed" muraIs could even be moved to more 

97 Zhang Yanyuan, p. 134. 
98 Acker deduced that Mi probably had a painting, or at least a copy, ofVimalakïrti by Gu Kaizhi, owing to 
the name ofhis workshop, "Jingming zhai (~iSlf, Workshop ofVimalakïrti)." See Acker, pp. 372-73. 
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secure places. For example, when the Buddhist persecution was initiated in 845,99 the 

Vimalakïrti mural by Gu Kaizhi and the Mai'ijusrï by Dai Kui were moved to the Ganlu 

ifS temple (now Zhengjiang, Jiangsu province), for which Li Deyu *t~m (787-849), 

the Minister ofWuzong's reign, was the patron. lOO Both muraIs were placed on the 

western wall, which was probably the original arrangement in the Waguan temple. 101 

Generally speaking, the prosperity of Buddhist religion and the appreciation of the 

Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sutra among the elite and scholars led to a growing public awareness 

of the themes ofVimalakïrti paintings. These paintings exhibited different styles such as 

portrait painting and narrative painting, and most followed a two-dimensional pictorial 

tradition, as opposed to a sculptural tradition. These masterpieces played an important 

role in the formation of a court style in which visual representations of Vimalakïrti held a 

prominent place. 

The Representation ofVimalakïrti in North China 

Although people in the north did not show as great an interest in the Vimalakïrti-nirdda 

Sutra as those in the south, it was still widely accepted at court and among higher 

officiaIs and the populace. 

Yao Xing tlJt'oo (r. 394-416), king of the Later Qin (384-417), showed great 

enthusiasm for this sütra, which he regarded as "the dwelling ofresting spirits" *~t$~~ 

99 Emperor Wuzong 1t\:* (r. 841-46) ordered the Buddhist persecution; see his edict "Hui fosi le sengni 
huansu zhi' ~f~~')]{ftm~f:fr~U, in Dong Hao j[fï!f comp., Quan Tang wen ~JM)( (Shanghai: 
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1990), vol. l.juan 76, p. 350. 
100 Li Deyu and Niu Sengru 4-fft{m led two parties in the Niu-Li Faction struggle. Emperor Wuzong was in 
favor of Li, and appointed him the Prime Minister. See Ouyang Xiu ~~~~, "Li Deyu zhuan" *:f,~m{$, 
inXin Tang shu $JTmii (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), vol. 17, pp. 5335-41; Michael Dalby, "Court 
Politics in Late T'ang Times," in Denis Twitchett ed., The Cambridge Histary afChina (Cambridge; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1979), vol. 3, pp. 639-54. As for the story, see Acker, pp. 366-72. 
101 Zhang Yanyuan, pp. 74-75. Ackertrans., p. 372. 
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.102 The great translator Kumarajïva ~*m{t (385-409), one of the most famous 

translators in Chinese history, had traveled to north China and was invited to the Later 

Qin. 103 Kumarajïva rendered a translation of the Vimalakïrti-nirdeia Sutra from Sanskrit. 

The Xiaowen $X emperor (r. 471-99) of the Northern Wei, a promoter of 

Chinese culture, invited Tandu eN (d. 489), an expert on the Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sutra, 

to give instructions on the Satyasiddhi Shastra (~.) at the capital Pingcheng (present 

day Datong, Shanxi province ).104 The next emperor, Xuanwu 'ê'tf:.\:: (r. 499-515), 

personally instructed his courtiers on this sütra.105 Available visual representations in the 

north inc1uded sculptures, wall painting s, and steles found at Bingling (Gansu province), 

Gongxian Il:~,* (Henan province), Tianlongshan xfj~w (Shanxi province), Yungang 7S. 

/UfJ (Shanxi province), Longmen fj~r~ (Henan province), and Maijishan &HJw (Gansu 

province). (See Appendix 3) 

The first ofthese images, found in Cave 169 at Bingling, dates to 420, a time 

when which the region was under the control of the Western Qin (385-431) (fig. 1-1). 

The mural is found on a northern wall, and shows Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï on the right 

(east) and left (west) sides of Amitabha.106 An inscription reading "image ofVimalakïrti" 

(Weimojie zhixiang *l.§s~{~) proves the figure's identity. Vimalakïrti is depicted 

leaning on a bed, with his left elbow resting on a dais, accompanied by an attendant 

beside him. He is represented as a bodhisattva rather than a lay Buddhist, as indicated by 

102 Sengzhao {i., Zhu Weimojiejing i.t*fÊ.~a*~, in DZJ, T38, p. 327. 
\03 Fei Zhangfang Jt:m:m, Lidai sanbao ji ~1-I;';':==:'Jl*ê, in DZJ, T49, p. 79; Huijiao, DZJ, T50, pp. 330-33. 
\04 Huijiao, Gaoseng zhuan, in DZJ, T50, p. 375. 
105Wei Shou ft~:5I:, Weishu ft:m: (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), p. 209. 
106 Gansu sheng bowuguan t:f)"Vi~:îf'tŒ~ et al. ed., Bingling si shiku m'il~Eif (Beijing: Wenwu 
chubanshe, 1982), figure 3, pp. 5-6. 
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his clothes and the halo around his head. His body, especially the che st and waist, is 

painted in a slightly feminine way, which is a distinguishing feature of lndian and Central 

Asian techniques. 

The Yungang caves are located at Mount Wuzhou ff:t1'['[, near the Northem Wei 

capital Pingcheng. The distinct structural and thematic divisions of these caves 

correspond to three periods: the first, coinciding with Emperor Wencheng's ;X:ffX, reign 

(452-65), was characterized by an attempted revival of Buddhism following the 

suppression by Emperor Taiwu; the second period, beginning with Emperor Xiaowen's 

succession to the throne in 465 and ending in 494, the year in which the capital moved to 

Luoyang, saw the most prosperous production at Yungang; the third period, dating from 

495 to 524, marked a de cline in production in terms of both quality and quantity .107 

Eleven sculptures related to Vimalakïrti have been dated to the second and third periods. 

Cave 6, created between 477 and 483, contains a reliefrepresenting the sutra (fig. 1-2). 

Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï sît on either side of Buddha. Vimalakïrti wears typical Han-

style garments and sits on a small table, while Mafijusrï shows a greater lndian influence, 

with a curved sitting posture and his loose-fitting vestment on his body.I08 A similar 

representation was produced in Cave 5A; the garments and postures are virtually identical 

(fig. 1-3). A relief containing Vimalakïrti is carved into the southem wall of Cave 45, 

which was built during the third period (fig. 1-4). The lines ofhis image are very 

107 Shanxi sheng wenwu gongzuo weiyuanhui r1i~~)CIo/JI {'F~ ~Wr et al. comp., Yungang shiku ~flifJE 
Ji' (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1977), pp. 5-11. 
108 Bunker, p. 31. 
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simple. 109 AU these figures adopt the same posture: seated on a short dais, with a chowry 

in one hand, and with the other hand resting on one knee or a bed. 

After the Northern Wei moved its capital to Luoyang in 494, the nearby Longmen 

Caves were developed. The first thirty-five years witnessed a profuse production of 

sculptures patronized by imperial families, high officiaIs, and nobles. 110 

The lintel of a niche on the northern wall of the Guyang r:±l~~ Cave at Longmen, 

shows a scene of the debate between Vimalaklrti and Mafijusrl (fig. 1-5). This cave was 

constructed around the time of Emperor Xiaoming (r. 516-28).111 These two bodhisattvas 

began to be represented with a group of attendants. Another relief ofVimalaklrti was 

created on the lintel of a niche in the Lianhua ritE Cave during the same period (fig. 1-

6). While the debate was presented on the lintel, small sculpted images of Vimalaklrti and 

MafijusrI were set apart. 

Binyang jl~ Cave 3 at Longmen, sculpted between 508 and 523, also depicts in 

relief the discussion between Vimalaklrti and Mafijusrl (fig. 1-7). The two figures, each 

with a large group of attendants, are carved in relief on individual panels. Bunker makes 

an insightful comparison of these two panels. She argues that the panel of Vimalaklrti 

was created on the basis of Gu Kaizhi's Waguansi mural forthe following reasons: first, 

the two panels show a great difference in terms of painting skills. The Vimala~rti panel 

demonstrates a skillful manipulation of composition and perspective while the Mafijusrl 

panel is stiff and lacking in compositional unity. Second, both Soper and Bunker mention 

the wholesale adoption of Southern Qi artistic ideas in the Pingyang Caves at Longmen. 

109 Shanxi sheng wenwu gongzuo weiyuanhui et al. comp., Yungang shiku, fig. 100. 
110 Longmen wenwu baoguansuo ~~r~:5z:t?lJi*~?JT comp., Longmen shiku ~~r~:fiiî (Beijing: Wenwu 
chubanshe, 1980),pp. 5-6. 
III Ibid., p. 3. 
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They attribute this to the arrivaI of the refugees from Shouchun, a city close to 

Nanjing. ll2 Their analyses provided a possible answer for the relationship of the Northern 

and Southern styles. 

Besides the Longmen caves, the imperial families in the north also patronized the 

caves at Gongyi It~ (in present-day Hebei province), Tianlongshan (in present-day 

Shanxi province), and Xiangtangshan ~':§:tÙJ (in present-day Hebei province) during the 

period from the end of N orthern Wei to the reunification in 589. These caves were 

located near capitals or important cities: Gongyi and Longmen were near the Northern 

Wei capital Luoyang; Tianlongshan was close to Jinyang -g~ (in present-day Shanxi 

province), an important city of the Eastern Wei (534-50) and Northern Qi (550-57); 

Xiangtangshan was close to Ye ~~ (present Linzhang, Hebei province), the capital of the 

Northern Qi. ll3 

At Gongyi, Cave 1 includes a sculpture of Vimalakïrti that was created in the late 

Northern Wei. He is depicted seated on a lotus seat, and holding a chowry (fig. 1-8). At 

Tianlongshan, an image ofVimalakïrti was found. 1l4 Tang Yong ft!fi§ (ca. 6th cent.), the 

Imperial Secretary of the Northern Qi, ordered the inscription of the sütra on the walls of 

the Northern Xiangtang ~t.':§:t cavesYs 

112 Bunker, p. 32; and Alexander Soper, "Life Motion and the Sense of Space in Early Chinese 
Representational Art," Art Bulletin"30.3 (Sept., 1948), p. 179. 
113 Guojia wenwujujiaoyuchu ~*:x~mrnJ~W~ comp., Fojiao shiku kaogu gaiyao {~~j(Eîg~~f~;f~ 
(Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1993), p. 125. 
114 Chen Mingda ~*J=lJl:il comp., Gongxian Tianlongshan Xiangtangshan Anyang shiku diaoke ll:~l7(#~ùJ 
~~ùJ3(iWJ:fig.~U, in Zhongguo meishu quarlji. Diaosu bian t:p~~VltJ~~ .• ~*,\i3 (Beijing: Wenwu 
chubanshe, 1989), p. 11. 
115 Hu Jinggui j1jJj~;fi comp., Guangpingjinshi lue~zp:JÊ::fiIllî§-, in Shike shiliao xinbian :fi~U5!:*4~JT~ 
(Taibei: Xinwenfeng chuban gongsi, 1986), ser. 3, vol. 25, p. 111. 
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The Maijishan caves, located at Tianshui, were probably constructed during the 

Later Qin period. Many of the visual representations ofVimalakïrti here appeared after 

the Northern Wei. Two muraIs have been found in Caves 127 and 135. The painting in 

Cave 127 occupies the upper part of the left wall, and provides a valuable example of 

narrative painting on the Vimalakïrti theme (fig. 1-9). This mural combines stories from 

several chapters in the sütra including "Mafijusrï's Consolation of the Invalid," "The 

Expedient Method of Teaching," and "Looking at Living Beings." The debate between 

Mafijusrï and Vimalakïrti constitutes the main plot of this painting and shows important 

structural similarities with the post-Sui Dunhuang representations-for example, trees are 

used to separate different scenes. Two other sculptures on this theme are preserved in 

Caves 102 and 123 (fig. 1-10). Owing to the limitations of the available materials, it 

cannot be known whether Vimalakïrti sits opposite Mafijusrï; however, the two sculptures 

seemed to represent a silent meditative Vimalakïrti, instead of someone engaged in a 

heated discussion. Furthermore, their hairstyles and caps seem to show a Han-Chinese 

influence. 

The spread ofVimalakïrti's images can be linked to the widespread construction 

ofBuddhist steles across north China. Extant examples include steles attributed to the 

monks FaHang i:t'iC and Fahai i:t~'iij, and Situ Yongsun ~ijbk:m in Henan province;116 

and two ste les of the Northern Wei and the Eastern Wei (fig. 1-11; 1-12). Since these 

steles are preserved in the U.S. and Japan, their exact original locations are unclear. The 

reliefs on these steles depict Mafijusrï's visit during the illness ofVimalakïrti as 

described in "Mafijusrï's Consolation of the Invalid," the visit ofkings and vassals to 

116 Lu Xiuwen IiB§::3'z.:, Zhongguo shiku tuwen zhi tp~Ei!lJiI:3'z.:~ (Lanzhou: Dunhuang wenyi chubanshe, 
2002), vol. 2, pp. 432-33. 
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Vimalakïrti in the "The Expedient Method of Teaching," and the goddess playing ajoke 

on Sariputra in the "Looking at Living Beings."l17 These steles manifest a wide range of 

ability. While many are crude, sorne reliefs dating to the Eastern Wei are skillful and 

elegant, and were probably based on pictorial paintings. 

