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Dunhuang although internationally known is
infrequently visited. The Mogao shrine at Dunhuang
is a cluster of 492 caves, containing 45,000 square
metres of frescoes and 2,415 stucco statues. This is
a precious art heritage of the world. It has great
historical and artistic value. These caves were
created, renovated and maintained continually with
devotion and care from the 4th upto the 14th
century. They were also maintained during the
subsequent periods up till the 19th century. From
the 7th to 9th century, culture and art enjoyed a
golden period in China, so did Dunhuang Art.

In this volume we have provided an English
translation of selected writings of Prof. Duan Wenjie,
Director of the Dunhuang Academy who has given a
chronological study of the contents inside the
Mogao caves with several decades of research of
the Dunhuang Academy under his command.

Prof. Tan Chung, the editor, has furnished an
illuminating introduction, while Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan,
the driving spirit behind this volume, has made
succinct comments in her ‘Foreword’. A valuable
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Appendix 1 information on all the Mogao caves has been added.

Conservation and Copying of Cultural Relics at Colour and black and white photographs and fine

Dunhuang Appendix 2 sketches by Vineet Kumar supplement the text.

Periodization of the Mogao Caves The Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts is
committed to exploring all dimensions of art. It feels

A Glimpse of the Mogao Caves privileged to place before art historians and art

lovers of the English-speaking world first-hand
information about this unique art gallery going back

Glossar . .
y to one-and-a-half millennia.
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Foreword

Mogao Grottoes, Dunhuang --- the very name conjures up a vision of caves lying in the proximity of sand-
dunes across the Gobi desert almost touching Turfan and Turkistan. Ever since the discovery of these
caves, they have attracted scholars from far and wide. For me too, this was a dream. For years | had
perused the reproductions of Dunhuang in many books, looked at the materials brought by Sir Aurel
Stein, now in the National Museum, and hoped that one day it would be possible to see the originals in
their natural setting. Such an opportunity arose when | was invited to attend an International Symposium
on Dunhuang organised by the Dunhuang Academy in 1990. | took this journey by plane and not on foot
or on camel back, not through the arduous paths of travellers, pilgrims and traders who had crossed the
mountain passes and deserts, and yet the dramatic change in the landscape was evident. Flying over the
Gobi desert and the dark-green rocky jade cliffs, gradually we were amongst sand-dunes conglomerates.
A vast panorama of caves by the thousands opened up until | found myself suddenly in front of the
Dunhuang Caves --- the caves which had called many monks and laymen for centuries. As | entered this
dream-world of half-luminosity, | remembered a poem written by a contemporary Buddhist scholar, Zhao
Puchu, namely:

"Angels hovering the sky with joy,
Enlightened path lies for men's choice,
Hands with umbrellas and garlands,
Tender is the preacher's exalted glance.
They fly non-stop through eternity,

With delight, devotion and dignity,

I am happy to come for pilgrimage,

To this jewel of cultural heritage."

Dunhuang epitomizes the mutual dialogue between India and China over the centuries. The creative
energies of each, in symbiosis but distinct, are in evidence here in a manner which speaks of a
continuous and sustained dialogue at multiple levels of communications between two great cultures. The
opening and extension of the Silk Route served as a bridge for direct contact between the two countries
by way of trade and commerce. But there was also a constant stream of religious, cultural and deeper
spiritual communication. Buddha and his teachings were the inspiration for the goals of this journey.

Monks from India had travelled to China while many from China also travelled to India to collect Buddhist
scriptures. This interchange flowered in many ways in philosophy, literature and poetry. It also manifested
itself in line and colour, mass and volume in terracotta and stucco statues, frescoes and murals in this
breath-taking impressive group of 492 caves covering 45,000 square metres of mural paintings, 2,415
stucco images of the Buddha and Bodhisattvas. Historically the span of creative activity is equally
impressive, extending from the fourth to the fourteenth century.

What a treasure and what a privilege to be able to view these caves which had been closed to the public
for many decades! As | walked through these caves and looked at the wall paintings, stucco figures and
the terracottas, | realised that some of the materials in these caves, particularly manuscripts, silk banners
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and other antiquities were today distributed in many repositories of the world including Italy, Germany,
United Kingdom, Russia and India. For the art historians and scholars of Buddhist studies, this material,
both in situ and that which lies fragmented in many parts of the world, is an invaluable world heritage
comparable to the artistic creativity evidenced in Ajanta in India.

Since the establishment of the Dunhuang Academy in 1944, two scholar-painters along with many
associates have been copying these paintings for many decades. Professor Chang Shuhong and
Professor Duan Wenjie have lived in these caves as custodians, art-historians and painters. Their
identification with these caves and their contents is so complete that one cannot think of dissociating the
Dunhuang caves from Professor Duan Wenjie and his distinguished predecessor Professor Chang
Shuhong.

Although there has been much critical literature on Dunhuang in English and other European languages
there was the need to have the authentic voice of a Chinese with a distinct Chinese viewpoint in the
interpretation of Dunhuang. | was aware that Prof. Duan Wenjie had written a book on Dunhuang which
he had graciously presented to me. | took courage to request Professor Duan to permit IGNCA to
translate his work into English for publication. My colleague, Professor Tan Chung, undertook this difficult
task and the volume is before us.

We have brought out this volume as a partial fulfilment of the cherished goals of the Indira Gandhi
National Centre for the Arts to encompass achievements of art and culture of humankind. The volume is
divided into three parts. First, the "Introduction” by Professor Tan Chung provides an overview of the
history of Dunhuang, of Dunhuang becoming the celebrated repository of wall-paintings and stucco
statues, of the Dunhuang Institute and of Professor Duan's contribution to Dunhuang art. The second part
which is also the main part of the volume contains the English translation of selected articles of Professor
Duan, mostly from his volume in Chinese. As his essays were written at different times, repetition of
contents is unavoidable. We have done a selection not only to keep the repetition to the minimum but
also to ensure that the volume speaks to a larger readership. The third part is a brief description of each
of the 492 caves of the Mogao Grottoes which is largely an abridged translation of the Chinese materials
supplied by the Dunhuang Academy which, | am told, is the labour of love of Professor Shi Weixiang who,
like Professor Duan, | had the pleasure to meet both at Dunhuang and again in New Delhi in 1991, when
they came as the honoured guests of IGNCA.

