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Part I From Dunhuang to Harvard



On the second floor of Harvard Art Museum, you will find a stature of kneeling Bodhisattvas and several fragments of 
Buddhist mural paintings which are among the most precious artworks owned by Harvard.

Kneeling Attendant Bodhisattva
Harvard Art Museum

from Mogao Cave 328, Dunhuang, Gansu province



Kneeling Attendant Bodhisattva in front of Mogao Caves
1924, photography,

Langdon Warner’s Fogg Expedition to China

They actually came from the most renowned Buddhist site in China, Mogao caves in Dunhuang. 



Known as the Thousand Buddha Grottoes (千佛洞), the Mogao caves consists of 492 Buddhist caves, carved into the 
cliff above the Dachuan River, southeast of the Dunhuang oasis at the edge of the Taklamakan Desert.



Strategically located at a religious and cultural crossroads on the Silk Road, Dunhuang contains some of the finest 
examples of Buddhist art spanning a period of 1,000 years.



The first caves were dug out in 366 AD as places of Buddhist meditation and worship. 
The excavation activity in Dunhuang lasted all the way into the 14th century. 



Dunhuang is regarded as the largest, most richly endowed, and longest used treasure house of Buddhist art in the 
world, housing about 45,000 square meters of murals and more than 2,000 painted sculptures.



How did the murals and sculpture enter the Harvard collection?



Langdon Warner (1881–1955)
Dunhung Expedition. 1922-24

Steven Spielberg‘s Indiana Jones

They were brought back by a Harvard professor, Landon Warner, from Dunhuang in the 1920s. 
As an archaeologist and art historian specializing in East Asian art, he is reputed to be one of the models for Steven 

Spielberg‘s Indiana Jones. 



Armed with a special chemical solution for detaching wall-paintings, he removed twenty-six Tang dynasty (618 - 907) 
masterpieces from caves 335, 321, 323, and 320. 



What we are going to focus on in this case is the mural fragments from cave 321. 



Head and Shoulders of Buddhist Figure 
(from the south wall of Mogao Cave 321 

at Dunhuang, Gansu province)
Harvard Art Museum

Dunhuang cave 321, around 700 C.E.

This fragment was part of the south wall in Cave 321.





The complete scene was preserved in a photo taken by a Russian orientalist, Sergey Fyodorovich Oldenburg, in the 
early 20th century. 



To fully appreciate the art of Dunhuang, we must put the fragments back into its context and examine the entire cave 
as an organic whole.



Part II Time-space in the Cave



North Wall and South Wall



Now let us imagine that after months of plodding journey in the Taklamakan Desert, we finally reached Dunhuang. 
From the tedious world of yellow sand and blue sky, we are entering the colorful world of Cave 321.











South North

West

East

The cave is organized symmetrically along its west-east axis. 



The south wall and the north wall shares a similar overall structure. 

South North



On both walls, a preaching Buddha attended by an assembly of Buddhist deities occupies the center. 

South North



However, it is easy to recognize a sharp contrast between these two walls:
the backdrops were two distinct kinds of pictures. 

South North



On the south wall, the backdrop is a topographic panorama 
with multiple vignettes framed by meandering mountain contours. 

South



These curving blue-and-green strips forms a dynamic and fluid pattern, creating a flat-surface effect.



On the contrary, the backdrop of the north wall is a perspective of an ordered architectural space, 
North



rendered in the mode of pictorial illusionism.



How shall we understand the dramatic contrast between the south wall and the north wall?

South North



South North

Let’s start from the north wall. 



The majestic architectural complex represents the Amitabha Buddha’s Pure Land, 
also known as the Western Paradise of Ultimate Bliss. 



According to the Amitabha sutra, this land is 
“completely encircled and surrounded by seven tiers of railings, seven layers of netting, and seven rows of trees”. 



According to the Amitabha sutra, this land is 
“completely encircled and surrounded by seven tiers of railings, seven layers of netting, and seven rows of trees”. 



