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Introduction to Chinese Buddhist Arts
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Lectured by Professor Qian-he Man at City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on July 1, 2017

English translation by Allen Huang
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My affinity of coming to CTTB is very special. I am extremely grateful
to share and explore with everyone Chinese Buddhist Arts throughout
the Chinese dynasties. We will look into some very outstanding art pieces
and experience the trends of various styles of Buddhist Arts. This is such a
meaningful thing. Everyday, we bow to Buddha statues, circumambulate
the hall and recite Buddhas’ names. Buddhist images are everywhere. If we
could understand more about the stories and know more of the aesthetics
of each Buddhist image, it would deepen our cultivation in a positive way.
Now let me explain these paintings in chronological order in depth with all

of you.

1. Wei & Jin Dynasties (220-420 CE): “Review and Evaluate the
Buddhist Paintings of the Wei & Jin Dynasties”

During the Wei-Jin and Southern and Northern Dynasties, people
suffered from endless wars; therefore, civilians longed for protection and
blessing. Some intellectuals wanted to study Buddhism to gain wisdom
and to reach spiritual liberation. Based on social context, when Buddhism

deepened its roots and started to spread to everywhere in China, Buddhist
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(1). The aesthetic styles of the Wei & Jin Dynasties

The aesthetic style of the Wei & Jin Dynasties
was very simple, unsophisticated and less adorned.
The appearances and spirits of these images were

serene and not ostentatious. Toward the later Wei-
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background stories of the subjects. In addition,

Jin period, the images of Buddhas were made with
slim and clean features. Their faces were leaner and
their shoulders were more thin and narrow. Their
bodies were slender, tall and handsome. All in all,
the style was elegant. As for the Buddhist paintings,
the composition was neat and lucid. Many
paintings had a strong narrative attribute, as if they
were telling stories. Those paintings used black ink
outlines to shape

figure  paintings

such iron-wire drawing produced a strong decorative
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style on the black and white painting.

The colors used in the Wei & Jin Dynasties were

lighter and bland. Artists rarely putlarge portions of red

the literati in the Wei & Jin Dynasties were deeply
influenced by Daoism (Laozi and Chuang-Zi),
so artists focused on portraying aesthetic views
of a more “transcendent or otherworldly spirit”
in their works. Hence, we could often see Daoist
spirits flowing through the paintings during this
period.

(2). The most notable painter in the Wei & Jin
Dynasties: Gu Kai Zhi
Gu Kai Zhi (CE 346-407) was the greatest

painter and writer in the Estern-Jin Dynasty. He
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was famous for three outstanding aspects: best in painting, best in creativity, and
best in determination. He emphasized that the portraitures need to be expressive.
He didn’t agree with the old styles that he deemed as unsophisticated and clumsy.
He specialized in painting eyes with vivid expressions. When he was young,
he painted a mural of Vimalakirti for the temple Wa-Kuang in Jian-Ye(now,
NanJing). Gu Kai Zhi “lit up” and painted the eyes of Vimalakirti in front of a
big crowd who squeezed in the hall to see his presentation, forming a solid wall
of people. The crowd kept making offerings to the temple and in just a blink of
the eye and the total amounted to over one million yuan. Gu Kai Zhi became an
immediate sensation and his fame spread throughout the four directions.

Gu Kai Zhi was very good at applying some very fluent, smooth and successive
strokes in his works. He used dynamic styles in his figure paintings and depicted
some complicated facial expressions of the portraiture in order to fully express the
inner feelings of the subject. The lines of their clothes were very fluid and elegant,
as if a breeze was blowing at the clothes, making them flow in the sky.

In addition to his portraitures, Gu Kai Zhi was also an expert in painting
scenery such as plants, trees, mountains, and valleys. The compositions of these
painting were of a novel style. For example, sometimes he painted the water
without ripples, or painted human beings larger than the mountains. In his later
years, his painting technique was like a spring silkworm producing silk. That
painting technique seemed very simple, however it was much more skillful than
mere elaborate and sophisticated strokes. He used more dense ink with some
light touches, but he never smudged the painting. His paintings had a sense
of romance, filled with otherworldly spirits. Gu had a lot of influence on later
painters such as Lu Tanwei of the Southern dynasty and Wu Daozi of the Tang
Dynasty. Nowadays, there are still some copies of Gu’s paintings in the world,
such as in praise of Cao Zhi and the river spirit’s love story, 7he Nymph of the Luo
River', Exhortation of the Virtue of Womens Conducts *, and the Legend of Wise and
Benevolent Women.

