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6. Ming and Qing Dynasties (Ming 1368-1644 CE, Qing 1644-1912
CE)

During the Ming and Qing dynasties the nation was united. Overall,
society was stable, with a strong and flourishing nation. Therefore many
royal families built temples with very dedicated painting skills.

(1) The unique character of Ming and Qing dynasties: transitions
from simple to sophisticated, and emphasizes Smudge skill effects where
paintings become more three dimensional.

(2) The representative painter of the Qing dynasty: Ding Guan Peng

(3) The representative painting of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644):
the murals in the Fahai temple (established ca.1439-1443 CE)

Let’s use the murals of the Fahai temple to analyze and illustrate
the paintings in the Ming dynasty. Ming murals in the Fahai temple
were not only the signature treasure of the temple but also marvelous
gems of the Buddhist arts in Chinese history. Why do we say so? Even
though the scale and the scope of the Ming murals in Fahai temple could
not be compared with the murals in the Yongle Palace, however, those

representative portraits are so sublime and exquisite, and their applied
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patterns were so creative and detailed. This was through the
introduction of various new methods for processing such details.
Therefore, the artistic achievement of the murals in Fahai temple
surpasses the murals at Yongle Palace, highlighting the splendid
arts the emperor sponsored at the temple.

In China, the largest scale and the greatest amount of murals
exist in the Dunhuang caves. The variety of murals in Dunhuang
is so rich and abundant and they are indeed treasuries in classic
art. The murals started in the 6® century and lasted until the Qing

dynasty. However, there are no murals from the Ming dynasty in

the Dunhuang caves. The murals at Fahai temple fill in the time
gap of the Ming dynasty at Dunhuang, manifesting the artistic
value in art history.

In the Fahai temple, the six walls in the Jewelled Hall of the
Great Hero still completely preserve the nine pieces of the Ming
dynasty’s murals. The murals are located on the two sides of the
northern wall in the Jewelled Hall of the Great Hero, behind the
center altar, and on the mountain behind the eighteen arhat statues.
Behind the altar, there are Guanyin, Manjushri, Samantabhadra,
and the Bodhisattvas’ seats.

This water-moon Guanyin® is different from the side portrait
of the Guanyin in Yulin caves of West Xia dynasty. The water-
moon Guanyin faces front and is in sitting posture. When you
look at her, you get a very direct, kind and warm
feeling, just as if Guanyin is conversing with you.
Guanyin is covered with fine gauze over her bare chest
and across her wide shoulders. Her chest is decorated
with a wreath of keyiira and her facial expression is
soft and peaceful. She sits with her left leg bent and
crossed in a tranquil posture of refreshing radiance
that emanates feelings of being grounded and her
look is amiable, gracious and transcendental.

The unique crowning touch of this Guanyin

portrait is the fine gauze on her shoulders and it is
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the masterpiece of the murals in Fahai temple and also in Chinese
Buddhist art history. This technique was applied after finishing the
Guanyin figure. The simple white line outline of the gauze is light
and crystal clear, as thin as a cicada’s wings. Although the texture of
the gauze is soft, it explicitly and distinctively depicts the relations
between the folded layers of the fabric. The patterns at the edge of
the gauze are illustrated with subtlety and exquisitely with painted
lotuses at the open areas—all the details are expressed vividly.

On the lower right corner of Guanyin, there is Sudhana, the
Youth Good Wealth. He is regarded as the most handsome youth.
In the painting his deportment is sincere and reverent: his body
leans forward, his legs slightly bent, his palms joined together, and
his eyes gaze upward to the Bodhisattva. Sudhana has beautiful
facial features. His black topknot is decorated with red ribbon
brightening up his facial complexion. The green robe and red
ribbon create a sharp contrast and reveal the young youth’s vitality.

This Yuan dynasty’s version of Sudhana® (1439-1443)
reminds me of Andrea del Verrocchios the Baptism of Christ
(1476 CE). The monks of the San Salvi Church near Florence
commissioned Verrocchio’s painting. At that time, Leonardo da
Vinci was Verrocchio’s apprentice; he painted and finished the
angels® in the painting. Those angels were regarded as the most
beautiful and spiritual creatures among western paintings. A youth
in the east and an angel in the west were figures created almost at
the same time. Both characters represented purity and beauty and
expressed religious faith and sincerity.

In addition to Guanyins gauze that captured people’s full
attention, the adjacent artwork of the white elephant with six
tusks equally fascinated its audience. The realistic painting
styles characterized by fine brushwork and close attention to
details portrayed sophisticated layers of meanings in the Chinese

paintings. The frechand painting styles focused on expressing

artistic and conceptual ideas, instead of realistic representation.
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Often before the brushwork is finalized, its
artistic concepts are already revealed. The
brushwork of the elephants six tusks is firm
but free and fluid. For instance, one simple
stroke outlines a tusk, symbolizing the
strength of a tusk. In contrast to the realistic
painting style of the gauze covering Guanyin’s
shoulders: this painting style comes and goes
flexibly and is free flowing, whereas the
other draws in. One is releasing, the other
is recovering. These expressions enrich the
contents of the paintings subtly and they
complement each other. The murals on this
wall have both realistic and freehand styles, a
true feast to the audience’s eyes.

Another interesting mural in the Fahai temple is the Vaisravana
deva king @. The deva king is tall and straight with majestic
confidence; he holds a tower in his left hand, and a canopy in his
right. His eyes are very lifelike which makes you feel as if they are
rolling and that the deva king is pondering something. If you take
a closer look, the two eyes are not actually looking in the same
direction. More specifically, the right eye is looking at the upper right
corner, and the left eye is looking at the lower right corner. Such an
expression seems unusual; hence, it goes beyond our expectations.
However, we are amazed by the wisdom and talent of these ancient
artists to portray a sense of movement in these still murals.