“These are all made of four kinds of precious jewels
“These are all made of four kinds of precious jewels.” 



“Moreover, it has ponds of the Seven Precious Jewels, filled with waters of the Eight Meritorious Qualities, and the 
bottoms of these ponds are pure because they are gold sand.”



“Within the ponds there are lotus flowers as large as chariot wheels. They shine with green, yellow, red, and white rays 
of light, and have a subtle fragrance.”



“Above, there is a tower gloriously adorned with gold, silver, beryl, crystal, mother of pearl, ruby, and coral.” 



Musician bodhisattvas are dancing and playing celestial music. 



Musical instruments automatically create beautiful music. 



According to Pure-land Buddhism, pious Buddhist practitioners could be re-born in the lotus flowers in the Pure Land. 



the "Three Saints of the West" (西方三聖): Amitābha and the two bodhisattvas, Avalokiteśvara on his right and 
Mahāsthāmaprāpta on his left, will appear and welcome the dying person. 

Amitābha
AvalokiteśvaraMahāsthāmaprāpta



The practitioner’s rebirth can be categorized into nine levels according to his or her past deeds, which were 
represented by nine lotus flowers in the pond in the painting.

Amitābha
AvalokiteśvaraMahāsthāmaprāpta



So, on the north wall, the blissful world of the Pure Land was represented as an architectural complex. 
The geometrical structure of the architectural space conveys the sense of order and stability in the Pure Land.

South North



Now let’s examine the south wall.

South North



Contrary to the ordered blissful world in North wall, the meandering topographical picture on the south wall unfolds a 
world full of chaos and instability. 



Scholars have pointed out the south wall was based on the text of Ten Cakras of Kṣitigarbha Sutra 十輪經. 



It is a sutra about the miraculous powers of a bodhisattva named Kṣritigarbha. 



In the sutra, Ksritigarbha was believed to be the main savior of sentient beings between the departure of  the Historical 
Buddha) and the advent of Maitreya Buddha, the Future Buddha. 



During this period, known as Age of Degenerative Law, Kritigarbha was praised as the most effective and most 
beneficial savior in this sutra.



On the south wall, the central scene depicts the opening scene in the Ten Cakras sutra when Buddha was in a 
dialogue with the surrounding Buddhist deities. 



On the south wall, the central scene depicts the opening scene in the Ten Cakras sutra when Buddha was in a 
dialogue with the surrounding Buddhist deities. 



They witnessed a miraculous phenomenon happened in the south: numerous jewels, flowers, and precious clothes fell 
from the perfumed clouds like rains. 



They witnessed a miraculous phenomenon happened in the south: numerous jewels, flowers, and precious clothes fell 
from the perfumed clouds like rains. 



Buddha explained this miraculous scene was created by the power of Kritigarbha. 



Then they witnessed the hands of Kṣitigarbha emerging out of the clouds, holding two wish-granting jewels. 



The text then described that the glows of the wish-granting jewels shed light on the Buddha lands in ten directions. 



Any sentient being touched by the glow is immediately liberated from the suffering of physical illness and mental illness 
(lust, anger, and folly); his or her wishes were immediately fulfilled, and bad karma erased.



The Buddha then talked about the power of Ksritigarbha saving people from all kinds of disasters which was depicted 
as multiple vignette separated by the curving blue-and-green hill contours. 



The sutra lists forty-four perilous situations include water, fire, prisons, lions and snakes, robbery, falling from the cliff, 
etc. 



The sutra lists forty-four perilous situations include water, fire, prisons, lions and snakes, robbery, falling from the cliff, 
etc. 



In each scene, Kistigabha was depicted riding a cloud coming to the victim’s rescue. 



According to the text, if the distressed individuals call upon the name of Ksritigabha, he or she will have sufficient food 
and drink, has his or her desire satisfied, be happy, be free from getting sick, being saved from all kinds of disasters.