These steles performed an important role in the lives of Buddhist believers in the 

local communities (she ffri and yi e3) of rural north China. Urban craftsmen who were 

invited to the rural regions carved these steles for rural dwellers. On other occasions, 

prepared steles were transported from the city to villages. A variety of Buddhist rituals 

such as the bathing of Buddha, Buddhist visualization and recitation rituals, assemblies 

for worship of Buddha and self-cultivation, were performed around the se steles. 118 

Conclusion 

It is highly probable that the southern representations influenced the northern style after 

the sixth century. First, there is no evidence to indicate that Vimalakïrti paintings 

appeared in India or Inner Asia. The representations closest to Inner Asia appeared at 

Bingling and Maijishan. The artwork in the caves at these two locations deserves further 

study because it was produced at a relatively early age, and they adopted the medium of 

wall painting instead of sculpture, which was broadly used in the North. However, other 

representations seem to support a southern origin, in terms of their composition and the 

style of the main figures. Second, the earliest recorded work in the south was produced 

around the turn of the fourth century, and works on a large scale began to appear after the 

117 Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu yanjiusuo 1C*~fJùJ:fig~1,rgiîff5'èpJT comp., Maijishan shiku ~fJùJ 
:fig (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1998), pp. 193-94. 
118 Liu Shufen, "Art, Ritual, and Society: Buddhist Practice in Rural China during the Northem Dynasties," 
in Asia Major 3.8 (Jan., 1995), pp. 19-47. 
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second half of the fourth century; in the north, the first surviving work is dated 420, and a 

great number of the works appeared in the second half of the fifth century. In other 

words, the theme of Vimalakïrti appeared one century later in the north than in the south. 

Therefore, this suggests that the iconography ofVimalakïrti was most likely a Southern 

creation. Especially, the painting by Gu Kaizhi has had influence on northern 

representations. 

Materials played an important role in determining the general form of Vimalakïrti 

representations: since most of the northern caves were carved out ofmountain rock, 

sculpture and reliefwere the main forms, while wall paintings and paperlsilk scrolls were 

adopted in the south. However, sorne relief-stelae, like Binyang Cave 3, in the north 

relied more on two-dimensionallinear skills than three-dimensional sculpture, this also 

suggests the northern emulation of the south. 

In the south, many artists enjoyed a high reputation. As literati-officials, they were 

either in close contact with imperial families, or served themselves as court officiaIs. In 

the north, the nobles and kings were the primary patrons of the caves. However, no 

records were kept of the anonymous artisans. Despite the political boundaries between 

the divided China, population migrations still allowed the communication of artwork 

prototypes. Monks like Sengzhao, an enthusiast ofVimalakïrti, or refugee artists 

probably were.the vehicles by which these prototypes spread. 

The available sources reveal several centers of artistic production that had a 

considerable impact on the production on their peripheries. Nanjing was the center of 

painting in the south. The famous painters in Nanjing produced numerous muraIs, scrolls, 

and sketched copies, which inspired production in other locations. Datong was once the 
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capital of the Northern Wei, and continued to be an important nexus of economy and 

transportation even after the capital was moved to Luoyang. Luoyang was also the second 

capital under the Northern Zhou. Both Longmen and Gongyi were close to Luoyang. The 

Maijishan caves were near Tianshui, an important city on the eastern Silk Road. Other 

cities, like Ye and Jinyang, were also surrounded by caves. Therefore, these cities 

constituted the knots of a network, which included the caves in the suburbs as weIl as the 

surrounding countryside. In this network, the cities provided artisans and pro minent 

patrons, and thus influenced nearby cave-temples and villages. 

The representations of Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï on the lintels or doorways of the 

caves also shed sorne light on the identity of Vimalakïrti. SpecificalIy, since the lintels or 

doorways can be symbolized as a boundary between the secular world and the religious 

world, this special positioning signifies the lay Buddhist identity of Vimalakïrti. 

This period saw the proliferation of genres, including muraIs, sculptures, reliefs, 

and steles. AlI these images show certain similarities in terms of composition. For 

example, Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï are always shown as a pair in a constrained space 

(stele, mural, lintel, or niche); where space permitted, attendants of each party would be 

added; a Buddha was always situated in the middle or upper middle position. This 

implies that the debate became a theme painting during this period. However, these 

images show few similarities in terms of artistic style, figures, postures, and settings. This 

phenomenon suggests that, in this network, the production of these images may have 

been inspired by the transmission of the general artistic ideas and Buddhist ideas rather 

than specific sketches. 

- 43 -



Chapter 2 Dunhuang Representations ofVimalakïrti (581-1036) 

Sui-Tang Representations of Vimalakïrti 

Although the Sui (581-618), which reunited China in 589, was a short lived dynasty, the 

period under Emperors Wendi X$ (r. 581-604) and Yang di 1~w (604-18) witnessed a 

rapid development in Buddhism. Brought up in a Buddhist nunnery, Emperor Wendi had 

been a pious Buddhist believer since his childhood. This belief was accompanied by an 

awareness that Buddhism could play an important role in restoring political unit y to 

China after two and a half centuries of disunity .119 Over the course of his rule, he 

authorized the ordination of230,000 monks and nuns, the construction of3,792 

monasteries, the copying of 132,086 rolls of scripture, and the production of 106,580 

images. 120 Emperor Yangdi was also a generous patron of various monasteries, and, 

furthermore, received Bodhisattva precepts (pusajie :tfWi~)121 from Zhiyi 9&~J! (538-

97),122 the de-facto founder of the Tiantai j(~ sect and author of Weimo jing xuan shu 

*t.*~:zi51t, one of the most important commentaries on the Vimalakirti-nirdeia Sütra. 

The influence ofBuddhism continued to expand during the Tang Dynasty. 

Although Daoism was the state-sanctioned religion during the Tang, most emperors 

sponsored the construction of monasteries and supported a variety of rituals, while also 

119 Arthur Wright, "The Fonnation ofChinese Ideology, 581-604," in John K. Fairbank, ed., Chinese 
Thought and Institutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), pp. 71-104. 
120 Stanley Weinstein, Buddhism under the T'ang (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 5. 
121 This refers to the precepts that are to be observed by bodhisattvas. These precepts are made up of the ten 
major and forty-eight minor roles taught in the Fan wangjing 'J/':,m]*~, as well as the threefold pure 
precepts taught in the Shanjie jing ~m<:*~. Bodhisattva precepts include the precepts for lay Buddhists and 
monks, and here it refers to the fonner situation. 
122 Zhiyi integrated Buddhist ideas from different sects, and is also believed to have made a significant 
break from the Indian tradition. After several years spent traveling, he retired to Moun,t Tiantai 7êm where 
he began transmitting his teachings. His teachings drew great attention from the emperors of the Chen 
(557-89) and Sui dynasties. See Daoxuan ~"&, Xu gaoseng zhuan .~ffitPf, in DZJ, T50, pp. 564-68. 
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exerting control over Buddhist clergy and property.123 Empress Wu Zetian 1tt~rj::R (r. 

690-705) and Emperor Daizong 1~* (r. 762-79) were particularly known for their 

generous material support of Buddhism. However, Buddhism's position in Chinese 

politics still remained tenuous-Emperor Wuzong ft\;* (r. 840-46), for example, 

initiated large-scale Buddhist persecutions around 845.124 

During the Sui and Tang dynasties, an increasing number of sutras were translated 

and introduced. Xuanzang jI~ had the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sutra retranslated in 650 for 

the seventh time. 125 A number of commentaries on this sütra were also written, fifteen of 

which have been preserved in the DurIhuang Cave Library. Along with several 

commentaries by anonymous authors, these works include the Weimojing yishu *t**~ 

~~, Weimojing lueshu *t**~~~, and Jingming xuanlun by Jizang; Weimo yiji ~* 

~§ê by Huiyuan ~i! (522-92); Wugouchengjingshu ~f;J§ffU~~ by Kuiji m~ (632-

82); and Jingmingjingjijie guanzhong shu ~::g*~~m~mr::p~ by Daoye ~w1l (8th 

cent. ).126 These commentaries center on the textual meaning and doctrines of this sütra. 

Furthermore, the appearance of the commentaries demonstrated the status of sütra as a 

Buddhist classic drawing increasing attention . 

. On the basis of extant literary and historical works from central China, it is clear 

that Weimojie, the Chinese name ofVimalakIrti, became a metaphor referring to the 

123 Weinstein, Buddhism under the Tang, p. 5. 
124 Liu Xu, "Wuzong benji" ftt***è, Jiu Tang shu jjmii (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), 18/603-06. 
Kenneth Ch'en, Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), pp. 
226-33. 
125 Xuanzang translated seventy-four sütras. He chose sorne sütras that had already been introduced into 
China because these sütras were not consistent with the original versions in Sanskrit. See Tang Y ongtong, 
Sui Tangfojiao shigao Ilffm1~~j:~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1982), pp. 74-77. 
126 These cornrnentaries were collected in DZJ, T38. 
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cultivated lay Buddhists and intellectuals of high social status beginning in the Tang 

dynasty. On one occasion, impressed by Xuanzang's profound knowledge, Emperor 

Taizong (r. 627-49) tried to persuade Xuanzang to return to lay life and help govern the 

country by appealing to Vimalakirti: "1 would like Master to take off the cassock of 

Subuti, and put on the plain clothes ofVimalakirti (~BX1!gffiIDt;J.î~mz~m~, tU~. 

§SZ*?K).,,127 The term ranfu, literally "colored/dyed clothes," had been used to refer to 

monks' cassocks since the Southern Dynasties. 128 Playing on this term, Emperor Taizong 

used suyi, plain or undefiled clothes, to refer to lay people. 129 The name Vimalakirti was 

an allusion to the ideallifestyle of a lay Buddhist. 

Even the names of Tang literati often signified their admiration for Vimalakirti. 

He Zhizhang fiJD1'iî (659-744), a famous Tang poet and calligrapher, had the courtesy 

name Weimo ~.; the great Tang poet and painter Wang Wei :=E*l (701-61), a lay 

Buddhist, had the given name (Wei) and courtesy name (Mojie *gs) which together 

constitute the complete name ofVimalakirti in Chinese. Not surprisingly, the name of 

Vimalakirti appeared also in poems. For example, Li Bo *ÉI (style name Qinglianjushi 

w~m±, 701-62) invoked the name to describe his own life. 

The Blue Lotus Recluse, the banished transcendent from heaven to earth, 

Has hidden his fame in wine-shops for thirty years. 

Why did the Adjutant of Huzhou bother to ask? 

127 Huili ~JL, Da Tang Daci'en si Sanzangfashi zhuan *m*~}~t~=!ii1!gjjjW, in DZJ, T50, p. 255. 
128 During the Southem dynasties, the monks' cassocks were black in color, and were called "dark colour 
clothes" (ziyi *iîît(). Since attaining a black color required dying, the cassocks were also called "dyed 
clothes." Ranfu became an appellation for monks. 
129 Contrasting with ranfu, baiyi St( or suyi ,*t( refer to a lay Buddhist. The Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra 
says that though Vimalakïrti dressed in the white robes of a layman, he observed aIl the mIes of pure 
conduct laid down for monks. See Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 32-33. AlI the translations of 
this sütra used baiyi; however, su yi was probably a synonym of baiyi. 
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The Gold Grain Tathagata is the later incarnation. 

The Gold Grain Tathagata was an alias ofVimalakïrti. By claiming that his later 

incarnation would be the Gold Grain Tathagata, Li Bo is attributing wine drinking and 

other secular interests to the lifestyle ofVimalakïrti, who also liked to spend time at wine 

shops, casinos, and brothels. 13l Although Li Bo had been interested in Daoist religion 

from his youth, here Vimalakïrti's lifestyle seems to have been more appealing. 

In Bo Juyi's É3J5~ (style name Xiangshanjushi =m=ÙJJ5±, 772-846) poems, 

Vimalaklrti is given other meanings. With its ideal of freedom from social obligation, 

Buddhism provided justification for Bo' s appreciation of the reclusive spiritual world. He 

showed a specifie preference for the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra and went so far as to 

identify himself with Vimalakïrti on a number of occasions. After he assumed the 

position ofPrefect in Hangzhou at the age of fi ft y-one, he read the Vimalakïrti-nirdda 

Sütra and played a lute in his spare time. 132 In one of his poems he writes, 

The lay Buddhist in white clothes and the Immortal of Mythic Fungus, 

Sometimes singing while getting drunk, and sometimes sitting in meditation. 

The Vimalakïrti of the present time who also drinks wine, 

130 Li Bo, "Da Huzhou Jiaye Sima wen Bo shi heren" ~YrIjJH'lt®!~PJ,~Fo:t5Él~MA, in Wang Qi .=fJ11j 
annotated, Li Taibo quanji */tÉl~~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1977), vol. 2, p. 876. According to 
Wang Qi, Jiaye was the sumame of a clan from India, which, coincidently, was the same as that of Mahk 
yapa, the disciple of Buddha. 
13J Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 33-34. 
132 Bo Juyi, "Dongyuan" J;FŒfé, in Bo Juyi, Bo Juyijijianjiao Élft5~~~~ (Shanghai: Shanghai guji 
chubanshe, 1988),juan 20, vol. 3, p. 1335. 
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Qi Ji 133 in the past who did not request money ... 

134 

The figure ofVimalakïrti in this poem combines Buddhist meditation with his pastimes 

of drinking and singing. In another poem, Bo used this figure as an allegory for his own 

lay Buddhist life. 

With a wife, l am the same as Vimalakïrti, 

Without sons, l am like Deng You. 135 

Do not mention the days when l am alive, 

Nor wiH l have worries after l die. 

