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

English translation by Allen Huang
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2. Northern Qi dynasty (550-577 C.E.)
The Northern Qi dynasty lasted for a very short 27 years. However, the Buddhist images

created in Qi dynasty had their own unique style. Cao Zhongda was one of the notably
distinguished artists of his time. He outlined his works with full strength and power, often
using a layer-by-layer technique to express his artistic style. For example, the clothing
paints, looks like thin gauze on the Buddhas, just as if the images come out of water.

Therefore, later on people called such Buddhist painting styles, Caos Clothes Out of Water.

3. Sui and Tang dynasties (581-907 C.E.)
The development of Buddhist arts reached its peak in the Sui and Tang dynasties.
During this time, there was a new cheerful brightness ambience in social economic

developments, in spiritual environments, and in Buddhist arts.
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(1) The style in Sui and Tang dynasties:

During the Sui and Tang dynasties, both kingdoms united
their dynastic lands and were very powerful. The Buddhist arts
embraced its golden era. The styles of portraits showed well-rounded
features, but not chubby; they were attractive and charming, but not
seductive. The composure of those images were dignified, beautiful,

handsome and graceful.

(2) The most representative artist was Wu Daozi

Cao Zhongda’s was well known for his “Cao’s Clothes Out
of Water” style in the Northern Qi dynasty; however, in the Tang
dynasty, there was the “Sash Flowing in Wind” style of Wu Daozi.
These two aesthetic styles echoed each other even though they were
more than a hundred years apart. The two kinds of expressions
referred to different ways ancient clothes folds were painted in
portraits. Cao used layer-by- layer technique and defined outlines
like iron wires. His paintings depicted very elastic clothes that fitted
closely to the portraits bodies as they just came out of water. Wu's
style used turning brush skills to depict clothes flowing elegantly in
the wind.

Wu Daozi (680-759 C.E.) was born in Yangdi, in Henan
province (now Yuzhou city.) Wu Daozi was a famous painter
in Tang dynasty, known as the Sage of Painting. When Wu
was little, his family was very poor. He acknowledged the
virtuous He Zhizhang as his teacher and studied different
forms of art, such as calligraphy, painting, poetry, and music,
under him. Because he was deeply drawn to Daoism, he
therefore named himself, Daoxuan. It was said that he was
not interested in calligraphy so he didn’t make much progress
in that art form. However, in painting, with just a little hing,

he was able to grasp the whole picture. Hence, he focused on
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mastering painting only. Not long after, his reputation spread throughout the capital.
The Emperor, Tang Xuanzong heard that he was really good at painting, so he appointed
Wu Daozi as a court painter in the palace.

In the Tang dynasty, Wu started his unique way of Buddhist painting. People called

» o«

his style, “Wu’s Heritage Style.” “Wu’s Heritage Style” became the basis of Chinese
Buddhist arts and its influenced lasted even after Yuan and Ming dynasties. Even
nowadays, painters still call Wu the patriarch (of Buddhist arts) and regard his style of
painting and sculpture as one tradition. Wu had great passion for using black ink. Many
of his works only had black ink, and no other color. He was also the pioneer of line
drawing, because his brushworks were very versatile: they were upright and assertive,
mellow and concave-convex. Later on people named his line drawing style, “Line of
Water Shield.” He influenced painters beyond the Tang dynasty all the way to the Song;
many painters in the Song dynasty looked up to Wu. Wu'’s greatest achievement was his
portraits of people. However, he was still very good at landscape paintings. Emperor
Minghuang summoned Wu to go to Shu Province to paint a landscape with another
painter, Li Sixun. After Wu returned to
the palace, he immediately painted the S
300 miles of the Jialing River scenery
on the wall of the Tong palace. Li Sixun
spent three months to finish the work, ©
but Wu only spent a day to finish it all.
When Emperor Minghuang saw it he
said: “Li Sixun spent the effort of three =
months, but Wu only took one day. Both |
of their works are extremely wonderful!”
Wu was a rare artist who produced
a large amount of artwork in China. He
painted over three hundred mural pieces
on the walls of twenty-five temples, such
on the walls of the Crouched Dragon
Temple in Xian and the Jade Spring .8 2
Temple in Hubei province. It was said