The upper part of the wall shows various manifestations of Ksritigabha. 



According to the sutra, ksritigarbha has forty-four manifestations including a three-headed, six-armed god sitting on a 
Sumeru throne, a four-armed god sitting on a Sumeru throne, a bodhisattva, a Cakravartin, a lion, an elephant, a 

horse, a bird, an officer in the hell, a ghost, a lay person, a fierce dog or a jailer. 



So, based on the previous scholarship, the south wall depicts the miraculous power of Kṣitigarbha who embodies 
supreme spiritual optimism, compassion, and universal salvation.



But our question remains: why did the rescuing scenes organized in such a unique way? 

?



As a matter of fact, topographical images are associated with a set of significant cultural values in Medieval China.
They were closely associated with the practice of prognostication, an action of prophesying future events which had 

been developed during the Han dynasty.



To bring to light the inner connection between topological images and the practice of prognostication, let’s examine two 
legends associated with topographical images.



The first legend is of the “River tu(chart) and Luo shu (writ),” a pair of mysterious talismans that were 
carried by mythical creatures, such as tortoise, phoenix, or dragon horse, who emerge out of Yellow river 
and Luo river and bring the tu and the shu to an ancient sage. The tu and the shu, as mysterious markings 
from the nature, were believed to reveal principals of the nature and prophetic information to the ancient 
sages. The sage would have his followers copy the chart, after which the mythical creature returns to the 
river.

What is the content of the River tu?
Chinese concept of tu which was usually translated as “picture” or “chart”, in fact, encompass some broader 
notions of maps, diagrams, trigrams, catalogues and prophetic texts. Most importantly, some textual 
accounts specify that the “River tu” displays “the shapes of rivers, the sea, the mountains, streams, hills, 
and swamps, the divisions of the ruled provinces and countries, as well as the countenances and 
appearances of the Sons of Heaven and the Sages.” So, the form of the River tu was often conceptualized as 
a topographical map. 

This legend of “River tu (chart) and Luo shu (writ)” demonstrate that topographic image was associated 
with the mysterious and prophetic natural markings revealed to ancient sages through the media of 
mythical animals.  

“River Chart and Luo Writ”



“Man-Bird Mountain”

The second legend associated with topographical representation is parallel in thinking with the first one. It 
is of the “Man-Bird Mountain,” a mythical realm in Daoist imagination. Two illustrations of this realm 
survive in the Daoist canon: one appears in The Picture of the Scripture of the Mystic Vision of the Man-Bird 
Mountain (Xuanlan renniao shanjing tu), the other is included in The Seven Tomes from the Cloudy Shelf 
(yunji qiqian). 

Curiously, in both versions, the realm was depicted as a tortuous pattern which suggest at once birds, 
written characters (seal-script characters), and rock formations. The conceptual connection among the 
three could be found in Chinese early myths as well as the textual description of “Man-Bird Mountain”.
In Chinese early myths, “Bird traces” had long been held as the natural markings or patterns that inspired 
ancient sages to invent writing. 

In the Daoist canon, the genesis of writing was not only attributed to “Bird traces,” but also linked to the 
configuration of the mountains:

“The marvelous energies form characters; the saintly craftsman writes them… These characters of 
marvelous energy are the configuration of the mountain. It is strange in outward appearance, and unusual 
in its contours. It is entirely the product of the transformations of the marvelous energy.”



“Man-Bird Mountain”

Therefore, the “bird traces”, configuration of mountains, and writing were all believed to be natural 
patterns generated by the cosmic energy. That is the reason why the illustration of “Man-Bird Mountain” 
intentionally blur the boundaries between the images of birds, writing, and topography.



The close connection between topography and writing could be found in other Daoist notions about sacred 
mountains. For instance, since 3rd century, Daoism developed the concept of “the Chart(tu) of True Form of 
the Five Marchmounts”, a topographical map which was believed to have great talismanic value. The five 
sacred mountains were visualized as resembling written characters as well.