Through this book, perhaps we are attempting to communicate the vision and the distinctive approach of
Professor Duan to this great monument of world cultural heritage. | have no doubt that this volume will
make a distinct contribution to the critical literature on Dunhuang and it is hoped that the Dunhuang
Academy will sponsor and promote further such studies.

| am glad that this volume is being released to coincide with the Golden Jubilee Celebrations of the
Dunhuang Academy in August 1994. | offer this volume as a token of our felicitations and greetings to our
sister institute. Although the Dunhuang Academy is fifty years old, it is full of youth and maturity. | have no
doubts that it will grow and provide more avenues of exploration of the heritage.

Kapila Vatsyayan
New Delhi

June, 1994
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People's Republic of China 1949--
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Introduction

Sakyamuni Buddha, Cave No. 260, Northern Wei

We Have brought out this volume to introduce Dunhuang art to a wider readership of English language
within and outside India. Our book features a picture of Dunhuang art vividly painted by its greatest
authority, Professor Duan Wenjie, a man who has spent a lifetime preserving, studying, documenting and
propagating the art of Dunhuang. Now in the seventy-eighth year of his life, Duan Wenijie is still the doyen
of the Dunhuang studies in China besides being the active Director of the Dunhuang Academy. There is a
certain history attached to the fact that this volume, the first of its kind in India, is brought out by the Indira
Gandhi National Centre for the Arts (IGNCA), New Delhi.

A Historic Meeting

On 12th October 1990, a historic meeting took place in the Mogao Grottoes between Dr. Kapila
Vatsyayan and Professor Duan Wenjie. The former is an exponent of Indian art as well as an
administrator dispensing with matters of art and culture in the Government of India for four decades. The
latter is a representative of Chinese culture and art, an art historian and analyst, a custodian of cultural
relics in Dunhuang for over four decades. This writer was present at that meeting as a go-between.
Another person present in the meeting was Ms. Fan Jingshi, Vice-Director of the Dunhuang Academy.

After a gap of three decades this was the first direct meaningful exchange of views on the art and culture
of India and China between their own scholars . The meeting, in a sense, reflected the determination of
the two great civilizations to begin a vigorous dialogue and a direct transmission of ideas and exchange of
information and insights concerning the two great civilizations of mankind.

Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan was, then, Member-Secretary of IGNCA. She and Professor Duan Wenijie, Director
of Dunhuang Academy, initiated a meaningful start of a long-term collaboration between the two
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institutions. In her usual style of do-it-here-and-now, she made the following offers to Prof. Duan:

1) IGNCA to invite a delegation from Dunhuang Academy to visit India to see Indian cultural relics and
interact with Indian scholars and experts;

2) IGNCA to invite Dunhuang Academy to exhibit the reproduction of the Dunhuang murals in New Delhi
to bring them to inform and educate the Indian public;

3) IGNCA to sponsor two scholars from the Dunhuang Academy to study Sanskrit and Indian history and
culture in India; and

4) IGNCA to translate Chinese studies on art and culture and publish them in India for the benefit of
Indian experts as well as general readers.

The first three proposals have already been translated into reality. This book is an implementation of Item
4, the first of a series to be brought out by IGNCA about Chinese art and culture. This is a humble
contribution from Dr. Vatsyayan and myself personally, and from IGNCA and its Area Studies Division,
East Asian Programme institutionally, to the development of Sino-Indian friendship and understanding for
future generations.

I must not fail to mention another significant event arising from the first-ever visit to India of the Dunhuang
delegation comprising Director Duan Wenjie and his senior colleague in the Academy, Professor Shi
Weixiang. Taking advantage of their presence in New Delhi in November 1991, a seminar on the "Cave
Art of India and China" was organized under the auspices of IGNCA in collaboration with National
Museum and Archaeological Survey of India. Apart from seventeen Indian art historians, archaeologists,
museologists and other scholars, scholars from USSR, France and Germany also participated in the
Seminar. Mr..N.Deshpande;M.N.Deshpande, former Director-General of Archaeological Survey of India,
was the Convenor of the Seminar. The valedictory address was delivered by Dr. Shankar Dayal Sharma,
then Vice President and now President of India.

The Seminar was complemented by three well-attended special lectures on the art of Mathura, Ajanta
and Dunhuang on three consecutive days." These lectures became an extension of the Seminar, and
brought about a wider interaction between the participants and scholars from other fields. On December
23, 1991, Professor Duan Wenijie also delivered a lecture on Dunhuang at the National Museum to mark
the opening of the Dunhuang Art Exhibition in New Delhi.

The Seminar and the four lectures, in addition to the Dunhuang Exhibition, initiated what Dr. Vatsyayan
and Professor Duan had desired a year ago --- a vigorous dialogue between the two great cultural
traditions of India and China. In addition to the free flow of information and insight, the Seminar and
lectures also helped to set aside misinformation and misunderstanding sprung up during long period of
separation between the two cultures.

The Exhibition which was on view from December 23, 1991 to February 3, 1992, was a significant cultural
event in the Indian capital. The President of India and the Prime Ministers of India and China, the Acting
Minister for Culture of the Chinese Government, and Mrs. Sonia Gandhi sent messages of
congratulations to IGNCA on the occasion of the Exhibition.