According to traditional views, men were expected to be particularly concemed for their 

wives and sons. However, Buddhist doctrine taught that bodily existence and earthly 

attachments were associated with deluded vision. This is why Bo admired Deng and 

133 Qi Ji refers to one of the four recluses during the Qin and Early Han dynasties. The style name ofthese 
four recluses was also the Immortals of Mythic Fungus. Their refusai to work for the Qin tyrant and the 
first Emperor of the Han expressed Bo's ide al, to be righteous and not to care about money. See Sima Qian 
i=ûJ~~, "Liuhou shijia" ~f~jff:%, in Shiji 51:::~ê (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1964),55/2046-47; Huangfu 
Mi ~Wîilif{i, Gaoshi zhuan ~±{-" in Wang Yunwu .:E~1i comp., Congshujicheng chubian il~~JrZM 
*,; (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985), vol. 3396, pp. 64-65. 
134 Bo Juyi, "Zi yong" ËHlk,juan 31, vol. 4, p. 2l30. 
135 When Deng You (4th cent.) was fleeing trom the Hou Zhao (328-51), under the reign of Shi Le EiPil (r. 
328-33), to the Eastern Jin (317-420), Deng You abandoned his own son but kept his nephew, the son of 
his late brother. See Fang Xuanling JJl:~:~, Jin Shu ff~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), p. 2339. 
136 Bo Juyi, "Xian zuo" M~,juan 19, vol. 3, p. l311. 
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Vimalakïrti, who had possessed these attachments but remained aloof from their 

attractions. Other examples in Bo' s writing reflect similar sentiments. 137 

Wall paintings were commonly seen in Buddhist monasteries in central Chinese 

metropolises like Chang'an and Luoyang, as recorded in Lidai minghuaji, Si tgji =B=t1f~c 

,138 and Tang chao minghua lu m!lî)j.::.gil~!.139 During the Sui-Tang period, visual 

representations ofVimalakïrti became ev en more widespread in Chang'an. The Lidai 

minghua Ji and other records provide information on artists who produced works 

portraying Vimalakïrti. Sun Shangzi i*fËàr (ca. 6th cent.) painted a Vimalakïrti on the 

east wall of the hall dfDingshui JE7j( Monastery in Chang'an;140 Yang Qidan f~~ft 

(ca. 6th cent.) painted a mural at Baosha W5fU Monastery in Chang'an;141 Wu Daozi ~~ 

r (689-759) painted Vimalakïrti muraIs in several monasteries;142 Yang Tingguang f~~ 

Yé (7th cent.), Liu Xingchen ;Uffê (7th cent.), Yang Huizhi f~;l{~ (8 th cent.),143 Yan 

Liben ~9JL* (?-673) and Wang Wei144 of the Tang also produced muraIs with 

Vimalakïrti as the subject. These Sui-Tang artists were influenced to sorne extent by the 

137 "People have difficulty understanding Vimalaklrti, his body was not converted, but his mind was" (~1"i 
$3!I-!AJfj§~, ,§t/ftB~>G\tB~(), in "Zaofu yunmusan" !f.ij~~B]:j!f5l:,juan 31, vol. 4, p. 2161; "A bed [of 
the sick person] about one square zhang faces the south, which troubles MafijusrI when he inquires after the 
sick" (~*1J3trèJ~~, ~ilJ3t7*F",~ffie~) in "Da Xian shangren laiwen he fengji" ~MJ:À*F",~1nyJSR*, 
juan 35, p. 2389; and "People could notjust understandmy title, the Venerable from Vaisali and Director 
Bo in the Department ofState Affairs" Cf1ï:XË1"ifîj)rA/fWr, IHttIfH~:~B#rr~) in "Xingbu shangshu zhishi" 
7fUg~#rr~3&{±, in Bo Juyijijiarljiao,juan 37, vol. 4, p. 2546. 
138 Duan Chengshi P~~A, Si ta Ji, in DZJ, T51, pp. 1022-24. 
139 Zhu Jingxuan *:ll!t~, Tang chao minghua lu, in Huang Binhong jft~~I et al. Comps., Zhonghua 
meishu congshu cp~~vrqii~ (Beijing: Beijing guji chubanshe, 1998), vol. 8: 2.6, pp. 3-38. 
140 Zhang Yanyuan,juan 3, p. 67~ 
141 Zhang Yanyuan,juan 8, p. 163. 
142 In Jianfu ïl!:m Monastery in Chang'an, Wu had a wall painting entitled "Weimo benxing bian" ~.~â 
*{r~; at Anguo 3(~ Monastery, also in Chang'an, he had a wall painting of"Weimo bian" *l*~. See 
Zhang Yanyuan, pp. 60; 64. 
143 Ibid.,juan 9, p. 177;juan 3, pp. 72; 74. 
144 As for Yan Liben and Wang Wei, see Zhou Mi JWJW, Yunyan guoyan lu ~K~~m~, in Huang Binhong 
et al. comps., Zhonghua meishu congshu, vol. 6: 2.2, pp. 13; 23. 
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painting tradition of the Southern Dynasties. According to Zhang Yanyuan, an the above 

artists were direct or indirect disciples of Gu Kaizhi, Zhang Sengyou, and Lu Tanwei. 145 

Like their masters, the Sui-Tang artists also took official positions at the court; for 

example, Sun Shangzi was the District Defender of Jiande 9!1,~ County (Zhejiang 

province) (Jiande xianwei ~1,~~,*~1), Zhan Ziqian the Commander-in-chief of the Grand 

Master for Closing Court (Chaosan dafu zhangnei dudu ~J3*j(:*xljJ;&pgffB1i), Wu Daozi 

a Palace Erudite (jengneijiao boshi t1pg~kt'±)' Yan Liben the Vice Director of the 

Right in the Department of State Affairs (Youxiang Jb;f§), and Wang Wei the Assistant 

Director of the Right in the Department of State Affairs (Youcheng Jb7K). 

Dunhuang Representations ofVimalakïrti (581-1036) 

Dunhuang was incorporated into the Tang Empire in 619. However, owing to struggles 

between warlords, the region was not pacified unti1623.146 After its occupation of the 

Gaochang (Karakhoja) king dom in 640,147 the Tang was able to control Dunhuang, and 

Tang culture was promoted on a large sc ale throughout the area. However, after the An 

Lushan 3(-ffrf<LlJ (?-757) rebellion (755-63), Tang power was severely weakened and 

Tibetans threatened Chang'an and the northwest frontier. 148 The Tibetan regime occupied 

Dunhuang between 777 and 848, during which time the political and cultural relationship 

with the Tang was almost entirely cut off. When the Tibetan leaders at Dunhuang refused 

145 Zhang Yanyuan, pp. 29-31. 
146 Shi Weixiang 31: :giif§, Dunhuang yarifiu werifi: Dunhuang lishi yu Mogaoku yishu yanjiu ~tl1HiJf:re:x~: 
$j(tllt~3I::W~r%ùiî~f;fg1îJf:re (Lanzhou: Gansujiaoyu chubanshe, 2002), pp. 22-23. 
147 Liu XU IIJB1y, "Taizong benji" ::;t:***c, Jiu Tang shu, 3/50-52. 
148 C. A. Peterson, "Court and Province in Mid- and Late T'ang," in Denis Twitchett ed., The Cambridge 
History of China, pp. 490-91. 
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to offer their allegiance to the King in Lhasa, armed struggles broke out in the Gansu 

corridor between Dunhuang and Lanzhou. These lasted throughout the 840s, until a 

Chine se adventurer named Zhang Yi chao 5~~~'] (d. 872) raised an army named the 

Guiyijun, and drove the Tibetan overlords out in 848. 149 After Zhang recovered 

Dunhuang, a 100 se connection with the Tang imperial court was reestablished. The third 

Military Commissioner (jiedushi jîJNf~) Zhang Chengfeng ~:7f\~ (ca. 10th cent.) 

decided to daim independence for the "King dom of the Golden Mountain" (Jinshan guo 

~rlIm) around 910, but his attempts met with failure when he proved unable to defend 

against the attacks of the Uighurs. 150 Cao Yijin -..~~ assumed the position of Military 

Commissioner in 915, and soon pacified the chaos at Dunhuang. The Cao's rule lasted 

until 1036 when the Tanguts took over the region. Generally speaking, the Zhang and 

Cao families (with the exception of Zhang Chengfeng) maintained allegiance to the 

Chine se imperial court. 

Among the sixt y-four caves at Mogao that contain the Vimalakïrti bianxiang, 

eleven were painted during the Sui dynasty, thirty-two were painted during the Tang 

dynasty, seventeen during the Five Dynasties (907-60), and seven during the Northem 

Song. (See Appendix 4) 

Sui Dynasty (581-618) 

The first Vimalakïrti wall painting appeared during the Sui, and this period saw a large 

number of other productions on this theme. Among the ninety-nine caves built in the Sui, 

149 Michael Dalby, "Court Politics in Late T'ang Times," in Denis Twitchett ed., The Cambridge History of 
China, pp. 678-79. 
150 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, pp. 110-12. 
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eleven caves (Caves 262, 276, 277, 314, 380,417,419,420,423,425, and 433) contain 

paintings on the Vimalakïrti theme. 151 

The cave structures of this period can be divided into two distinct forms: 1. Cave 

complexes in which half ofthe rooms have "A" shaped ceilings while the other halfhave 

flat ceilings (Caves 262, 276, 417, 419, 423, and 433);152 2. Square caves with canopy 

ceilings (Caves 277,314,380,420, and 425).153 In Caves 262, 423, and 433, wall 

paintings are located on the rear ceilings and images ofVimalakïrti are painted on the 

northern sides; in six other caves (276, 314, 380, 417, 419, and 420), wall paintings are 

painted outside the niches on the western walls, and images ofVimalakïrti are again 

located on the northern sides. Thus, the structures and composition of the caves and wall 

paintings became comparatively fixed in the thirty years: the themes usually appear on 

the ceiling and areas surrounding the niches on the western walls, and Vimalakïrti is 

always placed on the right side facing the viewer. As l will discuss later in this thesis, 

most of the later wall paintings adopted this arrangement. 

In only two caves (Cave 169 at Bingling and Cave 433 at Dunhuang), was he 

represented with a halo. However, as a lay Buddhist, Vimalakïrti was usually presented 

without a halo. He was the most frequently presented protagonist among the lay 

Buddhists in Buddhist wall paintings. 

151 He Shizhe, "Dunhuang Mogaoku bihua zhong de Weimojiejing bian," p. 29. 
152 This type of cave is usually composed oftwo parts within a cave complex (fig. 2-4): the fonner halfhas 
an "A" shape ceiling, and the latter half a fiat roof, and a central pillar is alwaysbuilt to symbolize a stupa. 
This type of cave complex was basically an emulation of a Buddhist temple. See Xiao Mo, Dunhuang 
jianzhuyanjiu, pp. 297-308. 
153 The design ofthis type probably originated from a combination of temple and Chinese canopy 
(douzhang -~·H/J.R) designs. A niche is usually built on the wall opposite to the entrance. However, there is no 
center pillar in the cave. This type of cave was the most common one in the Sui-Tang dynasties, and it was 
was constructed on the basis ofChinese official govemment buildings. See Xiao Mo, pp. 308-19. 
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These wall paintings center on the story of the debate between Vimalaklrti and 

MafijusrL Owing to the constricted space, the content of the image is limited and only a 

small number of figures are depicted. Apart from a relatively detailed treatment of the 

chapter "Mafijusrl's Consolation of the Invalid (Vimalaklrti)," there are only sporadic and 

simple images based on three other chapters, which included more narrative stories. For 

example, four figures surrounding a large container in the middle of the mural in Cave 

420 represent the story of "requesting rice from the fragrant earth" (fig. 2-1). This story 

relates how, when Sariputra thinks about eating at noontime, Vimalaklrti telepathically 

senses his thought and sends a bodhisattva to the Buddha Fragrance Accumulated who 

bequeaths fragrant rice to those in Sariputra' s residence.154 

The artistic styles are diverse in terms of composition, poses, and cave structure. 

On several occasions, the visual representation in the caves departs from the original 

sUtra. For example, in one mural a residence with several compounds is presented as the 

setting for the debate. In the original sütra, knowing the coming ofMafijusrl, Vimalaklrti 

empties his room of aIl its contents and his attendants (his worldly attachments), and 

leaves nothing for himselfbut a cOUCh. 155 Most of the steles of the Northem Dynasties 

remained loyal to the original sütra, presenting a room with only Mafijusrl sitting on a 

lotus seat and Vimalaklrti resting on a decorated bed. However, most of the Sui wall 

paintings depict a residence complex including several rooms, and sorne (Caves 262, 420 

and 433) even place the figures in two separate rooms (fig. 2-1; 2-2). Cave 276 dispenses 

with rooms altogether, placing the debate outside ofVimalaklrti's residence. The two 

protagonists, Vimalaklrti and Mafijusrl, are depicted standing in a garden beside a bodhi 

154 Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 112-15. 
155 Ibid., pp. 64-65. 
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tree, which symbolizes the enlightenment of Buddha (fig. 2-3). The various arrangements 

demonstrated that many artists worked in the se caves independently, and that they had 

their own sketches. 

Early Tang (618-704) and High Tang (705-80) 

During this period of one hundred and sixt Y years, only thirteen muraIs on the 

Vimalaklrti theme were made (Early Tang: Caves 68, 203, 206, 220, 242, 322, 332, 334, 

335,341 and 342; High Tang: Caves 103 and 194). However, owing to the introduction 

of more incidents from the sütra, the artisans had to pay more attention to their 

arrangement of the stories. 

After the establishment of the Tang, more and more caves began to adopt a 

canopy ceiling structure, which indicates a local adaptation of the Buddhist caves in 

China and its periphery. Therefore, except for Cave 332, which still has an "A" shaped 

ceiling and a central pillar, aIl the others were constructed with a canopy ceiling and a 

niche on the western wall. In eight caves, the Vimalaklrti paintings are painted outside 

the niche on the western wall, either on the northern si de of the niches (in Caves 68, 206, 

334,341, and 342), or on the southern side (in Caves 203,242, and 322). In two caves, 

his image is painted on the southern side of the eastern entrances. In ten of the thirteen 

caves, Vimalaklrti is painted on the right side, and MafijusrI on the left. If we suppose 

that the viewer in a typical cave (fig. 2-4) would go through the entrance door and then 

enter into the main room, he would be immediately faced with the western niche. Thus, 

the Vimalaklrti paintings, generally painted on the entrance wall and beside the western 

niches, were given a position of greater spatial significance, because the entrance wall is 
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the boundary between the inside and the outside of the cave and the western niche is the 

most inner part of the cave, where a statue of Buddha is always located. 