“The True Form of the Five Marchmounts is an image of the mountains and rivers. Its coiling and tortuous 
form conveys the shapes and dynamics of the mountain ridges and hills, their varying altitudes, lengths, 
curves, and stretches. The streams look like flung brushstrokes whose traces overrun hills and cliffs. The 
dark wilderness of the cloudy forests spreads in the manner of written characters.”
“五岳真形者，山水之象也。盘曲回转陵阜，形势高下参差，长短卷舒，波流似於
奋笔，锋鋩畅乎岭崿。云林玄黄，有如书字之状。”

So, from the myths above, we could infer that topography was in a way conceptualized as a form of “cosmic 
writing” which carries mysterious information from the nature. That is the reason why topographical images 
play such an important role in the practice of prognostication to prophesy future events.

Ink rubbing of back of bronze mirror with cosmological 
design including a representation of the 
True Form of the Five Marchmounts, Eight century. 
Palace Museum, Beijing. 

Five Marchmounts and seascape on the back of a 
bronze mirror. Eight century. Sengoku Tadashi 
Collection, Kaisai City, Japan.



Therefore, in the mind of a medieval viewer, a topographical image was more of a prophetic natural pattern than a 
representation of natural landscape. 



So, the south wall which was structured as a topographic panorama conveys a daunting message: 
The perilous situations are not only illustrations of the power of Kritigarbha, but also a prophecy of the catastrophes that would 
soon arrive in the present world. 



To understand this underlying message, we must, first of all, introduce the Buddhist notion of eschatology. 
In Buddhist cyclical structure of time and the world system, the world would be completely destroyed by 
great floods, fires, and winds when a kalpa (a cosmic era) ends. The cosmic catastrophes attending the “end 
of the kalpa” in particular gripped the Chinese imagination. 

By the fourth century, the apocalyptic eschatology had been articulated in Buddhist apocrypha as well as 
Daoist discourse. The end-of-kalpa cataclysm is imagined as a cosmic chaos. Natural catastrophes are 
accompanied by war, epidemics, and massive moral degeneration. Structured by the prophetic topography, 
the south wall was exactly a mapping of the eschatological disasters that was believed to arrive soon in the 
present world. 

However, this dark prophecy also has a bright side. In fact, in Chinese philosophy, there is no binary 
opposition between the auspicious and the ominous; they contain each other and constantly transforms 
into each other. In Chinese imagination, the prophesied degeneration of the Dharma law and periodic 
destruction of the world is accompanied by the anticipation of a messiah (particularly Maitreya, the future 
Buddha) and his retinue of helpers to save the sentient being to the paradise beyond.

According to the Buddhist and Daoist imagination of eschatology, the pious would be transported to higher 
spheres to avoid the cosmic destruction. The Pure Land of Amitabha in particular fulfills this function. 

Buddhist Eschatology



With this in mind, it is not difficult to recognize the dramatic tension between the south wall and the north wall as two opposite 
state of being, one of eschatological destruction and one of blissful rebirth. It implies a process of leaving the impure land of the 
present and being reborn in the pure land of the future.

South North



More interestingly, the topographical structure of the south wall itself might function as a talisman in the eschatology. The “Chart 
of the True Form of the Five Marchmounts” as mentioned above were valued as a form of talismanic symbolism in Daoism. Texts 
pointed out that the “Chart of the True Form of the Five Marchmounts”, as a “true writ,” was able to “transport human beings to 

salvation, avert calamities, and control demons.” It acquired its talismanic value largely because the connection between the
topographical images and sacred writing from nature. So the topographical image itself was imagined as capable to communicate

with the gods and spirits



South North

To conclude, the north wall unfolds the perspective of the magnificent Pure Land while the south wall reveals the 
topography of the disastrous eschatology. The opposite walls define a symbolic continuum that extends from hypothetical 
disasters to auspicious felicity, from chaos to order, from eschatology to messianism, from Impure Land in this life to Pure 
Land in next life.