In his message the President, . Venkataraman;R. Venkataraman wrote: "The paintings of these caves

were inspired by the message of the Buddha, especially in the form of AvalokiteSvara. The Thousand
Buddha caves are a testimony to the devotion, concentration and artistic skills of self-denying monks, the
creators of the paintings." He added that "the initiative of a few Chinese scholars and painters who have

9
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organized this Exhibition will enable Indian viewers to experience the beauty and exquisiteness of the
originals." He felt confident that “this Exhibition will, furthermore, stimulate comparative research in Indian
and Chinese cave art." President Venkataraman visited the Exhibition on January 18, 1992 and viewed
the paintings with keen interest.

The Prime Minister of India, Mr. .V. Narasimha Rao;P.V. Narasimha Rao, said in his message:

"Two great civilizations --- India and China --- have been in mutual dialogue for centuries. Both the
dialogue as also the distinctiveness have been inspired in no small measure through the spread of
Buddhism. Pilgrims from each country have visited the other. The pilgrimage and trade routes provided
opportunity for the flowering of creative energies in both the countries. The paintings and sculpture of the
Dunhuang caves represent this cultural synergism as do the Ajanta caves of India."

In his message Mr. Li Peng, Premier of the People's Republic of China, said:

"There is a long history of cultural exchanges between China and India. As far back as two thousand
years ago, the introduction of Buddhism to China ushered in such exchanges. The opening up and
extension of the silk road served as a bridge for direct contacts between the two countries. That was
followed by a constant stream of religious, cultural and commercial interchanges. The exploits of the
famed Tang Dynasty monk Xuan Zang who went on a pilgrimage to the west for Buddhist scriptures in
the seventh century has long been a household story and is viewed as a brilliant chapter in the annals of
Sino-Indian friendship. This exhibition of China's Dunhuang Murals in India both testifies to the
achievements of our centuries-old exchanges in the religious and cultural fields and plants the seeds for
further blossoming of our peoples' friendly contacts. As a link between the past and the future, it is an
event of great significance and an occasion for congratulations."

The Dreamland of Dunhuang

Dunhuang is situated at the westernmost end of the Gansu
Corridor . It is in a valley flanked by the two mountain ranges of
Qilian and Beishan, with the confluence of two rivers, Sule and
Danghe, forming a series of lakes and saline beaches and the
Yushuquan basin --- places which attracted settlers in the past,
and tourists in the present.

Dunhuang is a little oasis in the vast Gobi desert which a large
number of foreign traders and pilgrims had succeeded or failed to
reach in historical times because of the endless ocean of sand
separating it from the densely peopled areas to its west. Yet,
today, it is probably the most fancied oasis on earth. The dead
silence of the surrounding desert is pounded by the thunder of
modern jetliners for two to three hundred times a year. In the last
several decades it has attracted visitors not only from among
scholars, specialists and art lovers, but also politicians and state
leaders of China and foreign countries.

r—— L™ T
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Interior of Cave No. 431, Northern Wei

Dunhuang is situated at the westernmost end of the Gansu Corridor . It is in a valley flanked by the two
mountain ranges of Qilian and Beishan, with the confluence of two rivers, Sule and Danghe, forming a
series of lakes and saline beaches and the Yushuquan basin --- places which attracted settlers in the
past, and tourists in the present.

Dunhuang is a little oasis in the vast Gobi desert which a large number of foreign traders and pilgrims had
succeeded or failed to reach in historical times because of the endless ocean of sand separating it from
the densely peopled areas to its west. Yet, today, it is probably the most fancied oasis on earth. The dead
silence of the surrounding desert is pounded by the thunder of modern jetliners for two to three hundred
times a year. In the last several decades it has attracted visitors not only from among scholars, specialists
and art lovers, but also politicians and state leaders of China and foreign countries.

Contrary to historical experience, the entry into Dunhuang today no longer lies from the west. Dunhuang
is just about halfway between New Delhi and Beijing. But the most convenient way to reach Dunhuang
from New Delhi is to fly first to Beijing, and then, transfer oneself to Chinese domestic flights of the
Beijing-Lanzhou and Lanzhou-Dunhuang sectors. Once in Lanzhou, the capital city of Gansu province, a
visitor finds himself in the midst of the attractions of Buddhist cave art which lie all around him/her.

A one-day tour can be easily undertaken by getting off at the modern monument of Liujiaxia Dam and
hydro-power station on the Yellow River, and then taking the launch to sail upstream along the newly
created reservoir which now forms a widened course of the river. An ancient Chinese saying goes
"Shenren chu, Huanghe qing" (The Yellow River will have green water only if a sage emerges). The
foreign tourist today enjoying a cruise from Liujiaxia to the Binglingsi Grottoes riding on green waves all
the way may feel the presence of modern sages who are trying to give a facelift to this relatively
backward part of the country. He may feel greatly excited when suddenly a huge 27-metre statue of an
ancient Indian sage, Buddha, stands before him among the grotesque old rock formations on the right
bank. This is Binglingsi which is a Tibetan name meaning the "Temple of a hundred thousand Buddhas".
The grottoes have preserved sculptures and murals created from the 5th to the 16th century, comprising
34 caves and 149 niches, 900 square metres of murals, 694 stone-carved and 82 stucco
images/dunhuang of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

Southeast of Lanzhou, in the vicinity of Tianshui city is another renowned cluster of caves --- Maijishan
Grottoes. Maijishan or "Hill of Heaped Wheat" is actually a huge 150-metre-high bamboo-shoot-shaped
rock so densely adorned with Buddhist shrines that when one looks from a distance one sees only a
mass of honeycombs. The shrines date from the 4th to the 12th century. Although there has been much
destruction over the years, including a severe earthquake in the year 734 which split the rock into two and
destroyed all the shrines in the centre, there are still 194 caves with more than 7,000 rock-cut and stucco
images/dunhuang and 1,300 square metres of mural paintings.