The Vimalakïrti painting in Cave 220 (built in 642, fig. 2-5), a masterpiece 

demonstrating outstanding sketch techniques, also shows new characteristics in 

comparison with the Sui paintings. We see for the first time the presence of a large 

number of attendants (fig. 2-6). Below Maîijusrï are a Chinese emperor and his retinue, 

and below Vimalakïrti are foreign kings and princes from Central Asia. Second, Maîijusrï 

and Vimalakïrti are represented within one room: Maîijusrï is placed under a splendid 

canopy, and Vimalakïrti is on a decorated bed. This setting was commonly seen during 

the Northern Dynasties (fig. 1-12 & 1-13), but was rarely seen in the Sui. Third, Buddha 

is painted under a large canopy adorned withjewels that appears above the whole mural. 

In the original sütra, Jeweled Accumulation, the son of a wealthy man in VaisalI, and five 

hundred other people, offer their treasure-adorned canopies to Buddha. Buddha combines 

the people' s canopies into a unitary canopy large enough to spread over the entire 

thousand-million-fold world. 156 The canopy is one of the most important Buddhist 

iconographie devices. As one of the "Eight Auspicious Symbols," it stands for a 

celebration ofvietory over the forces of Evil Mara, as well as a sign of one's royal 

status.157 Bringing these canopies together was clearly highly symbolic: first, this was a 

display ofinconceivable magic power, and thus resonated with the story of Vimalakïrti's 

victory over Mara (see below); second, the coverage ofthe ten-thousand fold world 

expressed Buddha' s wish that allliving beings achieve enlightenment.158 

156 Ibid., p. 20. 
157 Fredrick W. Bunce, A Dictionary of Buddhist and Hindu Iconography (New Delhi: D.K. 
Printworld, 1997), pp. 59; 182. 
158 Jizang, Weimo jing yishu, in DZJ, T38, p. 908. 
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The wall paintings in Cave 220 show great similarity to the paintings in Cave 335 

(built in the Early Tang) and 103 (built in the High Tang, fig. 2-9). These three paintings 

are painted on the upper wall of the east entrance, and all portray the same main figures. 

Although these three muraIs use different painting techniques-ink sketches (baimiao ÉI 

t~î) in Cave 103, washes (yunran .~) in Caves 335 and 220-the main figures, 

Vimalakïrti, Mafijusrï, and the visiting Chinese Emperor, are similar in both composition 

and gestures (fig. 2-6; 2-10). Besides, the scenes surrounding Vimalakïrti's residence are 

similarly arranged in all three muraIs. The possible explanation of this connection could 

be that the already-built caves provided an archetype, and the later artists exercised 

different styles of sketches and washes according to the fashion of the time. 

From the Tang onward, the figure of Mafijusrï was distinguished by a hand 

gesture of "non-duality" (zhenru buer famen J"îÂ/f=1!F~). This was different from 

previous ages, when he was disp1ayed with a casual gesture, or holding his ru yi (~Dit a 

kind of scepter). Here the selection ofthis unique gesture instead of a ruyi serves to 

clarif)r the meaning of the painting. Upon seeing the two fingers of Mafijusrï, one knows 

immediately that the painting is concemed with the debate on non-duality (fig. 2-7). The 

gesture of Mafijusrï and the chowry of Vimalakïrti become the unique icons for these two 

bodhisattvas. Meanwhile, this gesture also creates an effect reminiscent of the müdra. As 

symbolic gestures ofhands, müdras create magical power though special finger 

movements, guarantee the efficacy of spoken words, and seal the identity of the 
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subjects. 159 Here, this gesture exerts the power of mudra and emphasizes the importance 

of silence. 

In High Tang paintings, there is an increasingly dense representation of incidents. 

A heavenly goddess on the Vimalaklrti side and Sariputra on the MafijusrI si de are 

commonly represented. The heavenly goddess on the VimalakIrti side is shown scattering 

flowers, while Sariputra tries to shake offthe flowers but fails to do so. This scene 

originates from a story in the sutra: a heavenly being in Vimalaklrti's room, after hearing 

the bodhisattvas' instructions on doctrine, scatters heavenly flowers over the bodhisattvas 

and the major disciples, the flowers faH off the bodhisattvas but stick to Sariputra and the 

other disciples. The goddess provides the interpretation that, unlike the disciples, the 

flowers did not make any distinctions between disciples and bodhisattvas. However, 

because the disciples were fearful of the cycle of death and life, the senses of form, 

sound, smeH, taste, and touch availed themselves of the se vulnerabilities and allowed the 

flowers to stick to them. 160 Sometimes, the story of Sariputra and the heavenly goddess is 

also represented. In this story, Sariputra inquires about why the goddess does not change 

out of her female form; when the goddess discovers that he is still caught up in gender 

distinctions, she uses her magical powers to transform Sariputra into her own female 

body, and vice versa. 161 This story addresses the significance of non-discrimination based 

on external phenomena. No historical evidence could explain why this representation 

appeared at this moment, but within a larger historical context, the increasing influence of 

159 Dale Saunders, Mudra: A Study ofSymbolic Gestures in Japanese Buddhist Sculpture (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1960), p. 9. 
160 Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 86-87. 
161 Ibid., pp. 90-91. Ning Qiang believes that the representation of this incident refleeted the status of 
women ofthat time. See Ning Qiang, "Buddhist-Daoist Confliet and Gender Transformation: Deeiphering 
the Illustrations of the Vimalakïrti-nirdesa in Mediaeval Chinese Art," Orientations (Nov. 1996), pp. 50-59. 
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Chan iiilf! Buddhism in Dunhuang probably provides sorne clue,162 because ofthe lack of 

emphasis on language and writing in Chan Buddhism. 

The purpose of these representations was to illustrate the vanity of physical 

appearance and the illusory nature of physical phenomena. However, artists also created a 

series of scenes in which they portrayed their fantasies of the heavenly world. Similar to 

the stories mentioned above (in which Vimalaklrti shows the Sumeru heavenly world to 

those in his residence and requests food from the Buddha Fragrance Accumulated), here 

he also requests seats from the Sumeru Lamp King. This story presents an incident 

similar to the second: Sariputra thinks about sitting after having stood for a long time; 

knowing his mind, Vimalaklrti miraculously borrows more than three million thrones 

from the Buddha Sumeru Lamp King.163 When the thrones descend from the sky and 

come to rest in the house of Vimalaklrti, they arrange themselves without crowding and 

the house seems to enlarge itself accordingly. Vimalaklrti, the lay Buddhist, becomes an 

agent to link this world and the other transcendent world. 

During the High Tang period, baimiao Sm ink sketches were employed at 

Dunhuang, as in Cave 103 mentioned above. According to Shi Shouqian E~~, this 

technique was different from the line drawing common in earlier periods in central China, 

and was probably a combination ofboth Chinese and Inner Asian techniques. With the 

introduction of the Indian painting technique of concave-and-convex style (aotufa QiJ8 

$),164 the Chinese ink sketch technique faced the challenge of representing three 

162 He Shizhe, "Weimojie jingbian," in Dunhuang shiku quanji, p. 194. 
163 Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 75-77. 
164 Aotu painting technique was introduced from India accompanying the spread of Buddhism during the 
Southem Dynasties. First used in a wall painting by Zhang Sengyou, this technique paints shadows by 
using washes, thus it produced a three-dimensional effect. 
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dimensions. 165 The "Lidai diwang tu" ~fç*.:f.[I[ (fig. 2-11) by Yan Liben and the 

images of the emperor and his entourage in Cave 220 (fig. 2-8) provide similar visual 

effect of ink sketches. This is one instance of the mutual influence of Chinese and Inner 

Asian styles that was common at Dunhuang. 

Tibetan Occupation (777-848) 

After the Mid-Tang, the Tibetan king dom occupied Dunhuang, and the region was 

politically independent from central China. Therefore, the cave temples at Dunhuang 

were protected from the anti-Buddhist persecution in 845 during which numerous art 

works were destroyed in central China.166 

During this period, nine wall paintings on the Vimala1a.ni theme (Caves 133, 159, 

186,231,236,237,240,359 and 360) were produced. The layout ofthese caves was 

comparatively fixed: aIl the caves adopted the reverse canopy ceiling structure, with a 

niche on the western wall; in seven of the caves, images ofVimalakIrti were located on 

the southern side of the eastern entrance (on the right side from the viewer' s perspective). 

One feature of this period is the neat organization of the paintings. Beginning in 

the Early and High Tang, sorne paintings had been vaguely divided into three vertical 

parts: the upper part represented the uni verse of Buddha, the middle part the debate and 

other relevant miraculous stories, and the lower part the worldly visitors, such as 

emperors and princes. During the Mid-Tang, this structure was arranged in a more 

orderly fashion with the insertion of supplementary frames. These frames help to regulate 

165 Shi Shouqian, "Sheng Tang baihua zhi chengli yu bimiao nengli zhi kuozhan" ~J8ËHILff\G:lI.W~tà'i 
fjgjJL.~, in Shi Shouqian ed., Fengge yu shibian mt\,~Wi:\:t~ (Taibei: Yunchen wenhua shiye gufen 
youxian gongsi, 1996), pp. 47-51. 
166 Weinstein, Buddhism under the T'ang, pp. 132-34. 
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the c1uttered images of the stories. Cave 159 is a perfect example ofthis composition (fig. 

2-12): the upper part depicts the Buddha land by providing images from the chapters 

"The Buddha Land," "The Feast Brought by the Emanated Incarnation," and "The 

Inconceivable Liberation"; the middle part depicts the debate and the visiting emperor 

and officiaIs; the lower part inc1udes three rectangular frames on each side, depicting 

stories from the "The Expedient Method of Teaching" and "The Disciples' Reluctance to 

Visit VimalakIrti." WaIls and buildings were also introduced to delimit the boundaries for 

different modules, making the whole composition more precisely organized. Cave 133, 

237,359, and 360 adopt a nearly identical structure, except that the lower rectangular 

frames of Cave 359 are fiIled with the figures ofpatrons. 

Another prominent change during this period is that the Tibetan king took the 

place of the Chinese emperor. The king leads a group of attendants, inc1uding officiaIs 

and envoys (fig. 2-13). 

In earlier paintings, aIl the settings were based on the narratives of miraculous 

stories. However, during this period, the artisans tried their best to present even abstract 

doctrines. For example, according to Mahayana Buddhist doctrine, all phenomena are 

like dreams, flames, and lightning-the products of deluded vision. 167 This sütra also 

mentions that all beings are the product of deluded vision, like dreams and flames, like 

the moon in the water or an image in a mirror, born of deluded thoughts. 168 Concrete 

images of men looking into a mirror or kneeling beside a pool were produced in order to 

convey this doctrinal message (to show that the human body is devoid of individuality 

167 Jingang boruo boluomijing, in DZJ, T8, p. 752; Edward Conze trans, p. 68. 
168 Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, p. 47. 
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like water).169 Wall paintings ofthis period also reveal an attempt to inc1ude as many 

incidents as possible, thus the arrangements often appear c1uttered and excessive. 

Under the Governance of the Guiyijun (848-1036) 

After Dunhuang was taken over by Zhang Yichao, the Tibetan kings were removed from 

prominent positions in the muraIs and relocated among a group of foreign rulers who 

came to visit the debate. The new rulers cooperated, through intermarriage and other 

methods, with the Khotanese and other nearby powers to defend themselves against the 

Tibetans. 170 

The Late Tang period saw the production of twelve muraIs on the Vimalakïrti 

theme (Caves 9, 12, 18,85,94, 132, 138, 139, 143, 150, 156, and 369). Sixteen muraIs 

were composed during the Five Dynasties (5,6,22,44,53,61,98, 100, 108, 121 146, 

261,334,335,342, and Yulin lwJlt;fz 32).17l The caves still retain the canopy ceiling and 

niche on the western wall common to the earlier caves. However, there is the occasional 

addition ofan altar for Buddha in the middle of the cave. In sixteen caves (5, 6, 12, 18, 

22,61,85,98, 100, 108, 121, 132, 138,146, 156, and 369), images ofVimalakïrti are 

painted on the northern side of the eastern entrance. In Caves 261,334, and 335, front 

rooms are installed, and the theme is painted on the entrance wall. 

Given the relatively stable social circumstances, prominent families patronized 

more caves during this period. The Zhang and Cao families were among the most ardent 

169 Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 34-35. 
170 Rong Xinjiang ~*JT1I deduced that the Cao Family might be of Sogdian origin, although they claimed 
to be the descendents of a Cao clan from Inner China. See his "Dunhuang Guiyijun Cao shi tongzhizhe wei 
Sute houyi shuo" ~;tli'!.mw~.lf ~ME12îff~~~13tWlf~, in Zhonggu Zhongguo yu wailai wenming 9='tî 
9='~W)7}310<:EJl (Beijing: Sanlian shudian, 2001), pp. 258-74. 
17l The Yulin caves were located 180 km away from the Mogao caves. The term "Dunhuang caves" usually 
refers to both sites. 
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patrons of Buddhist rituals and constructions. In most cases, the images of the patrons 

were added to the muraIs. 172 At leasttwelve muraIs (Caves 5,18,53,61,98,100,85, 

108, 121,132, 138, 146, and 334) include portraits ofpatrons. 

Many of the images of the patrons were added posthumously. Considering a wall 

painting as an imagined space, when the images of patrons shared the same space with 

the Buddhist motifs, a sense of invitation and protection was created, meaning that the 

patrons were invited into the Buddha Land and were safeguarded there. In this sense, 

these images serve the expectation of the afterlife, presumably in the Buddha Land. 