that Wu painted the existing painting of
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Vimalakirti Sutra’ in Dunhuang Mogao Cave No.103. In
the mural, Vimalakirti is seated on a bench with his right
hand holding a whisk and his left hand resting on his knee;
his body is leaning forward, closing the gap between him
and the audience. His right hand is raised upward, as if he
is lecturing using his hand gestures. His look is stern and
he is frowning. Despite this serious austere, the audience
would feel that Vimalakirti was very comfortable and at
ease. People standing in front of Vimalakirti were smaller
than the size of the image, which is contradictory to the
concepts of perspective drawing from western point of view.
However, it highlighted eastern aesthetics characteristics.
In the Chinese traditional paintings, the main characters
are bigger than other characters to point out the inter-
relationship between characters, and emphasized the
subject. In that mural painting, Vimalakirti, as the main
subject of the piece, is much bigger than other characters,
signifying his outstanding and magnificent appearance.
Additionally, the painting of the Devas Bring the Sons’ is another great piece of
Wu’s. The entire painting includes more than twenty more characters: Bodhisattvas,
heaven kings, heavenly maidens, ghost kings, and spiritual animals. Each character
is illustrated vividly. The heavenly kings are majestic, the ministers, dignified, the
ladies are kind, the maidens are submissive, the ghosts are ferocious-looking, and the
spiritual animals fly nimbly. The painting is full of imagination, charm and grace.
People say that Wu also painted the Eighty Seven Immortals ScrolP. This painting
is indeed a masterpiece in the history of Chinese art. The recent (20th century)
famous master Xu Beihong spent all his saving to purchase this masterpiece. Now
this painting is preserved in the Museum of Xu Beihong as the most important
work of the museum. The entire painting depicts eighty-seven immortals and
there are all standing figures in black ink with no color. To be more precise in his
depictions, Wu employed the most simplest line drawing method. The immortals’
gestures, appearances, clothes, makeup, sleeves, belts, folds of fabric, banners, tassels,
auspicious clouds, and lotus as we all painted with single lines with no overlay. All
these single lines are independent but also interrelated and they express the highest

artistic representation. Nowadays, many beginners and artists still try to learn
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from this masterpiece and its technique of line drawings. The well-known Portrait of

Confucius® and the Portrait of Guan Yin were all painted by Wu Daozi.

(3). Representative pieces in the Sui and Tang dynasties: Dunhuang Murals and
Maijishan Grottoes

The Sui and Tang dynasties era produced many Buddha sculptures and murals and
the development of Buddhist arts reached its golden age. Let’s look at the examples of
the Mogao cave #57 and cave #112, which illustrate the unique features of Buddhist
paintings in the Sui and Tang dynasties.

In Dunhuang Mogao cave number 57, the most famous mural is a standing portrait
of a Bodhisattva. This portrait was painted in the early Tang dynasty; during that
time, everything was turning over a new leaf and the entire land was full of confident
elegance. The posture of the standing Bodhisattva is beautifully graceful. The head leans
forward and slightly to the left, the left arm raises up while the right arm is curved;
the fingers are lotus-like reaching out to the audience, and the hip is curved in an
S-shape, enhancing the feminine softness of the body. Due to such an S-shape body,
this Bodhisattva’s painting is called the Eastern Venus. Compared to the western Venus,
the portrait in the east is more reserved and self-composed.

The Bodhisattva wears a long dark blue color skirt adorned with golden accessories.
Through this painting, we have the feeling of the aesthetic of the Tang dynasty: it was
full of golden adornments from head to toe, showing the luxurious wealthy style of
their decorations. Contrary to the aesthetic styles in the Wei & Jin dynasties spirit-fairy
taste, the Tang dynasty was more secular in taste.

Dunhuang Mogao cave number 112: the Painting of Music Performing *was a
portion of the Painting of the Western Pure Land®. The highlight of this painting and
a trademark of the Tang dynasty is a character holding and playing a pipa (lute) lively
and vividly on her back (instead of the normal posture in which a player holds the
instrument in the front of her body.)

The dancer leans toward the right with both arms raised behind her and lifts her
right leg while twisting her hip to the left. In contrast to the dancer’s movements,
the audience is left in anticipation for the next move, which highlights the dancer’s
ability to maintain balance in the movement.Stillness and movement are maintained
in this painting, embracing a 3D dynamic equilibrium. Such expressions of character
were very dramatic and extremely rare in ancient times; therefore, it embodied the
Tang dynasty’s aesthetic expression of the style of being very open-minded and full of

confidence. 50 To be continued





