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The Influence from Khotan:
The Standing Buddha Images in Kucha

Kucha, which is located in today’s Xinjiang Province, China, was once
the most important Buddhist centre on the northern route of the Silk
Road. Buddhist art that survives in this region is known by two very
different styles of two phases in terms of the subject matter and style
of the wall paintings. One is the indigenous Kucha style, which was
replaced by the Chinese/Uighur style. However, in between these two
successive styles, standing Buddha figures used to be popular for a
short period of time. This feature is often overlooked in the study of
Buddhist art along the Silk Road. More intriguingly, the inspiration
for this subject derives from Khotan, the Buddhist and cultural centre
on the southern route of the Silk Road, on the other side of the Takla-
Makan Desert in the Tarim Basin. The ancient Silk Road is known
today mainly for its facilitation of culture exchange between the East
and West; whereas so little is known about the exchanges between
the regional centres, which for certain must have been active. The
study of the standing Buddha figures in Kucha not only reveals an
important aspect of Buddhist art, but also a facet of the interaction
between the northern route and southern route in Central Asia.

STANDING BUDDHA IMAGES IN THE CHRONOLOGY OF KUCHA
BUDDHIST ART

About ten Buddhist cave sites are found in Kucha, with Kizil of 335
caves and Kumtura of 114 caves as the largest and also the best
studied sites (Map 1). Kizil was active from the fifth to seventh cen-
turies, and after its decline beginning in the eighth century, Kumtura
flourished under the Chinese and Uighur occupations (Wu Zhuo %
J 2000: 183-208). The two sites represent the two styles of Buddhist

paintings at Kucha respectively. Other cave sites are usually much
smaller. Cave paintings from those small cave sites are comparable
to those at Kizil, and largely belong to the traditional Kucha phase.

In the traditional Kucha phase, paintings are mainly decorated
in the central pillar caves in a highly repetitive manner—narrative
scenes with Sakyamuni sitting in the middle of an assembly are
painted on the side walls of the main hall, jataka and avaddna stories
framed within diamond-shaped mountain peaks are decorated on
the ceiling vault of the main hall, and the parinirvana and related
scenes cover walls behind the central pillar in the back of the cor-
ridor. Overall, the Buddha images in this phase are usually shown
seated on a platform. Shown in the extant trace, most of the main
niches on the central pillar were enshrined with a seated Buddha im-
age, which unfortunately have not survived to the present day. The
Chinese/Uighur phase is distinguished by images of multiple Bud-
dhas, bodhisattvas and paradise-like scenes, which are comparable
to those contemporary Dunhuang paintings in the Chinese tradition.
They are often painted in the square caves. Paintings in the tradi-
tional phase often feature a green and blue colour scheme, and the
vibrant blue colour is believed to be the result of imported mineral
pigments from the Near East. As the trading route was blocked by
the Tirks, the Buddhist cave paintings after the seventh century in
the Tarim Basin and Turfan were dominated by earthen red colours
from pigments easily obtained from local resources.

In the period between these two phases, seated Buddhas amidst
narrative scenes on the side wall were once replaced by life-sized
standing Buddhas before the Chinese/Uighur style became fully en-
trenched. The standing Buddha subject is so distinct that it has be-
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come the benchmark in the chronologies of the caves in the study
on Kizil site. Su Bai first recognized the importance of this subject in
his study of the Kizil Caves—the standing Buddha as the main sub-
ject on the wall is one of the characteristics that define the last phase
at Kizil (Su Bai {54 1989: 10-23).

Following Su Bai's study, Chinese archaeologists, who may vary in
detail regarding the particular dates of individual caves, have a con-
sensus on the standing Buddha figures in the chronology of the site.
In short, paintings of the standing Buddha were known at Kucha
since the early time, but only as a minor subject in the side corridors,
as in Kizil Cave 4 (Fig. 1), 17, 27, 47, 48, 98, 104, 163, 176, 192, 219,
and 224 (Map 2). At a later time in the history of Kizil, this subject
became the main theme on the walls, and then was followed by the
sloppy thousand-Buddha subject, clearly a sign of the decline of the
site.

As seen in Kizil Cave 63 (sculpture), 100, 123, 154 (sculpture), and
176, the standing Buddha figures can extend to the back corridor,
replacing the painting of parinirvana. This subject also appears in

1 In his study of central-pillar caves from India to China, Li Chongfeng =53
incorporated the datable inscriptions from Cave 69 and 205 and the history of
Kucha in addition to typology studies and C**tests. He classified central-pillar
caves at Kizil into to four phases:

Phase .  end third — mid fourth centuries Caves 13, 7, 38, and 32

Phase II. mid fourth — end fifth centuries Caves 172,171, 4,98,17, 114,
87, 91, 80, 155, 101, 34, 219,
196, 104, and 195

Phase IIIl. end fifth — mid seventh centuries Caves58,63,175,99,193,192,

179, 178, 205, 224, 198, 159,
206, 207, 100, 163, 160, 123,
199, 69, and Now Cave 1
Caves 176, 97, 126, 43, 186,
184, 8,197, 180, 27,227, 107A,
1078, 201, 181, and 23

The standing Buddha images emerged in his Phase III, which ended in 647,
the year when the Chinese arrived. Giuseppe Vignato conducted a full archa-
eological survey that includes all the cave types except meditation caves. In his
2004 dissertation, he classified the Kizil caves into four phases, by including a
group of newly discovered caves dated to the third century:

Phase .  the third century

Phase I  the fourth century and the early fifth century
Phase III:  the fifth and sixth centuries