There are a score of other ancient Buddhist grottoes around Lanzhou, including the three giant Buddha
figures carved in relief in the Lashaosi cave near Wushan county (the central Buddha figure being 60
metres in length), but the foreign visitor's first destination from Lanzhou is surely Dunhuang, at a distance
of three hours of non-stop flying over the Gobi desert and the snow-capped Qilian range. There is an
evident attempt at afforestation in Dunhuang county, and an old visitor always finds new trees, new fields
and new modern hotels on every successive trip. If the oasis of Dunhuang is thriving today it is mainly
because of the importance of the Mogao Grottoes. In earlier times, it must have been much more
prosperous and dynamic, otherwise the extravaganza of Buddhist art in Dunhuang would not have been
there.

11
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The magical name of Dunhuang had existed long before Sir Aurel Stein publicized it to the world after he
had discovered it in 1907. We have in the Dunhuang Manuscripts six hand-written versions of twenty
poems entitled "Dunhuang nianyun" (Twenty Hymns to Dunhuang) which were in circulation in the 8th
century or even earlier.” The sixth poem says:

"Thousands of miles
Connecting the site

With the Western States;
The famous Yang Gate
Has been here

A thousand years."

"Yangguan" (the Yang Gate) lies just a few hours' bus journey away from the Mogao Grottoes to the west.
The famous Tang poet, Wang Wei (701?-761), wrote his immortal song "Yangguan qu" (Song of the Yang
Gate) expressing these sentiments:

"A morning shower rinsed away

The dust that'd covered Town of Wei,
Green, green, the place | stay,
Weeping willows fresh and gay.

Come, my friend, another drink to cheer
While you are here at the border area,
Once you go beyond the Gate of Yang
No friend of old will you find around."’

There was another Gate, Jiayuguan, in the vicinity of Dunhuang which is just a stop away by air from
Lanzhou or Dunhuang. Historically, the two gates had controlled the gateway to China from the Han
Dynasty onwards until the area of Xinjiang (Chinese Turkestan) was brought into Chinese territory during
the Manchu Dynasty (1644-1911). Dunhuang, as the administrative headquarters controlling these two
gates and the adjacent areas, became itself the gateway of China for one-and-half-millennia. Although it
was an oasis deep in the Gobi desert, garrison troops, transit caravans and travelling diplomats and other
officials frequented it and contributed to its importance and prosperity.

I remember my first trip to Dunhuang by train from Lanzhou in 1983. The nearest railway station, Liuyuan,
was about two hundred kilometres away from Dunhuang. A jeep sent from the Dunhuang Research
Institute (now the Dunhuang Academy) carried the two of us, the driver and myself, bumping all the way
in the endless desert at night. | suddenly felt that | had entered a world without living beings; the only
things moving were two men and the machine of four wheels. But, there was something pulling us ahead.
| recalled what the fifth century Chinese pilgrim, Faxian, had written when he was travelling across the
desert (the same as | was crossing): there was neither a road, nor a sign to read. The only road-signs
available were the skeletons of the dead. Wherever the dead lay, there lay the road to India. What a
thought!

How admirable were the pioneers who in their quest for Buddhadharma had set aside all other personal
considerations; not even the sight of the dead lying all over the desert could daunt their enthusiasm for
their travels! At that moment, | was overwhelmed by a current of warm emotion that |, too, was on the
same track. Being the descendant of Faxian and Xuanzang, | was on my way to rediscover the brilliant
chapter in the annals of Sino-Indian contacts which was written by the spirit of dedication and self-
sacrifice which the Gobi Desert has stood as our witness.

| had seen the caves of Ajanta, Ellora and Aurangabad in India, and those of Yun'gang and Longmen in

12
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China before my first visit to the Mogao Grottoes. At the other cave sites you could see something
extraordinary even at a distance, and you automatically exclaimed "Wow!" even before entering the
caves. Here at Dunhuang, the external appearance was ordinary, if not unimpressive; but no sooner had
you stepped into any one of the dark rooms than were you suddenly seized by the feeling of entering into
another world.

Once you were inside the caves it was hard to believe that the celestial beings of Mogao were ever
exposed to the elements or subjected to the wear and tear of time; you were surrounded by an
atmosphere of ageless preservation. Here you saw for yourself 492 caves sheltering a total of 45,000 odd
square metres of wall paintings in addition to 2,415 colourful stucco images/dunhuang of Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas. When you saw the murals you immediately remembered Ajanta; but, Mogao was not just
one replica, but several hundred times as large as Ajanta. Ancient paintings covered every inch of the
surface of the well-preserved caves except the floors. They were there on the ceilings extending right
through the passages. They were composed with such a wealth of details that you could spend a whole
day viewing the contents of just a single cave. The staff of the Dunhuang Institute who accompanied me
for two days told me that even those who had spent decades of their lives in the Grottoes could not
exhaust their chances of coming across hitherto unnoticed details. Both Professors Duan Wenjie and Shi
Weixiang made similar observations during the 1991 Seminar in New Delhi.

| still recall my conversation with the driver who had driven me through the desert. As we conversed, |
suddenly found the bumpy road giving way to a smooth highway. We had a comfortable ride for about ten
kilometres and then returned to the bumps. The driver told me that the government had run out of funds
and could not continue the construction of the highway as the mud needed for paving the smooth road
had come from hundreds of miles away. Later, when | stood before the wall-to-wall Mogao murals and its
huge Buddha statues | was wondering from what great distance had come all the materials required to
build up such magnificent and gigantic art edifices and what immense costs all this had involved. For the
creation of art on such a grand scale, not only good mud had to be brought from hundreds of miles away,
but much greater efforts were required to bring artists, craftsmen, instruments, paints and other materials
from faraway stations transported on human and animal backs. The art of Dunhuang was made possible
by a combination of pious devotion, generosity in donation on the part of the Dunhuang elite, and self-
denying sacrifice and immense toil and suffering on the part of the labourers. The quantity of talent,
knowledge, wisdom and imagination which had gone into the edifices were unmeasurable. It was the
immense human efforts which had created this Dunhuang treasury --- one of the most noble and
meaningful creations of human civilization.
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o Facing the Mingsha hill where the Mogao Grottoes are situated is

',,*’-'.?- 4 -, Sanwei hill. According to legend, these two hills form a "holy
S "'f” P T shrine of Buddhism" because one can see "lingguang" (the holy

’ 0 - light of the Buddha's magical power) emitted from the Sanwei
peaks during sunset. Actually the miraculous scene in the sky is
% emitted from the mica rocks on top of the hill. Today, the real
P miraculous sight is not the one above the Sanwei hill, but what we
see at the foot of Mingsha hill --- the Mogao Grottoes, which are

’ truly the holy shrines of Buddha.