The Vimalaklrti muraIs with the riche st content (Cave 61) and ofthe largest size 

(Cave 98) were produced during this period. Cave 98 was built between 915 and 925, 

attributed Cao Yijin. The Vimalaklrti mural in this cave is 12.65 meters long, and 2.95 

meters wide. Cave 61 was constructed between 947 and 951, and the owner was Cao 

Yuanzhong's wife. The Vimalaklrti mural in this cave (fig. 2-14) contains the stories of 

thirteen chapters from the original sutra. Owing to its abundant content, the images are 

accompanied with fifty-nine explanatory inscriptions, adding up to a total of 1600 

characters. AlI this content, including narration and doctrine, was carefully designed and 

integrated into the muraIs. Here we see a reverse attention being paid to the sutra, in other 

words, the canonical Buddhist classics. In this sense, the writing gives authority to the 

images. 

The symmetrical composition of this painting is close to that of the mural in cave 

159 (fig. 2-12), which was built during the Tibetan occupation. The debate was moved 

out of the inner chamber to the outer do or, as indicated by the presence ofpavilions and 

172 Duan Wenjie, "Gongyangren huaxiang yu shiku 1;t!::JtAIH~WEg," in KGJC, vol. 4, pp. 2292-94. 
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trees. However, different from Cave 159, a Chinese emperor with a gesture similar to that 

of the emperor in cave 220 was reinserted at the bottom of wall. 

Sorne of the stories represented had never appeared before in the cave muraIs. 

One of these is the story of Vimalakïrti converting the female retainers of the evil 

Mara. 173 In the sutra, Mara, disguised as the God Indra, wants to tempt the Bodhisattva 

Upholder of the Age by sending him twelve thousand female entertainers in the 

appearance ofheavenly goddesses. Vimalakïrti disclosed the conspiracy, and converted 

aIl twelve thousand of Mara' s followers. The inclusion of this story sheds light on the 

magical power ofVimalakïrti. Furthermore, within the social context, this representation 

also resonated with the appearance of a large number of xiangmobian, Cl. theme of 

Sariputra overcoming Raudraksha, aiming to celebrate the victory over the Tibetans. 174 

Therefore, the thematic similarity ofVimalakïrti's subjugation ofMara possibly 

manifested a similar intention. 

Conclusion 

After the establishment of the Tang dynasty, the Vimalakïrti theme became increasingly 

popular at Dunhuang, and its representations became richer in content. These changes 

have drawn the attention of scholars, many of whom have focused on the composition 

and placement of wall paintings. 

As the main subject of the wall paintings, the debate between Vimalakïrti and 

Mafijusrï determines the overall composition. As Wu Hung has observed, the debate 

depicts the two bodhisattvas in direct spatial opposition, and no matter how the order and 

173 Burton Watson, The Vimalakirti Sutra, pp. 56-57. 
174 Duan Wenjie, "Zhang Yichao shiqi de Dunhuang yishu" ~lli!fiJ3IF,fMB'9t5ejlî!~V!tJ, in BNWK, vol. 5, 
pp. 73-74. 
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placement of the other plots is arranged, the main protagonists are always these two 

figures. 175 However, sorne wall paintings adopt a third party above the symmetrical pair. 

When the image of Buddha is presented above the two debaters, the whole painting 

constitutes a triangular composition. The muddi of the Buddha signifies his status, and 

the large canopy symbolizes his power of assembly. The sütra also ends with the 

manifestation of the Buddha, and his instruction provides a "happy ending." In the wall 

painting s, the image of Buddha added to these two bodhisattvas brings a sense of unit y 

alongside the competition. 

Owing to the symmetrical composition of these two debaters, their positions have 

also received attention. Victor Mair has suggested that the right side is generally 

associated with good, while the left is associated with evil. 176 It is true that left and right 

reveal stable semantic meanings from the Han dynasty onward: the right side is usually 

superior to the left side, and this recognition was commonly applied to official positions 

and the arrangement ofpeople's seats. The "left way" (zuodao, tr::U1!) refers to heretical 

doctrines. However, in the Dunhuang wall painting s, it is more likely that no value 

judgments have been involved for the following reasons: first, Mafijusrï was usually on 

the left side, but it is almost impossible to imagine that MafijusrÏ, the guardian of wisdom, 

could be considered to be on the evil side in these Buddhist religious sites. Second, in the 

Zhai family cave, the Chinese emperor is portrayed on the lower left side instead of on 

the right side, where a group of foreign princes is located. If superiority had been 

175 Wu Hung, "What is Bianxiang? ---On the Relationship between Dunhuang Art and Dunhuang 
Literature," HJAS 52.1 (1992), pp. 149-50. 
176 Victor Mair, Painting and Performance: Chinese Picture Recitation and its lndian Genesis (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1988), p. 76. 

- 64-



considere d, the placement would have been the opposite. One explanation would be that 

the fixed positions might be inherited from the same sketch. 

Ifwe locate the images ofVimalaklrti within the surrounding space, we find that 

these images usually appear at the following places: on the lintel of a door (shallow relief, 

during the Northern Dynasties), on the entrance wall (mural, between the Sui and Five 

Dynasties), and beside a niche containing Buddha (Buddha could also be viewed as Path 

or Door leading to enlightenment). The door or the lintel functions as a barrier betweell 

the outside and the inside of the cave, and thus the lay world and religious world. These 

locations could be perceived as a symbolic liminal space. l77 If this is the case, then the 

activity of making paintings at these specific locations served the ritual purpose of 

associating the outside and the inside. The meaning of the "do or" could be twofold: first, 

it could be se en as a door between the Buddhist world and the lait y, represented by 

MafijusrI and Vimalaklrti respectively. In most caSeS, the entrance wall is also the 

primary location for images oflay-Buddhist patrons, who situated themselves between a 

liminal space between the lay life and Buddhist institutions. Second, the essential 

teaching of the sütra was the "entrance to the Dharma of non-duality" and, thus, the do or 

could symbolize a way to non-duality and the realm of the Law, as the two debaters 

indicate. Among the caves ofwhich the patrons are known, the Vimalaklrti theme was 

always a favorite for lay patrons, but not for Buddhist clerical patrons (see Appendix 5). 

With the images of patrons being painted at his side, the image of Vimalaklrti might have 

served as a guide, leading his patrons to the Buddha Land. 

177 In my thesis, 1 would argue that the division of the Buddhist clergy and the lay communities was 
metaphorically reflected in the spatial representation of the cave temples. The lay-Buddhist, situated 
between the Buddhists and the lay people, was also represented in a liminal space, meaning a location 
connecting the outside and the inside, i.e. the entrance, or a lintel. 
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Chapter 3 The Vimalakirti MuraIs from a Sociohistorical Perspective 

Patrons, artisans and Buddhist c1ergy all had a direct impact on the Buddhist art works at 

Dunhuang: from the spatial arrangement ofthe Buddhist caves to the production ofwall 

paintings. In addition, l attempt to uncover the motives behind the different modes, which 

were used to present the meaning of the sutra, by examining the traces in extant 

commentaries and inscriptions. This chapter examines the impact ofthese subjects on the 

artwork at Dunhuang, and the relationship of their texts to visual representation. 

The Ritual Function of the Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sütra 

The repeated representation of certain themes is one suggestion that these themes were 

not selected randomly. During the Sui-Tang period, the Vimalakïrti theme at Dunhuang 

gradually grew in popularity, and came to be painted with increasing elegance and detail. 

These changes, along with concurrent developments in textual records, attest to 

the increasing importance of this theme. Buddhist believers copied scriptures with great 

enthusiasm; for sorne, this work promised a cure for sickness, others sought to salvage 

their own souls, or release the souls of their dead relatives. A number of writlen records 

indicate that the Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sütra was one of the texts believed to have this sort 

ofreligious power. A story recorded by the monk Feizhuo ~Fy;) (?-1063) in the Sanbao 

ganying yaolue lu ~. ~mf~lIIfrjfk tells of the good karma of an anonymous young 

scholar who kept copying this sUtra. Once, having come down with an illness, the young 

man copied the Vimalakïrti-nirdda Sütra. Shortly after, a goddess soon manifested 

herself in his dream and cured him. His increased faith led him to copy the sutra again for 

his late parents. His copying was again followed by a dream: his father appeared and 
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informed the son that his parents' souls had been released from hello The scholar's own 

life was lengthened as a result of his tremendous effort, and he was finally incarnated in 

the land of Golden Grain Tathagata Buddha (the former incarnation ofVimalakIrti).178 

Similar stories were recorded in Buddhist biographies written between the Southern 

Dynasties and the Northern Song dynasty. A Tang dynasty account gives the story of a 

man named Yao Dai frj~1~, a native of Zizhou if~1H (in present day Sichuan). Yao was a 

pious copyist ofthis and other sütras. His efforts were rewarded by the rescue ofhis 

parents who had been reborn as a deer and a butcher. 179 These stories, and others, indicate 

that the transcription of this sütra was considered a meritorious act that could bring 

healing, lengthen the copyist' s life, or as suage suffering souls. The text embodied the 

inconceivable power that resolved the se bodily and spiritual concerns. 

More than one thousand copies of the Vimalakïrti-nirde.sa Sutra have been found 

in the Dunhuang Library.180 Their prefaces indicate that most were dedicated to the 

copyists' dead relatives. The scribes (jingsheng *~~) also frequently copied this sütra for 

patrons who were concerned about their afterlives. 181 

The commissioning of wall painting s, like the copying of sütras, functioned as a 

form ofworship, and images ofpatrons (gongyangren xiang {;!:t.À{~) can be 

understood as parallel to attributions of the copying oftexts. However, different from 

portable texts, the wall paintings were immobile and iconic. People could only experience 

a mural by coming to the caves. Thus, the cave became an imagined Buddhist world in 

178 Feizhuo, Sanbao ganying yaolue lu, in DZJ, T51, p. 840. 
179 One story is about Monk Puming tfl3J1. Music cou1d be heard when he chanted the Vimalakïrti-nirdda 
Sutra, and he cured a woman possessed by an evil sprit. Ibid. 
180 He Shizhe, "Weimojie jingbian," in Dunhuang shiku quanji, p. 183. 
181 Fang Guangchang j]J1lm and Xu Peiling ~"f!:g:Efl, "Dunhuang yishu zhong de Weimojie suoshuo jing ji 

qi zhushu" !f&~;iI.tpÉl"J <*l*~a?JTIDï*~> R:jt:~±m, in KGJC, vol. 4, pp. 2431-35. 
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which patrons were also included. Buddhist texts were more often associated with the 

world of purgatory, where souls were judged and copies of sütras could soothe their 

suffering. 182 

The Production of the Wall Paintings 

At Dunhuang, there were two organizations associated with the artisans who produced 

the caves and the muraIs: workshops (zuofang f'Ft)]) and the painting academy (yuan ~JG). 

A workshop was more informaI and project-based, whereas the academy was a standing 

institution (sorne textual sources suggest that the academy was established around 

930).183 The two organizations co-existed, and both produced wall paintings for the local 

government and lineages. Both were also incorporated into taxation systems: the artisans 

fulfilled their tax obligations according to the level of their painting skills. 184 The 

establishment of the se organizations facilitated the passing of techniques and sketches 

from master to apprentice. In addition to the skilled artisans of the workshops and 

academy, corvée laborers were conscripted for the construction of the caves. Although 

these people lacked professional skills, their labor made them indispensable for the heavy 

work involved in cave construction. 

The presence of organized institutions for the construction and decoration of the 

caves suggests the division of labor and collaboration that was necessary for the 

182 Stephen F. Teiser, "Picturing Purgatory: Illustrated Versions of The Scripture on the Ten Kings," in 
Jean-Pierre Drège et al. eds., Images de Dunhuang: dessins et peintures sur papier des fonds Pe/liot et 
Stein (Paris: École française d'Extrême-Orient, 1999), pp. 169-98. 
183 Sarah Fraser, Performing the Visual: The Practices ofBuddhist Wall Paintings in China and Central 
Asia, 618-960, p. 16. 
184 Ibid., pp. 22-24. 
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completion of a large project. Increasing organizational complexity also helps to explain 

the increasing size of the caves and abundance of their content. 

Monks also took a significant role at the Dunhuang caves. During the Tang 

dynasty, there were a number of monasteries at Dunhuang. 185 The monks and nuns acted 

as both the ritual specialists and the guardians of the caves. Monks from Qianyuan ~7G 

and Jinguangming :'ili:*SjJ Monasteries stayed at Dunhuang and took charge of the 

ordinary business ofthese caves. For example, they cleaned the caves, tookcare of the 

guests, and also buiIt the nearby irrigation system. 186 They were also active patrons of the 

caves especially caves constructed for meditation. 187 They were also invited to hold 

Buddhist ceremonies. 188 

Vimalakïrti Wall Paintings in the Prayers 

The patrons of the caves included a variety of people. Sorne were members of the great 

locallineages whose family members often held local official positions; others included 

lower level bureaucrats, local communities, and Buddhist clergy. 

