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The Beauty of Dunhuang Lecture Series
— An Artistic Practice Inspired by an Elephant
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A Talk by Professor Man Qianhe at the Instilling Goodness Elementary School on November 7, 2025
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Starting with Dunhuang Murals

Q: What kind of figure is depicted in such a grand
scene?

Central figure (from bottom to top): Apsaras (flying
celestial immortals)—lotus—a galloping elephant—
who is being carried?

Surrounding figures: Upright Bodhisattvas, twin
Bodhisattvas, heavenly maidens scattering flowers,
floral motifs, musician Bodhisattvas.

Leading and accompanying: A Bodhisattva riding
a dragon leads the way, while thunder gods provide
protection below.

Associations evoked by the Elephant

Symbolism: The elephant represents traits like
kindness, safety, strength, wisdom, and reliability.

Species: African elephants (Loxodonta) Asian
elephants (Elephas maximus)

Key differences:

1. Ears: African—triangular; Asian—quadrilateral.

2. Tusks: Both male and female African elephants
have long tusks; only male Asian elephants do.

3. Trunk: African—bumps on both upper and
lower sides; Asian—only on upper side.

4. Toes: African savanna—four front toes, three
back toes; African forest—five front toes, four back
toes; Asian—five front toes, four-five back toes.

5. Back:

concave.

Asian—arched;

African—slightly
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Elephant Stories in Dunhuang Murals

I) Dream of Queen Maya

1. The west wall of the main chamber in Cave 329 of the
Mogao Grottoes depicts the scene of the Buddha’s conception,
showing Queen Maya dreaming of a Bodhisattva riding a six-
tusked whiteelephantenteringherwomb, symbolizingthebirth
of Shakyamuni. This theme frequently appears in Dunhuang
murals and is a crucial scene in Buddhist biographical stories.
The composition of the painting: heavenly maidens hold up
a lotus flower, upon which rests a white elephant carrying
the Buddha on its back. The elephant’s four legs are spread
in a galloping stance, full of dynamism as if urgently rushing
toward its destination.

2. Mogao Cave 57: The upper section of the north wall
depicts how Queen Maya, mother of Shakyamuni, became
pregnant after dreaming of a Bodhisattva riding a six-tusked
white elephant, ultimately giving birth to the Buddha. In
the scene, a Bodhisattva rides slowly on an elephant. Flying
apsaras scatter flowers ahead, while musicians play behind.
Two celestial beings stand upon the elephant’s long white
tusks, also playing instruments—graceful and crescent
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Cave 329 of Mogao Grottoes depicts Queen Maya dreaming
of a Bodhisattva riding a six-tusked white elephant entering
her womb, symbolizing the future birth of Shakyamuni.

Mogao Cave 57: In the scene, a Bodhisattva rides slowly
on an elephant. Flying apsaras scatter flowers ahead, while
musicians play behind.
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-shaped like new moons.

IT) Maha-Maudgalyayana and 500 Six-Tusked White Elephants

Mogao Cave 257: The Story of Maudgalyayana and 500 Six-
Tusked White Elephants—The narrative originates from Sumagadha-
avaddana Sutra (translated by Zhi Qian), belonging to the Buddhist
“karmic cause” (nidana) genre. In this story, Maudgalyayana
transforms into 500 six-tusked white elephants to fulfill Sumagadha’s
wish to invite the Buddha, flying to Punyapura—one of the fourteen
such meeting scenes.

Color: The elephants appear in alternating red and white, creating
a striking contrast between bold hues and clear black-and-white
divisions.

Movement: 1. Elephant poses: The hind legs stretch backward,
exuding playful freedom as if frolicking in midair. 2. Trunk details:
A close-up shows the rightmost white elephant’s trunk curling twice
upward, rendered with vivid precision. Some scholars suggest this
depicts a mischievous calf moving against the flow, endearing in its
naivety.

III) Jataka of the Elephant King (Chaddanta Jataka)

Cave 321: This story recounts one of Shakyamuni Buddha’s past
lives, frequently documented in texts like the Jatakas and Miscellaneous
Treasures Sutra (Skt. Samyukta Ratna Pitaka Sutra). Their core themes
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encompass compassion, patience, and karmic retribution.
The narrative unfolds as follows:

1.The Elephant King and His Wives: The Six-Tusked
White Elephant King lived with his queen consort and
junior consort. Because he gifted a rare lotus flower to his
queen consort, the junior consort became consumed by
jealousy.

2. The Concubine’s Vow: The junior consort made
a vow to be reborn as the Queen of King Brahmadatta.
Retaining the memories of her past life, she dispatched a
hunter to retrieve the Elephant King’s tusks.

3. The Hunter’s Ambush: The hunter disguised himself
as a monk and shot the Elephant King with a poisoned
arrow. Out of deep reverence for the Triple Jewel, the
Elephant King chose not to resist.

4. Compassion and Crossing over: The Elephant King
voluntarily struck his tusks against a rock to break them off,
gifting them to the hunter. He made a vow for his future
lives: “May I shatter the greed, anger, and delusion of all
sentient beings just as | have shattered these tusks.”

5. Karmic Retribution: Due to her wicked karma, the
Queen was struck by lightning and fell into hell, while the
Elephant King was reborn into the celestial realm.

The Elephant King’s virtues: Compassion, courage,
kindness, and forbearance.

Art Practice

Class discussion: What are the characteristics of an
elephant? Big ears, a long trunk, tusks, sturdy legs... Based
on these features, use color to create an elephant as you
imagine it!

There are no limits on materials, no restrictions on the
elephant’s form, and no rules about colors or lines. You may
paint an elephant in motion, or focus on a distinctive part
of the elephant that we discussed in class. The key is to
express your inner feelings.

Conclusion

I am grateful to have met all of you, and I hope the
students can also embody the qualities of the elephant—
broad minded and compassionate, steady and reliable, with
both wisdom and courage. %
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