The Mogao Grottoes are known in Europe variously as the
"Museum in the desert" and "Library on the walls". Today, it is a
.. "longtou” (dragon's head), i.e., fulcrum of modern international
__ tourism enshrined in the magical name of the "Silk Road". In the
decade between 1978 to 1988, the Mogao Grottoes have received
more than 890,000 visitors which included 110,000 foreigners. In
*{,the last five years the frequency of visitors has increased many
times.

Exterior view of Mogao Grottoes, Dunhuang

History of Dunhuang and Mogao

Created by nature to be an important stop-over in the Gobi desert as well as a defendable stronghold,
Dunhuang was destined to be a geographical and strategic keylink in history. Its importance was first
discovered by Emperor Wu of Han (140-87 B. C.) who established his forward posts here to fight China's
arch enemy from her northern neighbourhood, the Hun (Xiongnu) tribes. The emperor sent out an
important courtier, Zhang Qian, to strike alliances with the kingdoms in Central Asia. Following him, later
military expeditions despatched from Dunhuang went further afield. It was at this juncture that the
Dunhuang area fell under Han imperial administration. Dunhuang was the westernmost of the four
new juns (provinces) of the Hexi Corridor established by Emperor Wu to break the backbone of the Hun
tribes. A military command was established at Jiuguan which was flanked by Dunhuang on the west and
the two other provinces of Wuwei and Zhangye on the east.

Two well-known stories dating from Emperor Wu's westward expansion are connected to Dunhuang. The
emperor obtained a gift of a special breed of horse known as "Hanxue Ma" (literally, "A horse that sweats
blood"). The emperor was so elated that he christened the steed "Tianma" (Celestial Horse) and
composed a song celebrating his booty. Long before the Dunhuang caves were carved out and celestial
horses painted on their walls here had been a real "celestial horse" which had journeyed across
Dunhuang on his way to the Han imperial stable.

The emperor added a more important item in his booty from the possession of a vanquished Hun
chieftain. This is referred to in Chinese historical documents as "Jinren" (metal/golden men), i.e., a couple
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of metal statues of the Buddha. In Cave No. 323 of the Mogao Grottoes cut in the beginning of the Tang
Dynasty in the 7th century, there is a mural painting which identifies this booty as having inspired the
despatch of the reason behind the Zhang Qian mission. The inscriptions on the painting say that the two
metal statues (each more than ten feet in length) were installed in a shrine in the Ganquan (Fountain of
Amrita) Palace, and the emperor regularly paid homage to them. As the emperor could not identify the
deities, he despatched Zhang Qian to the "Western Kingdoms™ (xiyu ) to find out the truth.”

We know that Zhang Qian was the first Chinese on record to have heard about the existence of India
while he was in a state called "Daxia" (identified as Bactria), and his report to Emperor Wu about his
"discovery of India" led to a number of futile missions sent from the emperor's court with an aim to
establish direct contact between the Han Empire and India as early as the 2nd century B.C. However, as
far as | know this early Tang painting is the first reference to the statues being attributed as Emperor Wu's
motive behind despatching Zhang Qian to Central Asia. One may suspect that the creators of this
painting were keen to establish that the advent of Buddhism in China was a consequence of the two
historical events about the Buddha statue and the Zhang Qian mission.

The importance of Dunhuang as the gateway of ancient China's contacts with the outside world is clear
from the above discussion though we have only used the legend and painting as evidence. Undoubtedly,
Dunhuang lay on the route of the outward journeys of Zhang Qian and many Chinese ambassadors and
generals towards foreign lands on the one hand and the incoming journeys of "Celestial Horse" and
"metal statues” and people and objects entering China, on the other.

Dunhuang also has a close connection with the famous "Yumen" (Jade Gate) in history. The famous
historian, Xiang Da, believes that the location of the "Jade Gate" during the Han Dynasty was at
Dunhuang itself, but the administrative setup of the namesake moved towards the east of Dunhuang
during the post-Han period.6 The treasured commodity of jade was used as a symbol in the name "Jade
Gate" to suggest that it was the gateway for prosperous foreign trade.

That Dunhuang and its surrounding areas saw heavy concentrations of military and civil personnel and
were the locus of much activity is substantiated by the modern discoveries of a large number of wooden
and bamboo messages which had been used in these areas during Han times. Incidentally, the first
modern discoverer of these long buried Han messages was the same European discoverer of the
Dunhuang caves, Sir Aurel Stein. He undertook excavations in both of his expeditions, in 1906-8 and
1913-15, and obtained 789 pieces of these bamboo and wooden messages which are now preserved in
the British Museum, London.

Following in the footsteps of Stein, the Chinese undertook two excavations of the Han ruins in trans-
Dunhuang area. The first excavation took place in 1944 which yielded 830 pieces of the Han messages.
The second took place in 1979 which yielded 1,217 pieces of Han messages, most of which were made
of wood rather than bamboo.