This contrast is in fact anticipated by the sixth-century Wanfosi relief, which likewise contrasts the topographic mapping below 
with the architectonic illusionism above – the apocalyptic, talismanic landscape below and the soteriological prospect of the Pure 
Land above. It is as if the seventh-century designer of the pictorial program took the sixth-century Wanfosi relief as his 
compositional model and split into two halves in the 321. The lower portion of the relief is transferred onto the south wall in the 
cave, and the upper portion onto the north wall.

The Eschatological Landscape

the Pure Land 



West Wall and East Wall



From the analysis above, we know that the south wall and the north wall form a temporal structure of present and future. The 
same temporal structure was carefully mapped out in the west wall and the south wall. 

West South



The central figure of the west wall is the Historical Buddha, or the Buddha of the Present, who was 
attended by disciples, bodhisattvas, and guardians. 

Present Buddha

West



The east wall, on the other hand, features Maitreya, or the Buddha of the Future, who is preaching under the Tree of 
Dragon Flowers. 

South

Future Buddha



The pairing of the Buddha of the Present with the Buddha of the Future along the west-east axis echoes the 
transformative process from present to future defined by the south wall and the north wall. 

Present Buddha

Future Buddha



Moreover, the twin trees behind the Historical Buddha on the west wall implies that the Buddha is entering nirvana 
which was imagined here as leaving the present world and entering another state of being in the higher celestial realms.



Celetial beings (apsaras) in higher realms were flying down to welcome the Historical Buddha. This, again, echoes the 
process of leaving the chaotic and impure present world and entering into the ordered and pure world.



More interestingly, the west wall and east wall were also conceptualized as the “connecting tunnel” which transfer 
sentient beings from the impure land (south wall) to the Pure Land (north wall). 

South North

East

West



The eleven-head Avalokitesvara as well as the walking Buddha flanking the entrance of the south wall were typical images of 
saviors who come to ferry all sentient beings to the other shore of being, the Pure Land. 

East



Three sets of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas riding clouds depicted on the upper part of the west wall niche were also intended 
to fulfill the same task: transferring and welcoming people from the present world to the pure Buddha land

West





South North

East

West

Present
Impure Land

Future
Pure Land

Future

Present

So, the imaginaries on the west wall and east wall create a conceptual tunnel transferring all living beings from the 
eschatological present to the eschatological present , from the impure land to the pure land.



Part III Political Overtone



Now you may wonder what was purpose of building this cave? What was the connection between its 
scheme and its historical context?

The excavation of cave shrines in the cliff was no doubt an expensive project. Generally speaking, they 
were usually sponsored by local aristocrats and powerful officials as a way to accumulate merit for their 
deceased family members in the wish that they could have better rebirths.  The scheme of the murals 
were probably designed by local monks who were at once knowledgeable about Buddhist teachings and 
about the desires and hopes of the patrons. So, during the Tang dynasty, the most common motif in the 
cave paintings was the Pure Land, the ideal paradise of rebirth, which was most fitting for a mortuary 
context. 

But Cave 321 seems to be an unusual design. On one hand, the process of transferring from the present 
world to the Pure Land mapped out in cave 321 could be understood as a journey that the deceased 
family members would experience in their afterlife, which makes the scheme still fitting for a mortuary 
purpose. On the other hand, the detailed rendering of the prophetic eschatology occupying the entire 
south wall was quite unusual among all Tang dynasty caves. 



This special design might have a significant political overtone. 

The design of Cave 321 has a close connection with the most powerful woman in Chinese history, 
Empress Wu Zetian. Before 684 AD, Empress Wu ruled the empire unofficially as empress consort and 
empress dowager. But in the year 684 AD, she stepped to the throne, took the official title “empress 
regnant (皇帝)”, and established the Zhou dynasty (周, 684–705), which interrupted the Tang dynasty 
(618–690 & 705–907).  Cave 321 was constructed around 700 AD when Empress Wu was in the peak of 
her power as the “empress regnant” of the newly-founded Zhou dynasty. Patronized by local aristocrats 
who have close interaction with Empress Wu, the cave explicitly betrays the political climate of that 
time. 