Patrons included original owners and consecutive donors, according to the stage 

at which they contributed to a project. Owners were those who initiated the establishment 

of the cave and to whom the caves were attributed; consecutive donors supported cave 

maintenance and repair, or added their images to the wall of a pre-existing cave. 189 

185 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, pp. 203-04. 
186 Ma De, "Mogaoku yu Dunhuang fojiao jiaotuan" ~f,jijJœ.wJjztlî!{~~~IJ!I, in BNWK, vol, 25, pp. 296-
304. 
187 Ma De, "Mogaoku yu Dunhuang fojiao jiaotuan," pp. 305-08. 
188 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, p. 195. 
189 Ibid., pp. 160-61. 
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Although the boundaries are not entirely clear-cut, most Vimalaklrti paintings 

were commissioned under the name of locallineages. The existing prayer documents 

ifayuan wen ~J$îJ't)(), records of merit (gongdeji J)]1,i~~ê), and inscriptions on the wall 

paintings include important messages identifying the cave owners.190 From the Mid-

Tang, these prayers were characterized by lengthy texts, often including an account of the 

owners' lineage history as weIl as verses corresponding to the main content depicted in 

the mural. Many of these prayers were preserved in the Cave Library, which was sealed 

at the beginning of the Il th century and preserved a large number of documents written in 

the previous century.191 Among the se, l have found twelve texts relevant to Vimalaklrti 

wall paintings (Appendix 5). Ten ofthe twelve caves to which they refer were owned by 

prominent locallineages or high officiaIs (Caves 5, 61, 94, 98, 100, 108, 220, 231, 332, 

and 454). The other two caves (Cave 85 and 143) were owned by two Buddhist 

Controllers (sengtong {j"*fê). The Controllers were in charge of aIl Buddhist monastic 

establishments at Dunhuang, responsible for monitoring the number, qualifications, and 

conduct of Buddhist monks and nuns, as weIl as the financial affairs of the Buddhist 

monasteries.192 Although they were Buddhist monks, this was a de facto official position, 

and it was their families who inherited and maintained these caves after their deaths. 193 

Therefore, the VimalakIrti wall paintings appear more frequently in caves patronized by 

locally prominent lineages and high officiaIs. Their social roles, as influential and 

wealthy locallay Buddhists, gave them a deep sense of affinity with Vimalaklrti. 

190 Ji Xianlin *~*f comp., Dunhuang xue da cidian !l&tlî!.~*~:!J:!.!. (Shanghai: Shanghai cishu 
chubanshe, 1998),p. 182. 
191 Ibid., pp. 60-61. 
192 Ibid., p. 636. 
193 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, p. 223. 
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In these texts, narratives of lineage history are always intentionally intertwined 

with descriptions and appeals to the transcendent power of the cave motifs. The prayers 

also reveal the patrons' social status, gender, and position in the family through the 

ordering of names. Importantly, the history of the family was also situated in a larger 

social context. There are references to the family's contributions to local society or the 

country, disclosing their self-identification with both the locality and central Chinese 

power. Their involvement in social affairs often resulted in the imbuing of Confucian 

social values into Buddhist discourse. For example, the Yin ~ family commissioned 

cave 231, containing a Vimalakïrti painting on the eastem entrance, in 839. The family 

invited Master Dou JfXT, a scholar titled Tibetan Erudite *ff~t~±, to compose a 

prayer for their cave.194 

The gentleman Yin has a courtesy name Jiazheng. His ancestors were originally 

native to Xinye in Nanyang prefecture (Henan province) ... He led eight battle 

arrays at the pass [on the frontier]; when he was middle-aged he seized land. After 

ten years at war, he wandered about and finally arrived here. From that time, his 

descendents have been natives of Dunhuang. [My] great grandfather' s name is 

[Yin] Siyuan, the Grand Master for Proper Consultation of the Tang court ... [My] 

grandfather's name is [Yin] Tingjie, the Left Courageous Guard of the Tang 

court ... [My] father's name is [Yin] Bolun, the Mobile Corps Commander of the 

Tang court ... 

The regulations and the family registers were tumed over to the Tibetan 

court. The principles of the blood covenant are maintained in the relationship 

194 Ibid., pp. 291-96. 
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between nephew [i.e., Tibet] and uncle [i.e., the Tang court].195 Bears know how 

to love their cubs; [we] remove the swaddling [from our babies] and tattoo their 

bodies [following Tibetan customs]; husbands and wives untie their hairpins and 

plait their queues. How would one think if removed from the grace of previous 

days and [made to] bid farewell to the emperor who served the ten thousand 

generations? ln the year when this event [of Tibetan occupation] took place, 

people had to kneel before the masters ofthe two dynasties ... 

1 plan to chisel one cave and niche on Mount Mogao for the CUITent 

Emperor and his ancestors of seven generations, far-reaching and imperishable, a 

record for the future ... AIso, [my] younger brothers Jiazhen and Lichan, a monk of 

great virtue, [with expertise on] the Tripitaka and clerical regulations, from 

Shazhou, and others, further contemplated brotherliness and respect, and 

facilitated its glory. 

195 The relationship ofuncle and nephew probably refers to the marriages ofPrincess Wencheng 3Z::~ and 

Princess Jincheng ~~ to the Tibetan kings. A stele recording the marriages was erected in 823. See Zheng 
Shan, A History ofDevelopment of Tibet (Beijing: Foreign Language Press, 2001), pp. 90-91. 
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This prayer begins with a genealogy of the Yin lineage, and follows with an account of 

the dilemma they faced in struggling for survival under the Tibetan occupation while still 

maintaining loyalty to the Tang court. On the one hand, the family had to serve the 

Tibetans for the sake of the security of their lineage; on the other han d, they also 

identified themselves as Tang loyalists by devoting this cave to the Tang rulers. 

Following this, the text further de scribes the layout of the wall paintings. The last part of 

this text includes a record of a collective patronage group, composed of CUITent members 

of the Yin lineage. Although a brother (Lichan), sister (Zhihuixing ~~t1), and three 

nephews (Zhixin ~ JfX, Huai' e 'l'~:;;:, Ciri ~ B) had bec orne Buddhist clergy, the family 

did not consider them as chujiaren tH*A. (literally people who left home, here an 

common appellation for the Buddhists), but still regarded them as members. 

For the owners with high official position, the prayers often include more than 

only family concems. Cave 454, built between 940 and 942 with a Vimalakïrti painting 

on the eastem entrance, was owned by the Military Commissioner (jiedushi frJNf~) Cao 

Yuanshen 1ffJG~ (1oth cent.).l96 The prayer states, 

At this time, 1, the Minister of Works, the Military Commissioner of Hexi, first 

began by worshipping the eight classes of supematural beings (nâgas, devas, 

râksasas, gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kinnaras, and mahoragas), that they 

would protect the field office of the Military Commissioner from suffering 

disasters; Brahma, Sakra, and the four Maharajas (the four heavenly guardians), 

that they would pacify the upheavals of the country; that they would prote ct the 

196 According to Ma De, it is Cao Yuanshen who built the cave, and at a later time, other patrons repainted 
the muraIs with other themes of paintings. Contra his opinion, He Shizhe believes that the owners of Cave 
454 were Cao Yangong and his wife. See Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, pp. 131-32. 
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current king who forever wears a heavenly crown, bring peace to the ten dao,197 

and bring ease to the eight directions. Next, 1 would pray for my life, that it would 

be as long as Pengzu; for the Princess, the Queen of the State, that she will 

preserve female demeanor and support the rule; for the sons and daughters, that 

they will receive instructions for high-mindedness; for those who died, that their 

spirits will be rebom in the Pure Land; fOF the related lineages that they will be 

bequeathed with good fortune and permanent blessing; and for the people in the 

whole prefecture, that they will also have a slight share of the blessing. 

[The painting of] Sakyamuni coming to the meeting is clear and bright. The 

Xianjie Thousand Buddhas have a gracefullight on their heads, and the four 

Heavenly Guardians protect the world in order to pacify the places far away. The 

Bodhisattva Shengwen VM (Sravaka) testifies to the real nature of the entities. 

[The wall paintings of] Bao 'en Sutra are searches for good merit, [the painting of] 

Lotus Sutra [Saddharmapundarïka Sutra] instructs the unenlightened children. 

[The painting of] Jinguangming ~:YéEY3 Sutra persuades people powerfully, and 

[that of] Siyifantian ,1Sl:fiâ:fL"1( Sutra allows knowledge ofthings beyond ten 

thousand li. [The painting of] of Tianqingwen "1(g~rl=l, Sutra helps settle problems 

according to one's requests, and that of Huayan '$~ Sutra [Avatamsaka Sutra] 

talks about the origin of various results. [The wall painting of] of Lengqie fJ5ffJa 

197 The ten dao probably refers to the Ten Frontier Commands: Anxi ~jZ§, Beiting ~t~, Hexi ~iiTjZ§, 
Shuofang ~Jl1J, Hedong 1iiTm, Fanyang m~, Pinglu ZFll!., Longyou IlItî, Jiannan ~Urfj and Lingnan Wt 
rfj. The frrst nine were established during between 711 and 733, and Lingnan was established in 753. 
Dunhuang was under the rule of Hexi Commando See Denis Twitchett, The Cambridge His/ory of China, 
vol. 3, pp. 366-67; 448. 
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Sütra [Lanka Sütra] immediately gets rid of overly-eager wills, and that of Yaoshi 

~gjfj Sütra [Bhaisajya Sütra] projects the twelve highest prayers. Heresies are 

defeated, and [people] abandon evil and select the right way. Vimalaklrti 

manifests the sickness and his body; Sariputra instructs on the emptiness of all 

things, and the eight classes of supernatural beings that support this phenomenon. 

People who construct these caves avoid countless impending calamities, and those 

who see them have their sins removed, to the sands of the Ganges. 

198 Pengzu was said to be the descendent of Emperor Zhuanxu ffifi'tEJt He was enfeoffed at Pengcheng ~:f:~, 
and lived seven to eight hundred years old. See Wang Shumin .::EifilZJIJ]%, Liexian zhuanjiaoqian JU1Ù11$~~ 
(Taibei: Zhongyang yanjiuyuan Zhongguo wenzhe yanjiusuo choubeichu, 1995), p. 38. 
199 The Heavenly Princess, or Queen Mother of the State, was the honorable title ofnee Li, the Uygurian 
wife of Cao Yijin. See Ji Xianlin comp., Dunhuang xue da cidian, p. 361. 
200 Huang Yongwu comp., Dunhuang Baozang, vol. 128, p. 389 (Pelliot No. 3457). As for the transcription, 
see Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, pp. 130-31. 
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During his five year posting as the Military Commissioner, Cao Yuanshen spent three 

years building this cave?OI He not only prayed for his family's karma, but also for the 

peace of the region. AlI social strata were taken into consideration: from the emperor and 

his country, to Cao's family and relatives, to the Hexi region and the people. Mentioning 

his family and official responsibilities, the prayer confirmed his legitimate position in this 

region. Through its mentioning of images based on a variety of sutras, the prayer also 

indicates that the caves could be visualized as an imagined Buddha land. 

As l will discuss further below, these prayers were offered in ceremonies 

conducted after the completion of the wall paintings. In other words, at the moment of the 

prayer' s verbal articulation, the religious function of the visual presentation was ritually 

activated. The prayer and the cave complex were thus interrelated. When the visual and 

textual modes were combined, the cave complex showcased and publicized its influence 

through a sacred voice. 

Themes from the Vimalaklrti paintings were also mentioned in the above prayers. 

For example, the prayer for Cave 454 says "Vimalaklrti manifested his sickness and 

body" *t*§57T\m7T\~;202 the prayer for Cave 94 says, "The residence of Vimalaklrti is 

only one square zhang, but like a mustard seed could include the Sumeru" ~5:1J3t, 1f 

*jl\J~JîiJj;203 the prayer for Cave 231 says, "the paintings of the Bhaisajya-guru-vaidürya-

prabhiisa sütra, Pure Land Sütra, Avatamsaka sütra, Maitreya sütra and Vimalakïrti-

nirdda Sütra were separately painted on the Northern wall" ~tM~Hi~gm~'±~~iJj'j] 

201 Ibid. 
202 Ibid. 
203 Huang Yongwu, Dunhuang baozang, vol. 130, pp. 195-99. 
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*i.~::&-ffifl:l,204 "The sincere and virtuous MafijusrI is in a position of offering help, 

and inquired after (Vimalakïrti's) sickness" J111i3tJ**fI:lJ3iK, §1l]~~ê1*.205 In Cave 98, the 

prayer says, "to humbly manipulate the power of good, to open wide the door of upaya 

(expedient means).206 His kindnesses extends to the vast reaches, and far-reaching is the 

Using language as their mode ofrepresentation, the prayers are resolutely 

structured in a linear narrative. In comparison with the two-dimensional paintings, the 

explanation of the Vimalakïrti representation in the prayers limits itself to a partial 

perspective, meaning that sorne prayers emphasize Vimalakïrti's magic power, sorne his 

sickness and body, and sorne MafijusrI's virtue. The visual images, on the other hand, 

have an omniscient perspective missing in the texts. Furthermore, an of the images are 

distinguished by stability and continuity of composition, almost always adopting a 

roughly identical triangular frame (with the Buddha on top, and Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï 

on each side) combined with symmetrical composition. However, the linguistic 

descriptions, composed for the particular interests of patrons, show variation and 

individualism. 

Ritual and Caves 

There are no direct descriptions of the relationship between ritual and caves. However, 

based on the locations and appearances of the cave images, scholars have proposed 

204 Huang Yongwu, Dunhuang baozang, vol. 134, p. 4638. As for the transcription, see Ma De, Dunhuang 
Mogaoku shi yanjiu, p. 294. 
205 Ibid. 
206 Buddhism utilizes temporary means to achieve the true teaching. It could be utilized on a variety of 
occasions: Vimalaklrti' s hanging around the wine shops and brothels was considered means of expedience 
to instruct people; and his showing sickness is also for such a purpose. 
207 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, pp. 115-16. 
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several alternative associations between these images and ritual. Shi Weixiang, Bai 

Huawen, and Victor Mair tend to believe that these muraIs were visual aids for bianwen 

performance.2os However, arguing from the appearance and structure of the caves, Li 

Yongning *fk$ and Cai Weitang ~{~1-i't conclude that the dark cave chambers would 

preclude oral recitation rituals.209 Wu Hung furthers this argument by suggesting that 

these paintings were produced to demonstrate Buddhist devotion, and were not intended 

to be viewed by people; furthermore, in sorne cases the appearance of bianxiang predated 

that of bianwen and so could not have served as visual aids.210 Ning Qiang, in an 

examination of cave 220, argues that the family caves also functioned as familial 

shrines.211 The above scholars provide different views on the functions of the se visual 

images and the relationship between the two-dimensional wall paintings and the linear 

narrative of the sütra. 