One hundred and fifty kilometres of the Great Wall along with 70 odd watch-towers built by the Han
defenders still exist in Dunhuang county. This fact and the contents of the Han messages reveal that
Dunhuang was the headquarters during the Han operations against the Hun tribes. Troops of the four
Han commands --- Pingwang (Conquest of Wang); Pohu (Breaking the Huns); Tunhu (Swallowing the
Huns) and Wansui (Ten thousand years of longevity for the Chinese emperor), participated in the
operations, and extensive cash awards in gold were given to the fighters of meritorious deeds.’

Very recently, the ruins of a Han postal station were unearthed 64 kilometres to the east of Dunhuang,
leading to the discovery of more than 17,000 pieces of cultural relics which included wooden and bamboo
messages and papers. The antiquity of these pieces could be traced back to the year of 94 B.C. during
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the reign of Han Emperor Wu. This discovery may lead us to conclude that present-day Gansu, i.e., the
Hexi Corridor, was the earliest region in the world to invent and use paper (170 years before the
renowned Chinese inventor of paper, Cai Lun). Here we have an additional evidence of the importance
and prosperity of trans-Dunhuang area during the Han Dynasty.

Scholars are still debating on the earliest date for the Mogao Grottoes; many posit their origin in early 4th
century. The usual date, which is 366, is based on Li Junxiu's book,Fokan ji (An Account of Buddhist
Shrines), written during the reign of Tang Empress Wu (684-704). This dating is corroborated by an
inscription on the northern wall of Cave No. 300 of Zhang Dagian's index. In both the accounts the name
of a monk, Yuezun, appears with a legend of his vision of many Buddha images/dunhuang at the site of
the present Mogao Grottoes, which eventually inspired him to cut out the first cave on that spot.8 Scholars
often cite this legend as the origin of "Qianfodong” (Thousand Buddha Caves), the name by which the
Mogao Grottoes used to be known.

In the course of our Seminar on "Cave Art of India and China" (November 1991) it was suggested that the
term "Thousand Buddha Caves" (originating from the writings of Stein) was a misnomer; the correct
translation of the Chinese term "gianfo” should be "thousands of Buddhas".” | am inclined to uphold the
usage of "a thousand Buddhas"; since as a literal translation of the Chinese "gianfo", "thousands of
Buddhas" is no better than "a thousand Buddhas". This is because the Chinese usage of "gian" in this
context is symbolic, not an indication of any specific number. There are "Qianfodongs" in the Longmen
grottoes as well as in others, and the term "gianfo" only indicates that there are innumerable
images/dunhuang of the Buddha painted or carved on the walls. "Qian" (thousand) merely underscores
this phenomenon of innumerable statues. Anyone who is familiar with Dunhuang art knows that apart
from Mogao there are other caves being called "Qianfodong" (Thousand Buddha Caves), e.g., a "Xi
gianfodong" (Western Thousand Buddha Caves), a "Dong gianfodong" (Eastern Thousand Buddha
Caves) and a "Xiao gianfodong" (Small Thousand Buddha Caves) in the surrounding areas, although
numerically, the Buddha images/dunhuang in these three grottoes do not add up to the figure of one
thousand. There are also "Wanfodong" (caves of ten thousand Buddhas) which are of much lesser scales
than the Mogao grottoes. Thus the logic of translating the word "gian" into "many thousands" does not
hold good. Furthermore, the Chinese term "gianfo" is also a slang, connoting "miniature Buddha figures". |
suspect that only the caves which had either miniature Buddhas painted or carved on the walls, or had a
substantial number of Buddha images/dunhuang would have earned the name "Qianfodong" --- which is
the real meaning of "Thousand Buddha caves".

In his "Mogao Yulin er ku zakao", Xiang Da has cited a reference from Jinshu (Annals of Jin Dynasty)
which says that an officer by the name of Suo Jing (who died in 303) had inscribed the words "Xian'yan"
(Fairy Rock) at the site of Mogao; this could mean that it had already been an important Buddhist shrine
in the beginning of the fourth century. But the early creators of the Mogao caves have largely escaped
Chinese written history. The names of Yuezun and Faliang have come down without any biographical
details.

The earliest patron of the Mogao grottoes who can be traced in Chinese history was, according to Xiang
Da, Yuan Tairong (or Yuan Rong), the governor of Guazhou during the Northern Wei period. He was a
peer of the Toba ruling family holding the rank of a duke and was posted as the overlord of the Dunhuang
area at least in the thirties of the 6th century. In various historical accounts he is credited with the creation
of the illustrations of a number of sutras in the Mogao caves."

A unique feature of the history of Dunhuang was its relative political stability in contrast with the chaos
prevailing in north China between the third and the seventh centuries. In the wake of the Western Jin,
sixteen political regimes emerged in north China most of which were of alien origin. The only exception
was the Northern Liang (301-376) which was established by the Chinese governor of Hexi, Zhang Gui,
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and his descendants.

At the time when the Zhang family had a firm control over the trans-Dunhuang area, the other parts of
north China were in utter confusion. Those in the politico-economic centres who could afford to migrate to
other provinces took refuge either south of the Yangtze where Chinese ruling regimes still held sway, or
westward to the realm of Zhang at Dunhuang and the surrounding areas. This added to the importance of
Dunhuang as a cultural centre.

In a sense, Dunhuang was not politically disturbed from the Han Dynasty onwards upto the seventies of
the fourth century and could therefore sustain a continuous development of the indigenous Han culture
represented by both the Han and Jin dynasties. This provided a strong cultural base for Dunhuang
enabling it to both absorb Indian traditions of Buddhist culture and art and to further develop Buddhist art
in newer directions.