The Nymph of the Luo River is a magnificent piece. The painting was filled
with rich contents with various kinds of characters: fairies, the Emperor, spiritual

creatures in water, boats, lands, mountains on the land, the sun in the sky, flying

MagrcH 2018 Vasra BooHi Sea |37

8 = oi ‘ a1l4 Haog



B #i ot ‘ BopHi FIELD

E AR ERY OfilE ) 1 Bl 2L
TEITHY (ZCsRRED) A (FIZZ (R E) -

OB E ) &gt (F - FHAE
B8 Al EX - BEATHER - it - B
L EHYUIES ~ 2RV RIGIIRE, ~ EARFEEFL
5 AN AGERE - ST R2%H - Rl
T EAE BN A A BB R Y R 25T - AT
R8 E RTINS EET - PRI
B P — RSy R B SR Y A -

SR ARG T2k — IR EEEE
KAt - HEEARESE > THRBT - BIEAFERYR
¥ - HIARZE - SERATBHINIL - AR
ZERATHEEZ TR - HEKPSEEGE REE
e N HARHERRE - ALHIATE A 7N U DUEE —
BRHIEGER - ERETERNY > (AIETEST AR A R
EotfEmn - A SEIEE © MAYRIHIAERE
BH R B EEFGENT  /KHYEmEA — & HRER
B AL KAV R NS A NER >
AR - EEEEREEI R 2% - T8l
e APRIAR GRS (R 2L - i[RI BR AR S HIAUL2L S
AR SR AL S —4HE W - EA S
% - EEBEE R T REE - A 4]

H\ o
ey

). B IRFHIRIRUR BN « BURSEER2STRE
BEEARA ) B

iE Mg B2 2 DURRIE R B P US55 H (AT Al
S EREE RS © BT AR TSRO
7K 7K NS EE2 AT - SOKE]
THfERE T - I EREMRE > BKASE -

38| EMERE —o0—/N\FE=H

e
= gartal Gy
ol

i

e
PRI
i V2.5
o s i

birds, and bushes—it is truly stunning. The painting has several sections,
which describes the entire dream-like story sequentially from the moment
when Caozhi met a Nymph until their farewell. He used skills similar to
those of Romanticism and depicted the story, chapter by chapter. Let’s
pick section 4 and explore it in detail.

The layout vividly illustrated a Nymph sitting on a big luxurious boat,
sailed by servants. She is holding a fan, and looking back hesitantly with
a canopy over her head. The audience could sense that the boat is moving
very fast. Lets look at the different spiritual creatures in the water; there
are so many of them that the viewers' eyes are kept fully occupied. In
front of the boat, there are six auspicious Qilin-like creatures sprinting
forward with their heads held high. At the back, there are two white
horned unicorns with bird-like beaks. On both sides of the boat, there
are two fish with dragon-heads protecting the boat. At the far end, there
is a white dragon looking back at the Nymph, and at the near end, there
is a fish with a human body also looking at the Nymph. The composition
was packed with characters which brought the audience’s attention to the
fairy. However, the Nymph looking back brings our attention to the next
section of the story. The stories were connected very smoothly, flowing

swiftly, going at its full pace and fantasy.

(3). A Representative Work from the Wei & Jin Dynasties: The Murals
at Dunhuang Mogao Caves, Cave No.257, Story of the Deer King from
Jataka Tales?

This mural depicted a story of one of the Buddha’s past lives as a deer
king in a horizontal long roll format. The mural shows: the deer king
rescuing a drowning person by the riverbank, the saved man bowing
in thanks, and the Queen dreaming about and asking the Emperor to
capture the deer king. The Emperor offered a bounty for the deer king,
and the saved man tipped him off, so the Emperor led a crew to capture
the deer king. When the deer king told the Emperor the story of rescuing

the drowning person, the Emperor released the deer king and the Queen
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died broken-hearted. The informer received his karmic retributions in
the form of leprosy on his body and an awful smell coming from his
mouth. The images of these characters were vividly depicted. The deer
king was shown as elegant and graceful, the Emperor, majestic, and the
Queen’s arrogant and capricious personality was clearly portrayed. One
of these images depicted the Queen leaning with one of her hands on the
Emperor, while one of her feet and toes were raised, as if domineeringly
tapping on the floor. Every section of the story has captions describing
the scene.

The persons are the main theme of the painting, accompanied by
trees, stones, and mountains in the background. The color of the ground
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is red and the mountain and water are green, adorned with flowers and

grass. The outlines are done with “black hooking” styles that are very
smooth and easy on the eyes. The illustration is not limited to partial

expression. The painting flows with style and is adorned with harmonic

taste.

In addition to the Dunhuang caves,
the Maijishan Grottoes started to flourish
as another Buddhist sacred site. In the
Northern Wei Dynasty (386-524), Cave
No. 133 featured the most famous piece
of the Maijishan Grottoes, Oriental Smile,’
a smiling little novice monk. The little
novice has a very tender look, with eyes
half-closed, and the corner of his mouth
curling up. His head leans slightly forward
to the left side, as if he was about to talk to
the audience. It is very lifelike. The original
statue has one of the novice monk’s hand
raised up and the other reaching down
to receive living beings in a very friendly fashion. The two hands were
later destroyed; however, we can still feel his compassion and kindness in
protecting living beings. It is such a coincidence that the masterpiece of
Leonardo da Vinci, the “Mona Lisa” (1503-15006), also has a mysterious
smile just like the little novice monk’s “Oriental Smile.” Although these
paintings are 1,000 years apart, they still present to us a great deal of

spiritual joyfulness. $0To be continued
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