There is no conclusive answer in the absence of further evidence. However, 

textual materials provide sorne clues to the ritual significance of the caves. Usually after a 

cave was built, a ceremony-a purificatory fast (zhaihui _fn or, more commonly, a 

feast-would take place. For example, the prayer patronized by Zhang Huaishen 5N*~~, 

includes mention of the preparation of a feast for 1000 people.212 The holding of these 

large gatherings ritually transformed the architecture of the caves into a visual 

representation of a Buddha land. Furthermore, this occasion also demonstrated the 

208 Shi Weixiang, p. 195. Victor Mair, Painting and Performance: Chinese Picture Recitation and Its 
Indian Genesis (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1988), p. 1. Bai Huawen, "What is 'Pien-wen'?" 
HJAS, 44.2 (1984), p. 505. 
209 Li Yongning and Cai Weitang, "Xiangmo bianwen yu Dunhuang bihua zhong de Laoducha 
doushengbian" ~M~::XW~UlîH!~.tj::lBkJ~lJe'Z.r"H!!H~. Quoted by Wu Hung, "What is Bianxiang? --
On the Relationship between Dunhuang Art and Dunhuang Literature," HJAS 52.1 (1992), pp. 134-35. 
210 Ibid., pp, 169-70. 
211 Ning Qiang, Art, Religion, and Politics in Medieval China, p. 5. 
212 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi yanjiu, p. 313. 
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collaboration between monks and lay communities?13 Nonetheless, no solid scholarship 

disc10ses the location of the feasts. 

In addition to these rituals, caves also played a role in rituals linked to annual 

festivals. During major festivals, candIes and lamps would be lit in every cave?14 On the 

eighth day of the twelfth month, the day commemorating the Buddha's enlightenment, 

and the fifteenth day of the first month, the Lantern Festival, lamps and candIes were lit 

in every cave. During the reign of the Guiyijun, the Military Commissioners or famous 

monks organized these festivals as well as other large-scale fasting ceremonies. Patrons 

would donate money to monks who stayed at the caves to dust and to light the candles.215 

Aiso during these festivals, caves without owners would be assigned to prominent local 

lineages, which willingly agreed to raise the funds necessary for worship. Pray ers offered 

during the festivals were often entitled "Texts for Lighting the Lanterns in the Sheyi 

Community" (sheyi randeng wen, m±E:H~MIî:3t) or "Texts for Fasting in the She" (shezhai 

wen, ffd:Jif:3t)?16 By suggesting the viewership, lighting candIes aimed at reactivating the 

votive space. 

Therefore, there are indications that viewership or the presence of worshippers 

was important in ritual activities connected to the caves. First, the caves served as the 

location for the visualization of a transcendent Buddhist world. Second, they were a site 

of significant ritual activity during important festivals. Third, they functioned as 

showcases for prominent lineages to publicize their status and record their merit. In aIl 

213 Jacques Gemet, Buddhism in Chinese Society: An Economic History From the Fifth to the Tenth 
Centuries (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), pp. 257-58. 
214 Ibid., pp. 194-95. 
215 Ibid., pp. 195-97. 
216 Ning Ke $nJ and Hao Chunwen #B~:x comps., Dunhuang sheyi wenshujijiao ~1Iff!±E.:xw~:fX 
(Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), pp. 16-17. 
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these cases, the viewers were composed of family members and vi si tors and the imagined 

Buddhist transcendental beings. 

The Buddhist Cave as a Showcase for Political Purposes 

The wall paintings represent stories taking place around the sixth century B.C.E, thus 

constituting a space in which this then-already-ancient world was preserved. Meanwhile, 

the visual representations incorporated a great number of contemporary elements, and 

these elements disclosed the political claims of their patrons. 

An image of the Chine se emperor appears in Cave 220 (fig. 2-8). This 

phenomenon, according to Ning Qiang, reflects the political orientation of the patron, the 

Zhai Family, a prominent family in Dunhuang?l? Zhai Fengda ~~jl, the first owner of 

the cave, was a calendarist, and sorne ofhis family numbers had served in the local army 

that participated in the Tang' s military occupation of Gaochang J%J l§ in 640.218 Cave 220 

was built two years later, when the ascending Tang power had recently secured regional 

peace, it would not be a surprise if this prominent local family would have liked to 

express their loyalty to the Tang emperor, Taizong (r. 619_42).219 After Cave 220 was 

built, similar images appeared in Cave 103. During the Tibetan reign, the image of the 

Chine se emperor was replaced by a Tibetan King (fig. 2-13). And consequently, the 

King's image was removed shortly after Zhang Yichao reclaimed the region. The 

217 Ning Qiang, Art, Religion, and Polilies in Medieval China, pp. 53-54. 
218 Shi Weixiang, "Sichou zhilu shang de Dunhuang Mogaoku ***~~~·1Ll:::If9~:J:lîl~~5i," in Dunhuang 
wenwu yanjiusuo comp., Dunhuang yarifiu werifi ~~-liff~:x~ (Lanzhou: Gansu renmin chubanshe, 
1982), p. 84. 
219 Duan Wenjie, "Dunhuang bihua zhong de yiguan fushi" ~5c:J:lîl~iltpB~r:&7Un~tnIi, in BNWK, vol. 5, p. 
38. 
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reinstallation of the Chine se emperor proclaimed the Zhang family's allegiance to the 

Tang. 

After the An Lushan rebellion (756-73), the Chinese central government could not 

control Western China, and this situation prevailed throughout the Tibetan occupation 

and the governance of the Guiyijun. As the h~ghest official position at Dunhuang, 

Military Commissioners had to cooperate with surrounding powers. Intermarriage with 

the Khotan and Uygur king doms was one method used to resolve potential conflicts. The 

owners of Cave 98, the Cao family, monopolized the position ofMilitary Commissioner 

from 915 to the 1036. During this period, they established close relationships with the 

Khotan and Uygur king doms through intermarriage with the Khotanese kings and Uygur 

princesses.220 For example, under the Vimalakïrti painting in cave 98, twenty-one patrons 

are listed, including Li Shengtian (Visa Sambhava, r. 912-66) who was the Khotan King 

and the son-in-Iaw of Cao Yijin, and Cao Yijin's wife who was a Uygur princess. 

Although these figures aIl belong to a large family, they were also represented by their 

official titles and social status. These listings conveyed the social status of the patrons 

and their diplomatic relations with the rulers. 

Conclusion 

Cave paintings clearly served religious purposes, and the Vimalakïrti theme was no 

exception. The medium of cave paintings distinguished itself from others: the paintings 

were drawn on the two-dimensional surface of the cave wall, but were situated in the 

three-dimensional space of the caves. When represented alongside images of lineage or 

220 As for their intennarriages, see Rong Xinjiang, Zhonggu Zhongguo yu wailai wenming, pp. 266-68. 
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official patrons, this theme manifested the patrons' devotion to Buddhism and concern 

for the afterlife. 

Meanwhile, one should note that the caves also conveyed political messages. 

Located on the Tang frontier and at the periphery of Tang cultural influence, the location 

of Dunhuang forced its residents, especially local officiaIs and lineages, to consider their 

political and cultural identity. These elements were intentionally represented in order to 

manifest their social status, which changed along with the changing political influence 

and domination of the Tibetan and Tang courts. 

The functions of the wall paintings and the rites carried out in the caves were 

significant aspects of the Buddhist caves. However, available primary sources do not 

provide definite answers in these areas. Further analysis will require new discoveries or 

alternative interpretations of existing materials. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis has discussed the transformation ofVimalakïrti paintings as visual images 

embedded with cultural meanings. The styles of the visual images ofVimalakïrti varied 

according to region and period. During the Southern Dynasties, two-dimensional painting 

on walls and paper was the dominant medium, and brushwork was highlighted. Copies of 

the original paintings not only imparted religious doctrines, but also came to be seen as 

masterpieces of painting technique. In the south, most patrons were famous temples, 

which were open to the general public. A number of famous artists incorporated the 

Vimalakïrti theme into their paintings, and many intellectuals were attracted by his 

charisma and rhetorical skills, as well as the elegant writing of the sutra. Therefore, the 

image of Vimalak1ï1:i in the south, in addition to its religious meaning, also signified the 

aesthetic and cultural tastes of intellectuals. 

In the north, three-dimensional stelae and sculptures were the dominant media; 

patrons of cave paintings were mainly imperial families of high social status, while those 

of stelae were mostly local communities of low status. Owing to their geographic 

locations, only members of particutar groups had access to these images. Although 

professional artisans were also influenced by the southern styles, differences in modes of 

production and media led to the development of a distinct tradition in the north. 

Meanwhile, since these visual presentations served a predominantly religious function, 

images ofVimalakïrti were also c10sely linked to descriptions in the original sutra. 

Representations during the Sui and Tang dynasties synthesized northern and 

southern styles. Intellectuals continued to appreciate Vimalakïrti as an ideal model of a 

wealthy and eloquent lay Buddhist. In Dunhuang, Vimalakïrti paintings gradually 
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occupied more space in the cave and came to constitute a separate theme. During this 

process, the location of these paintings, either on the entrance wall of the cave or 

alongside images of patrons, was directly associated with Vimalakïrti' s image as a lay 

Buddhist, an image that appealed to local elites. 

In the original sütra, Vimalakïrti drew together various religious, social, and 

cultural domains: he was a lay Buddhist capable of magical performances, such as 

requesting rice from the fragrant earth and seats from Sumeru Lamp King, he belonged to 

the upper classes, and he possessed excellent rhetorical skills and often chose to ignore 

social protocol, such as hanging around the wine shops and brothels. The rich meaning 

inherent to this figure facilitated its transformation in different cultural and temporal 

contexts. The image in the original sütra provided a degree of continuity, but local 

political and historical influences led to significant changes in style and content. 

Owing to limitations of space and availability of materials, this thesis has not 

pursued certain questions: first, after the Song dynasty, the Vimalakïrti theme remained 

popular among lay Buddhist literati paintings, such as works by Li Gonglin $0.M 

(1049-1106). This thesis has only considered relevant images until the mid-tenth century. 

Second, numerous materials, including information on the income and expenses 

associated with temple building and maintenance could disclose vital aspects of ongoing 

rituals. 1 hope to pursue this question further in my future research. Third, current 

publications on the Dunhuang images do not include the layout of the caves, nor do they 

touch on themes related to the Vimalakïrti themes. A further discussion of the rituals and 

spatial arrangement of these images would necessitate on-site research. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Chapters of the VimalakTrti-nirdesa Sutra221 

Number Chapter I=! 00 

1 The Buddha Land 1~~6b 

2 The Expedient Method of Teaching jJ~6b 

3 The Disciples' Reluctance to Visit Vimalakïrti ffl+rf1o 

4 The Reluctance of the Bodhisattvas ~~I=! .:g.fi"EOO 

5 Maiijusrï' s Consolation of the Invalid (Vimalakïrti) :X7-*gffiflJr~5*6b 

6 The Inconceivable Liberation /f1E"?~ I=! ";D\iÎ 00 

7 Looking at Living Beings 1miK±.rf1o 

8 The Buddha Path 1~illrf10 

9 Initiation into the Non-Dual Dharma Â/f=1!r~6b 

10 The Feast Brought by the Emanated Incarnation ~fj(1~rf10 

11 The Conduct of the Bodhisattva :tf~1jg:t0 

12 Seeing Ak~obhya Buddha J!1lliJ cr~+ iK) 1~rf10 

13 The Offering of Buddha . 1!1:!t.6b 

14 Injunction to Spread this Sütra 'lIml=! /,00 

221 The English translations were based on the editions of Robert Thunnan, The Holy Teaching of 
Vimalakïrti: A Mahayana Scripture. 
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Appendix 2: Translations of the Vimalakïrti-nirdesa Sütra222 

A) Chine se Translations 

No. Date of Translation Translated by Title 

1 188 Yan Fodiao Gu Weimojie jing 
f&{~~JWJ ctl*t.~â*~ 

2 222-229 Zhiqian Weimojie jing 
3tlll *t.~±m«< fi 1=11=1 n:r: 

3 291 or 296 Zhu Shulan Yi Weimojie jing 
M'"tRl9f :W*t.~±m«< /" ....... n ul::::P\.:I:: 

4 303 Dharrnarak~a Weimojie suoshuo fa men jing 
":!I 1! '=Iff 
~ Il= *t.~â pJTg3î1!F~*~ 

5 290-307 Zhi Mindu He Weimojie jing 
3tfj5zN h-*t.~±m«< I=!' "F p J:F cr:: 

6 Eastern Jin Gïtamitra Weimojie jing 
(317-419) ffrE~~ *t.~±m«< , pprcr:: 

7 406 Kumarajïva Weimojie suoshuo jing 
~.~{t *t.~âpJTg3î*~ 

8 650 Xuanzang Shuo Wugouchengjing 
jI~ "'~1HE!É{'" m«< r:1 ;'\ \\ l=f flJf\.::r:: 

B) Translations into Other Languages 

Language Date Translated by Title 

Tibetan The first quarter of the Chos fiid tshul 
ninth century khrims 

Tibetan Before the Cave Library (F our fragmentary 
was closed in 1035 manuscripts from 

Dunhuang) 
Sogdian Before the Cave Library Translated from (Fragment of a manuscript 

was closed in 1035 Kumarajïva' s found at Dunhuang) 
Chinese version 

Khotan Before the Cave Library (Fragment of a manuscript 
was closed in 1035 found at Dunhuang) 

222 The sources for Appendix 2 come from Étienne Lamotte, L'enseignement de Vimalakïrti 
(Vimalakïrtinirdda) (Louvain: Imprimerie Orientaliste, 1962), pp. 2-14. 
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A -Pllen d' 3 N th IX : or ern R t f ellresen a .ons 0 f th Vi l k- t" 'd' S-t ' S 1 t e lma a Ir l-mr esa uraID CUlplure 
Date Original Place Media Publishing information 
420 Bingling Cave Mural Gansu sheng bowuguan et al. 