The murals in Fahai temple use many heavy colors. For example,
the portraits’ wreaths, necklaces, armors, weapons, belts and shirts
have been applied with painted gold, gilded gold leaves, cinnabar,
azure blue, and yellow minerals, to show the majestic aesthetic allure
of works sponsored by the emperor. A typical picture inscribed
on a stone tablet would be painted with radiant gold colors and
majestically adorned, shining brilliantly. Such a description clearly
describes an authentic scene at Fahai temple 500 years ago.

The Buddhist paintings of the Qing dynasty are inclusive of the
aesthetic of the society, consisting of complicated decorations and
splendid colors. The imperial painter, Ding Guanpeng, illustrated
such common themes of the Qing dynasty in his paintings.

Ding Guanpeng was the famous imperial painter of the Emperor
Qianlong of the Qing dynasty. His painting of the Going to the Western
Pure Land is well known by Buddhists. The whole painting is a rich
and dense composition. Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are the major
subjects, and pavilions, terraces, water in lotus ponds, auspicious
clouds, canopies, unique auspicious birds are the minor subjects. The
dark blue hair of Amitabha Buddha, and his green and red sash all

were painted with vivid and bright colors. In the painting, Guanyin
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and Great Strength Bodhisattvas stand by Amitabha Buddha’s
sides. Their appearances are dignified and serene. Guanshiyin
Bodhisattva’s gauze cape resembles the refinement of the portrait
in Fahai temple, but its lines flow less smoothly. Ding Guanpeng
also copied Gu Kaizhi’s style in his masterpiece of the Goddess of
the Lo River. Compared to Gu’s painting, Ding’s version is far more
romantic and stylish. He employs ink and paints the lines with
exquisite technique. His focus is more poetic, giving viewers space
for their imagination to roam. He also used color smudge skills on
many of his copied paintings. His portraits of figures are realistic,
for the lesser use of outlines gives his paintings a direct emanation.

His Buddha of Infinite Life® is painted on deep blue paper
with golden ink. He used outline painting, which employs the
same principle of using black ink on the white paper; the only
difference is that he used smudge skills in some areas. However,
smudging gold is difficult and requires more skills on multiple
layers of gold color. This painting is a masterpiece among all the
golden outline paintings of the Buddha.

Besides the above-mentioned paintings, I personally admire
the painting of the three Bodhisattvas done by Ding Guanpeng.
One is the Bodbisattva on the Lotus Throne, in collection of the
National Palace Museum; Manjusri Bodhisattva on the Lotus
Throne, in the collection of the National Palace Museum in Taipei

and Guanyin Bodpisattva at the Minneapolis Institute of Arts.
7. Discussions of Modern Buddhist Paintings

Modern Buddhist paintings are not confined to traditional
paintings styles in terms of its usage of line drawings and application
of colors. Modern paintings actually present a wide range of varied
painting styles and the expression in these paintings are far richer
than before.

(I)Modern Buddhist Painting (The Characteristics of modern
Buddhist paint.)

(I)Modern Buddhist Artists: Dharma Master Hong Yi
(1880—1942), Chang Dai Chien(1899—1983), Qi Baishi
(1864—1957)

Great Master Hong Yi was a renowned venerated monk in
the 20™ century. Before he left the home life, he reached great
achievements in calligraphy, painting, music, poetry, and drama.
He often used red color outline to depict the Buddhas, Bodhisattva
and Arhat images. His outlines are different from the lines of
traditional paintings. His outlines in brush strokes are more
flexible and nimble. The lines depict the expression of the portraits

characters and also the transitions of figures where lines and the

plane merge as one. @
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Chang Dai Chiens Buddhist
paintings are inspired by the Dunhuang

image

paintings. He oncesaid, “Iwouldn’tbe whereIam

today without Dunhuang. “Since Dunhuang’s
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Buddhist paintings nourished Chang Dai
Chien’s artistic expression, personally, I think
the most outstanding achievement he attained

was his application of colors. Traditionally, the
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focus of Chinese literati paintings was on the

)

ink. Inspiring by the colors in the Dunhuang
paintings, Chang Dai Chien’s paintings were

in high saturation colors and his use of them
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and other mineral pigments was very intense.

For example, his application of green and blue

minerals made his paintings looked solemn and
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adorned. He also used a lot of flat brush and line
drawings to express strong decorative effects.
Qi Baishi was a late-blooming artist. His
poems, calligraphy, paintings and seal were
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characterized by their special features and characteristics. His Buddhist
paintings were simple rather than unsophisticated, clumsy rather than
ingenious. However, he used ink in a refined way. He used concise color
on the paintings, perhaps because of

his age. He started to paint when he
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was almost eighty years old; therefore,
his Buddhist paintings have no showy
extravagance, no extra decoration.
His method of using brush was very
skillful and steady. There was no sign
of hesitation or difficulty in his work
and the content of the paintings came
straight from the heart.

Chronically looking at the long
river of the history of Chinese Buddhist
Painting, every period has its own
unique quality and characteristics. In
this river of time, Buddhist art grew,
with each period, influencing and
learning from each other, thus forming
a new life in Chinese Buddhist art.
Wherever on this river of time ,
Buddhist art flows, seeds of Bodhi are
planted which nourish the wisdom

and Dharma body of living beings. &
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