During the Tang Dynasty, the Dunhuang area witnessed much increased international trade and border
tension. Tubo (Tibet) and Tujue (Turk) emerged as the two powerful and ambitious neighbours ready to
intrude into Chinese territory. The Tang government augmented its garrison forces in the area to meet the
new challenges. Population of Liangzhou province where Dunhuang was located increased from 33,000
to 1.28 million in about a hundred years after the establishment of the Tang empire."" The Tang
government took two important decisions which had a great impact on the development of the Dunhuang
area. The first was to develop the horse industry by patronizing private horse farms. The government left
no stone unturned to import the good breeds of horses from Central Asia. The second was to ask the
garrison troops to reclaim virgin lands and produce foodgrains for their own consumption. This was
necessary since the state supply machine could not raise and transport enough foodgrains for the huge
garrison troops in the Dunhuang area. Many official and unofficial documents about the Tang garrison
farming system had been preserved in the Dunhuang caves which are now scattered in various libraries
in London, Paris, and other places.

As we know Dunhuang art reached its highest development during the Tang period. This is closely
related to the great importance of the Dunhuang area in the governance of the Tang Dynasty. The
distance between Dunhuang and the Tang capital, Chang'an, was greatly shortened by the imperial
court's close monitoring of the affairs of the Dunhuang area and the brisk communications between the
imperial house and the garrison generals of the Dunhuang area. Dunhuang seemed to respond to the
intentions of the imperial court very promptly. Empress Wu was keen to prove the point that she was the
reincarnation of a Bodhisattva, hence fit to become China's reigning queen. She ordered that Buddhist
temples, particularly the Dayun si (Great Cloud Monastery), be built up all over the country. It was this
directive which enabled us to see many gigantic caves with paintings, stucco images/dunhuang and a
huge carved Buddha come up in Dunhuang during the reign of Empress Wu.

Periodization of Mogao Caves

The Dunhuang Academy has spent decades of efforts to identify the contents of the Mogao paintings
and stucco images/dunhuang and has published its findings some years ago. ** The publications have
categorized the contents into the following periods:

The period of Sixteen Kingdoms (366-439): seven caves.

The Northern Wei period (439-534) and Western Wei period (535-556): ten caves in the early
phase, and ten caves in the later phase.

The Northern Zhou period (557-580): fifteen caves.
Sui Dynasty (581-618): seventy caves.

P DME
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Early Tang, the first years of the Tang Dynasty (618-704): forty- four caves.

High Tang (the period which witnessed the high tide of the Tang imperial power, 705-780):
eighty caves.

Middle Tang (the phase of decline of the Tang power, 781-847) also known as the Tubo
(Tibetan) period because Dunhuang was under Tibetan occupation: forty-four caves.

Late Tang (the last phase of the Tang Dynasty, 848-906, during which Dunhuang returned to
Chinese rule because of the military feat of a local general Zhang Yichao): sixty caves.

9. The Five Dynasties (907-923): thirty-two caves.

10. Song Dynasty (only the early part, 960-1035): forty-three caves.
11.Western Xia (1036-1226): eighty-two caves.

12. Yuan (Mongol) Dynasty (1227-1368): ten caves.

© N oo

It is no easy task to sort out the problem of periodization among the 492 caves left behind by a history of
seventeen hundred years full of vicissitudes. We salute the researchers of Dunhuang Academy for their
monumental task although allowances for inaccuracies can still be made. In sorting out this historical
mess at Dunhuang, the Academy has not only been backed by the academic resources of entire China,
but also by the richness of China's historical tradition. There are thousands of tons of archival documents
for researchers to wade through.

It was this rich archival resources that have been put to good use by the Dunhuang Academy. In a way,
the historical orderliness in the study of Dunhuang art is a result of Chinese sensitivity to historicity. This
is not to take away the credit which is due to Professor Duan Wenjie and his colleagues of Dunhuang
Academy, particularly Professor Shi Weixiang.

We have translated in this book four articles of Duan Wenjie which provide a chronological overview of
the development of Dunhuang art. In these four articles Duan Wenjie has virtually reworked the nine
dynasties periods of Dunhuang art into four historical phases:

(1) Pre-Tang--4th to 6th century

(2) First half of Tang--7th to 8th century

(3) Second half of Tang--9th to 10th century
(4) Post-Tang--10th to 15th century

This is obviously a Tang Dynasty-oriented division, highlighting the great achievement of Dunhuang
during the Tang period which is traditionally regarded as the golden period of cultural development in
China, like the Gupta Period in India.

Dunhuang art during the pre-Tang phase can be described as a new-born baby growing into an
adolescent. It may also be likened to a joint venture in its initial period when imported components
occupy a dominant portion in its production. Indigenization is still at an early stage. In his article,
however, Professor Duan quite firmly emphasizes the national art traditions of the Han and Jin
dynasties, and draws frequent comparisons between the Dunhuang paintings and the pre-Mogao tomb
paintings in Hexi and other Chinese areas.

The important pre-Tang caves are: Nos. 248, 249, 251, 254, 257, 263, 272, 275, 285, 288, 290, 296,
428, 431, 435. In Cave Nos. 249 and 285 there are a lot of paintings which puzzle the researchers and
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evoke heated debates in seminars and writings. It is hoped that Indian scholars with a rich knowledge of
legends and mythology can contribute new ideas to the debate. My humble submission is that in these
and other caves during this phase, Sino-Indian intercultural contact was an open book which should not
be interpreted with preconceived notions. Different methods/versions of identifications should be
entertained.

Tang Dynasty is usually divided into (1) Early, (2) High, (3) Middle, and (4) Late Tang, with the
abdication of Emperor Xuanzong | (712-755) as the watershed. Professor Duan has used this watershed
to divide the Dynasty vertically into two halves. The first half, i.e., Phase Il (7-8th century) of Dunhuang
art is generally regarded as the zenith of achievement in Dunhuang which corresponds to the hightide of
achievement in the Tang Empire itself. There is a logical connection or linkage between the two. To
pursue our earlier analogy, in this phase Dunhuang art has entered its prime of life; and the process of
indigenization is well underway.