The apocryphal prognostication embedded in the eschatological topography on the south wall has a 
deep connection with Empress Wu’s political strategy. The prophecy of the arrival of eschatology has 
been carefully engineered by Empress Wu as a convenient tool to enhance and legitimate her power 
and status.

This prophecy was firstly mobilized to secure her son’s status as heir apparent. When Empress Wu gave 
birth to her first son in 652 C.E., she gave the child a rather suggestive name: Li Hong, which is heavily 
loaded with prophetic overtones. According to the Daoist prophecy of eschatology recorded in Spirit 
Spells of the Abyss (a Daoist scripture developed in the fourth century), the person who bore the name 
muzi gongkou, (that is, Li Hong), was believed to the reincarnation of Maitreya, the savior and the True 
Ruler who would set the world in order again after the disastrous eschatology. Moreover, 13 copies of 
the scripture Spells of the Abyss discovered at Dunhuang testify to the popularity of this prophecy in 
Tang times. Therefore, the naming of Wu Zetian’s child as Li Hong was clearly a calculated effort to set 
her newborn child up as the legitimate ruler who fulfills the prophecy.

However, Prince Li Hong died early in the intricate political struggle inside the court, which made 
Empress Wu’s original investment in the prognostication a futile effort. 



In the end of the 7th century, prognostication was mobilized again to serve a more ambitious agenda of 
Empress Wu. This time, Empress Wu herself was fashioned as the True Ruler who would bring order and 
prosperity to the world.  

In 693 C.E., an apocrypha called “Treasure Rain Sutra” was “translated” in the imperial monastery, Aijing-
si, in the Tang capital. According to this sutra, the Buddha prophesies the future “wheel-turning king” of 
“Great China” to be a bodhisattva in a “female body.” At this pronouncement, “five-colored clouds well 
from the mountains of the land of that kingdom... there appear tens and thousands of supernatural 
omens” “Thunder rumbles across the universe and transforms into a myriad perfumed clouds and fragrant 
rains showering down on the three thousand myriad worlds.” This miraculous felicity echoes the central 
scene of the south wall. 

More importantly, the wish-granting jewels held by the hands of Ksitigarbha in the cloud explicitly 
visualize Empress Wu’s name, Zhao, which literally means sun and moon in the sky.

In this light, the south wall of Cave 321 carries a deeper message, a prophecy of Empress Wu as the 
legitimate ruler who appears in the eschatological world and sets the world in order again. 

The project of Cave 321 conveys an implicit sense of adulation towards the newly enthroned “Empress 
Regnant Wu” which was certainly a smart political strategy of the local aristocrats under the unique 
historical context.



South North

East

West

Present
Impure Land

Future
Pure Land

Future

Present



Conclusion

To conclude, the mural fragment from Dunhuang in Harvard Art Museum actually was 
part of the intricate spatial and temporal system mapped out in Cave 321. By 

adopting two distinct type of representation – the prognostic topography and the 
architectural illusionism, the cave set up two opposite state of being (the impure land 
and the pure land) and a transferring process from the eschatological present to the 
paradisal future. The design not only functions as a metaphor of the journey of the 
patrons’ deceased family members in the afterlife, but also carries implicit political 
message echoing the rule of Empress Wu, the only “Empress Regnant” in Chinese 

history.















Fig. 24 A) Ink rubbing of back of bronze mirror with 
cosmological design including a representation of the 
True Form of the Five Marchmounts, Eight century. Palace 
Museum, Beijing. B) Five Marchmounts and 
seascape on the back of a bronze mirror. Eight century. Sengoku 
Tadashi Collection, Kaisai City, Japan.
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