169, Gansu comp., Binglingsi shiku, fig. 3. 
500 Shanxi Stele Renmin meishu chubanshe 

comp., Ancient Relics of China, 
pl. 184 

504 Unknown Stele Osvald Sirén, Chinese Sculpture, 
pl. 96. 

516-28 Southern WaH, Lintel Relief Longmen wenwu baoguansuo 
Guyang Cave, comp., Longmen shiku, pIs. 35-
Longmen 36. 

516-6837 Northern Wall, Lintel Relief Longmen wenwu baoguansuo 
Zhao Keshi Cave, comp., Longmen shiku, pl. 112. 
Longmen, Henan 

516-28 Southern WaH, Lintel Relief Longmen wenwu baoguansuo 
Lianhua Cave, comp., Longmen shiku, pl. 86. 
Longmen, Henan 

516-28 Northern Wall, Lintel Relief Longmen wenwu baoguansuo 
Guyang Cave, comp., Longmen shiku, pl. 29. 
Longmen, Henan 

518-24 Longmen Cave Inscription Longmen wenwu baoguansuo 
13, Shanxi comp., Lon~men shiku, pl. 53. 

517-28 Gongxian Cave 1, Sculpture Lu Xiuwen comp., Zhongguo 
Henan shiku tuwen zhi, vol. 1, p. 99. 

520 Henan Stele W. Perceval Yetts, Catalogue of 
the George Eumorfopoulos, vol. 
3, pp. 43-50 (pIs. 8-13). 

Ca. 525 Stele Osvald Sirén, Chinese Sculpture, 
pIs. 139-40. 

533 Stele Wenwu, 1959, 2 p.4. 
Northern Wei (386-534) Stele 10, Stele Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu 

Maijishan Cave yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan 
133, Gansu shiku,_pl. 95. 

Western Wei (535-56) Maijishan Cave Sculpture Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu 
102, Gansu yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan 

shiku, pl. 134 
Western Wei Maijishan Cave Sculpture Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu 

123, Gansu yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan 
shiku, pl. 139 

Western Wei Maijishan Cave Mural Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu 
127, Gansu yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan 

shiku, pl. 160 
Western Wei Maijishan Cave Mural Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu 

135, Gansu yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan 
shiku,_pp. 193-94. 
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535-540 Ruicheng, Shanxi Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 
Representations of VimalakIrti," 
pp. 49-52. 

551 Shanxi Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 
Representations of Vimalakïrti," 
pp. 49-52. 

554 Shanxi Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 
Representations of Vimalakïrti," 
pp. 49-52. 

536 Henan Emma Bunker, "Early Chine se 
Eastern Wei (534-50) Representations of Vimalakïrti," 

pp. 49-52. 
551 Henan Osvald Sirén, Chinese Sculpture 

Fram the Fifth ta the Faurteenth 
·Centurl',p). 233. 

557 Henan Osvald Sirén, Chinese Sculpture 
Fram the Fifth ta the Faurteenth 
Century, vol. 3, pIs. 235. 

562-64 Rubbing Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 
Representations of Vimalakïrti," 
pp. 49-52. 

Northern Qi (550-557) Carved Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 
stone base Representations of Vimalakïrti," 

pp. 49-52. 
575 Stele Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 

Representations of Vimalakïrti," 
pp. 49-52. 

Northern Qi Stele Davidson, Latus Sutra, fig. 6. 
Northern Qi Stele Osvald Sirén, Chinese Sculpture 

Fram the Fifth ta the Faurteenth 
Century, vol. 1, pl. 79. 

579 Henan Stele Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese 
Representations ofVimalakïrti," 
pp. 49-52. 

- 88 -



Appendix 4: Dunhuang Caves Containing the Vimalakïrti bianxiani23 

Dynasties and Periods Cave Number (#) Number 

Sui (581-617) 262, 276, 277, 314, 380, 417,419, Il 

420,423,425,433 

Tang Early Tang 68, 203, 206, 220, 242, 322, 332, Il 34 

(618-906) (618-704) 334,335,341,342 

High Tang 103, 194 2 

(705-780) 

Mid Tang 133, 159, 186,231,236,237,240, 9 

(781-847) 359 360 365224 , , 

Late Tang 9, 12, 18, 85, 94, 132, 138, 139, 12 

(848-906) 143,150,156,369 

Wudai (907-959) 5, 6, 22, 44, 53, 61, 98, 100, 108, 17 

121 146, 261, 342, 334, 335, 454, 

(Y)32 

Song (960-1279) 7,25,172,202,203,264,437, 7 

Total 69/65225 

223 Data between the Sui and Song dynasties cornes from He Shizhe, "Weimojie jingbian," in Dunhuang 
shiku quanji, pp. 181-249. 
224 Ma De, Dunhuang Mogaoshi yanjiu, p. 98. 
225 The total number should be sixty-nine. Since Weimobian were created a second time during the Wudai 
and Song dynasties in four caves (#203, #334, #335, #342), there are sixty-five caves in total. 
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Appendix 5: Table of Caves with Their Corresponding Inscriptions 

Cave Date Patron Source Credits 

5 957 Du Yansi Dunhuang Mogaoku gongyangren tiji, p. 228. 
*±~JiSl 

61 950 Cao Yuanzhong Dunhuang yanjiuyuan comp., Dunhuang Mogaoku 
lHf-J::f::t 
SJCJb\ gongyangren tiji, p. 225. 

85 862-867 Farong 1!~ "Zhai jia bei" ~~~. 
(Zhai sengtong Dunhuang yanjiuyuan comp., Dunhuang Mogaoku 
~{tfMê) gongyangren tiji, p. 210. 

94 880 Zhang Huaishen "Zhang Huishen gongde ji" 5:1H~i*J)Jl~g~. 

5:R*~ Pelliot No. 3720. 
98 923-925 Cao Yijin "Hexi jiedushi shangshu juan ku fayuanwen" l6Jg:§I~1J 

lHf~~ sn \? ~f~ftIT~~16S~WJtx; "Hexijiedushi shangshu zao 
daku gong de qiyuan wen" 1BJESfi1J~f~ftIT~j§*jffi 
J}]1J~UfvrWJtx. 
Pelliot No. 2762; Pelliot No. 3781. 

100 939 Cao Yuande fi "Gongde ji" J}J1,"~~. 
JC1~ et al. Stein No. 4245. 

108 935-939 Zhang Huaiqing "Duya juan dakan fayuanwen" :J!m1ftJ~*.~WJtx 
5:R'I~~ Pelliot No. 3550. 

143 Wang Sengtqng "Changxin sinian Hexi dusengtong Dangquan j ianku 
3:.{tf*Jê shangliangwen ~~l2:9if1BJES:J!m{tf*Jê:Ef ~~jffi J:~ 

Y:.." 
Pelliot No. 3302. 

220 642 Zhai Tong "Zhai jia bei" ~~~ 
~mî Pelliot No. 4640. 

231 839 Yin Jiazheng "Dabo gu Dunhuang jun Mogaoku Yin chushi gong 
~~I& xiu gong de ji" *~t&~j:liH!~~r&:!jffi~Œt±0~~J}J 

/.ii\:î"'~ tts'P . 

Pelliot No. 4638; Pelliot No. 4660. 
332 698 LiDa*~; "Lijun Mogaoku xiu fokan bei" *tt~r&:!jffi{~{~. 

Li Kerang *5l ~,in Su Bai mS, Zhongguo shikusi yanjiu r:p~E 

~ jffi~:oJf1G (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1996), pp. 
264-69. 

454 940-942 Cao Yuanshen Hexi jiedushi sikong zao daku gongde zan 1BJESfi1J~ 
flJC~ {~P]?'G~&*pbJ}]~~ P =..m jffi ,t;;P7" 

Pelliot No. 3457. 
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Figures 

Fig. 1-1 

Cave 169: Vimalaklrti and MafijusrI, wall painting. Bingling si j:pgjl~, Gansu province. 
Date: 420. 
Gansu sheng bowuguan et al. comp., Binglingsi shiku, fig. 3. 
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Fig. 1-2 

Cave 6: Vimalakïrti, Buddha, and MafijusrÏ, relief. Yungang ~/û'iJ, Shanxi province; 
Date: 477-83. 
Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese Representations ofVimalakïrti," Artibus Asiae 30. 1 
(1968): 35. 
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Fig. 1-3 

Cave 5A: Vimalak:ïrti, relief. Yungang, Shanxi province. Date: 465-94. 
Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese Representations ofVimalak:ïrti," Artibus Asiae 30.1 
(1968): 35. 
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Fig. 1-4 

Cave 45: Vimalakïrti, relief. Yungang, Shanxi province. Date: 495-524. 
Shanxi sheng wenwu gongzuo weiyuanhui et al. comps., Yungang shiku, fig. 100. 
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Guyang tIi~ Cave: Vimalakïrti and MafijusrÏ, relief. Longmen lilîr~, Henan province. 
Date: 516-28. 
Longmen wenwu baoguansuo comp., Longmen shiku, fig. 29. 
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Fig. 1-6 

Cave Lianhua ji:.(E: Vimalakïrti and MafijusrÏ, relief. Longmen, Henan province. Date: 
516-28. 
Longmen wenwu baoguansuo comp., Longmen shiku, fig. 86. 
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Fig. 1-7 

Binyang it~~ Cave III: upper---Vimalakïrti; lower---MafijusrI, relief. Longmen, Henan 
province. Date: 508-523. 
Emma Bunker, "Early Chine se Representations ofVimalaklrti," Artibus Asiae 30.1 
(1968): 36. 
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Fig. 1-8 

1 

Cave 1: Vimalakïrti, sculpture. Gongyi il:~, Henan province. Date: 386-534. 
Lu Xiuwen comp., Zhongguo shiku tuwen zhi, vol. 1, p. 99. 
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Fig. 1-9 

Cave 127: Debate between Vimalakïrti and MafijusfÏ, wall painting. Maijishan, Gansu 
province. Date: 535-56. 
Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan shiku, fig. 160. 
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Fig 1-10 

Cave 102: Vimalakïrti; Cave 123: Mafijusrï. Sculpture. Maijishan, Gansu province. Date: 
535-56. 
Tianshui Maijishan shiku yishu yanjiusuo comp., Maijishan shiku, figs. 134; 139. 

- 108 -



Fig. 1-11 

NORTIIERNWFl DYNASTY (386-534) 
CHILI 

Debate between Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï, stele. Zhili @:~~, Hebei province. Date: 527. 
Osvald Sirén, Chinese Sculpture Fram the Fifth ta the Faurteenth Century, vol. 1, fig. 
153. 
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Fig. 1-12 

Debate between Vimalakïrti and MafijusrÏ, stele. Northern China. Date: Eastern Wei 
(534-50). 
Emma Bunker, "Early Chinese Representations ofVimalakïrti," Artibus Asiae 30.1 
(1968): 40. 
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Fig. 2-1: 

,,~v , _h" W~, 

Cave 420, western wall: Debate between Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï, wall painting. 
Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: Sui (581-618). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 191. 
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Fig. 2-2: 

Cave 433, ceiling: Debate between Vimalakïrti and Maiijusrï, wall painting. Dunhuang, 
Gansu province. Date: Sui (581-618). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 193. 

- 112-



Fig. 2-3 

Cave 276, wall painting. Left: Mafijusrï; right: Vimalakïrti. Dunhuang, Gansu province. 
Date: Sui (581-618). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 192. 
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Fig. 2-4 

Cave 220 Cave 172 

Floor Plan and Cross Section of the Canopy Ceiling Caves 
Cave 220. Date: Early Tang (618-704). Cave 172: High Tang (705-80). Dunhuang, 
Gansu province. 
Xiao Mo, Dunhuangjianzhu shi, p. 309. 
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Fig. 2-5 

Upper: amuni 
Lower Left: MafijusrÏ 
Lower Right: Vimalakïrti 

Cave 220, eastern wall: Debate between Vimalakïrti and MaftjusrÏ, wall painting. 
Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: Early Tang (618-704). 
Ning Qiang, Art, Religion, and PoUties in Medieval China: The Dunhuang Caves of the 
Zhai Farnily, p. 57. 
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Fig. 2-6 

Cave 220, detai! of eastern wall: VimalakIrti, wall painting. Dunhuang, Gansu province. 
Date: Early Tang (618-704). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 204. 
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Fig. 2-7 

Cave 220, detail of eastern wall: Non-duality Hand Ge sture of Mafijusrï, wall painting. 
Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: Early Tang (618-704). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 210. 
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Fig. 2-8 

Cave 220, detail of eastern wall: MafijusrI and the Chinese emperor, wall painting. 
Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: Early Tang (618-704). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 210. 
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Fig. 2-9 

Cave 103, eastem wall: Debate between Vimalaklrti and Mafijusrl, wall painting. 
Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: High Tang (705-80). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 212. 
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Fig. 2-10 

Cave 103, eastern wall: Vima1akïrti, wall painting. Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: 
High Tang (705-80). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 214. 
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Section of "Lidai diwang tu" (Emperors of the Successive Dynasties), Emperor Wudi of 
the Northem Zhou and Chen Houzhu ~*13t± (r. 582-89) 
Attributed to Yan Liben (?-673). Handscroll, ink and color on silk. Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, U.S. 
Richard M. Barnhart, et al. comp., Three Thousand Years ofChinese Painting (New 
Haven: Yale University Press; Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1997), p. 62. 
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Fig 2-12 

Cave 159, eastern wall: Debate between Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï, wall painting. 
Dunhuang, Gansu province. Date: Tibetan Occupation (777-848). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 228. 
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Fig 2-13 

Cave 159, detaii of eastern wall: Tibetan roIer, wall painting. Dunhuang, Gansu province. 
Date: Tibetan Occupation (777-848). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, p. 228. 
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Fig 2-14 

Cave 61, eastern wall: Debate between Vimalakïrti and Mafijusrï, wall painting. Date: 
Five Dynasties (907-59). 
He Shizhe, Dunhuang shiku quanji: Fahuajing huajuan, pp. 241-42. 
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