The Tang Dynasty had three great rulers, Emperor Taizong (626-649), Empress Wu (684-704) and
Emperor Xuanzong |. All the three shared one common experience --- they came to the throne by
violating the traditional sacrosanct convention of succession. Their patronage of Buddhism had a
personal motivation of acquiring for themselves the Bodhisattva image to wipe off the disrepute of
usurpation. Empress Wu was the greatest rebel to Chinese convention which did not allow any place for
a woman to hold public responsibility. She was the lone woman in Chinese history to become the "Son
of Heaven" (the reigning ruler). It was no accident that the two giant Buddha images/dunhuang at
Dunhuang came up during High Tang under the reigns of Empress Wu and Emperor Xuanzong |: the
33-metre "northern giant image" of Cave No. 96 was made in 695 during the Yanzai Era of Empress Wu
and the 26-metre "southern giant image" of Cave No. 130 was made in 721 during the Kaiyuan Era of
Emperor Xuanzong.

The foursome division by Duan Wenijie is an over-simplification which omits a short but not unimportant
dynasty of Chinese history, the Sui Dynasty. We have seen that in a short span of 37 years during this
dynasty 69 caves were created in Dunhuang, many of which were of a giant size. The glory of Dunhuang
art during Sui had a historical background similar to that of High Tang --- both the emperors of Sui,
Emperor Wen (582-604) and Emperor Yang (604-617), were usurpers to the throne, and both were
among the greatest patrons of Buddhism in China. The peculiarity of Sui in Chinese history is similar to
that of Qin Dynasty (221-206 B.C.): the fifteen-year-short dynasty of Qin played a pioneer role in unifying
China. The systems established by it were followed up and developed by the 400-year-long Han
Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.). The same was true of the relationship between Sui and Tang. It is the
Chinese convention to treat Qin and Han, and Sui and Tang as a continuous development. Thus, the
second phase of Dunhuang art is inclusive of what was achieved during the Sui Dynasty. The important
Mogao caves during this period are: Nos. 302, 305, 390, 419, 420 (of Sui), 23, 45, 57, 103, 148, 172,
144, 203, 217, 220, 320, 321, 322, 323, 328, 329, 332, 334, 375, 431, 445 (of Tang).

The third phase corresponding to the second half of the Tang Dynasty was a period during which
Dunhuang maintained a separate political identity. During Middle Tang, Dunhuang was under Tibetan
occupation, while during Late Tang, the local family of Zhang established its supremacy at Dunhuang
virtually free from the long arm of intervention of the imperial government. As Duan Wenijie tells us,
Buddhist art flourished during this period, but the spirit of grandeur and magnificence seems missing due
to the lacklustre rule of the Tang Empire during this time.

The important caves belonging to the Tibetan period are: Nos. 112, 154, 158, 159 and those of Late
Tang are: Nos. 9, 12, 85, 156, 196.

The last phase after the downfall of the Tang Dynasty is a period of decline in Dunhuang art. The
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immediate situation of China was that of disintegration and disorder. This period is known as the Five
Dynasties in Chinese history. Dunhuang, however, maintained its comparative continuity and stability
largely due to the local ruling family of Cao which played a role similar to that played by its predecessor,
i.e., the Zhang family. The Song Dynasty was one imperial government in Chinese history which
suffered a congenital deficiency in military power, although it was a period of prosperous trade and
economic development. The Song government had enough problems with the northeastern invaders
(Khitan, Nurchen and Mongol), and could not turn its eyes westward to develop Dunhuang. The
succeeding Yuan (Mongol) Dynasty established a trans-European dominion and had a whole world to
look after. Dunhuang was losing its importance in the overall situation.

The important caves belonging to the Five Dynasties are: Nos. 36, 61, 98, 146; of Song Dynasty: Nos.
55 and 76; of Western Xia, and of Yuan Dynasty are the Cave Nos. 97 and 3 respectively.

Buddhist Paradise in the Caves

Religion is an important cultural force which makes great contributions to culture. Religion enriches
literature, art, architecture and other fields of culture. Buddhism is a shining example of this contributory
function of religion. How Buddhism has enriched the literatures of India, China and other countries is a
well-known fact. But, its contribution to the art of India and China is equally great, if not even greater
than that to the Indian and Chinese literatures. Cave art is an invention of the ancient Indian Buddhists
who had developed a peculiar rapport between the remote jungles and the bustling centres of humanity.
The quest for enlightenment had first attracted them to jungles in the traditional spirit of sannyasa, while
their missionary zeal had drawn them back from the jungles to the human gatherings to inform others
about the enlightenment they had themselves attained.

A part of the Buddhist process of enlightenment was to create an unreal world to wean people's minds
away from the unreality of the material world where ego, greed and false pride dominated. Buddhist cave
art was to provide people with refreshing scenes of heavenly bliss. When people saw the solemn and
kind images/dunhuang of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, flying angels, celestial musicians and others, their
minds were momentarily occupied by a sense of peace, tranquillity, and tenderness, quite forgetting the
fevered anxieties and anguish of the material world of profit and power.

Considering the Indian tradition of sannyasa, caves in the remote areas understandably become
important cultural centres. China has no sannyasatradition, but, surprisingly enough, more caves with
Buddhist art contents have been created and preserved in China than in India. And the Mogao Grottoes
have, in some sense, surpassed all Indian grottoes in grandeur and in the duration of their preservation.
How can one explain this phenomenon?

An explanation may, however, be found by examining closely the historical function of Buddhist cave art.
It is born neither of escapism, nor of any obsession with the remoteness of the mountains: it is simply
that the cave scene is best suited to create a mystic surrounding to accommodate the human
imagination about paradise. It is a form of rational unreality , to retreat temporarily from mundane human
unreality.

One also must note the qualitative changes in the preachings of Buddhism when it

developed Mahayanism. Mahayana Buddhism distinguished itself from the earlier Buddhist teachings by
shifting the focus from achieving individual enlightenment to awakening the entire social consciousness
about an alternative spiritual wo