Phase IV: the seventh and eighth centuries

Phase IV: mid seventh — late eighth centuries

According to Vignato, the standing Buddha images were a new subject that
came to be popular during the last phase after 530. However, Phase IV consists
of 43 central-pillar caves, more than two thirds of the total of the 60 central-
pillar caves at the site. This phase spans two centuries and includes both the
flourishing and declining periods of the Kizil site. His study does not provide a
close date for the emanated Buddha images.
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the back chamber of the colossal caves: 47, and 48. Most notably,
as shown in Kizil Cave 43, 01 (sculpture), 69 (sculpture), and 123, it
appears in the main hall replacing the panels of the Buddhist assem-
blies. In addition, the standing Buddha also became a new subject
for the main niche of seven caves: Kizil Cave 27, 155, 193, 197, 201,
160, and 227.2 Besides central pillar caves, it also makes an appear-
ance in a number of square caves as well in the late phase: Kizil Caves
33, 76, 81, 183, 185, and 188 (Fig. 2). Standing Buddha figures as
the main subject of the painting on the side wall also emerge at
other Buddhist sites: Mazhabaha Cave 12, Taitai'er Cave 16, Kumtura
Cave 9 and Aai Cave (Map 1). The former three are central-pillar
caves; and the last one is a square cave. In the latter two caves, the
standing bodhisattvas are also placed beside the standing Buddha
figures and the paintings are clearly in the Chinese/Uighur standing
Buddha style that is a cross between the two. Most of them appear
in the central-pillar caves in the style of the traditional Kucha phase;
whereas paintings in a few caves, such as Kizil Cave 188, Kumtura
Cave 9, and Aai Cave, feature the Chinese/Uighur style.

The shift from a seated Buddha to a standing Buddha in side wall
paintings is not simply about a change in the figure's posture. It is
a shift from representing the historical Buddha in a narrative to the
transcendent Buddha in abstract space. The depictions in the tradi-
tional Kucha phase show Buddhist assemblies of specific events that
took place during the Buddha's lifetime. As shown in Fig. 3, a view
including the side wall, ceiling painting and the main niche on the
central pillar of Kizil Cave 8, the Buddha figures on the side wall and
the ceiling are all depicted sitting on a rectangular plate form. On the
side wall, he is surrounded by his disciples, lay devotees and gods
in an earthly setting. The surrounding secondary figures are only
slightly smaller than the Buddha. In contrast, whether in the early
phase when the standing Buddha was only depicted in the corridor
(Fig. 1, Kizil Cave 4) or in the late phase when the standing Buddha
figures occupied the entire walls in a square cave (Fig. 2, Kizil Cave
188), most of the standing Buddha figures appear in non-narrative
settings with several new elements.

First, the Buddha stands on a cosmic lotus flower, against an emp-
ty space in the background, in contrast to placing the Buddha sitting
on a rectangular platform in a relatively natural setting in the earlier
depictions. Showing in both Figs. 1 and 2, the Buddha steps each
foot on one lotus flower.

Second, the attendants of the standing Buddha images are re-
duced in number and size. These attending figures, usually at the

2 Su Bai 1989: 18; Vignato 2004: 15.
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four corners, perform simple acts of worship, such as making offer-
ings or performing afjalimudra. The emphasis of the subject matter
then shifts from recalling a specific event in the Buddha'’s life, to ven-
erating the Buddha. Kizil Cave 4 is a typical central-pillar cave of the
traditional phase. Two standing Buddhas are painted in each of the
side corridors. A blue colour scheme is evident in the painting. The
attendant figures are also standing, coming up to the upper arm of
the Buddha. Kizil Cave 188 is a square cave of the late phase of the
site. The painting is predominantly in the earthen red colour. Large
standing Buddha figures are lined up on all side walls. Attending
figures are only shown in the upper and lower corners between two
Buddhas. They appear much smaller than the Buddha.

Third, images of local Kuchean devotees in Central Asian costume
begin to appear, making offerings to the Buddha. Incorporating con-
temporary figures enhances the expression of devotion to a tran-
scendent Buddha. Taitai'er Cave 16 is a central-pillar cave with fifteen
standing Buddhas painted on all side walls, from the entrance and
the main hall to the corridors around the central pillar at the back
(Fig. 4). Attending figures are depicted on the lower corner between
two Buddhas and sometimes a seated Buddha in a meditation pos-
ture (dhyanamudra) painted in the upper corner. Shown in the fol-
lowing table, eleven of these attending figures in the lower corner
have survived, and eight of them are lay devotees in Kuchean-style
costume. Fig. 5 shows the painting on the right-hand wall (standing
Buddha no. 10 in the table) of the rear corridor. The male devotee
is shown standing and is smaller than the attending figures in Kizil
Cave 188 and even smaller than that in Kizil Cave 4.

No.11 |1 male Kuchean devotee holding an incense |1 seated Buddha in
burner dhyanamudra

No. 12 |Buddha’s right: 1 male Kuchean devotee 1 seated Buddha in
Buddha’s left: 1 stipa with a seated Buddha | dhyanamudra
inside in abhayamudra

No. 13 |1 stapa with a meditation Buddha seated 1 seated Buddha in
inside dhyanamudra

No. 14 |1 male Kuchean devotee holding an incense
burner

No. 15 |? (damaged)

Table 1: The small images between the standing Buddhas in Taitai'er Cave 16
(For the location of each number of the Buddhas, see the diagram in Fig. 4.)

Only in a few caves, namely Kizil Caves 69, 123, and 189, are the
standing Buddha figures depicted with narratives, the theme on the
side wall in the main hall of the central-pillar caves of the traditional
phase. In Kizil Cave 69, the side walls of the main hall and corridors
are decorated with a row of life-size standing Buddhas, of which the
two at the entrance to the corridors are narratives. The one on the
left wall (Fig. 6) depicts Megha offering flowers to Dipamkara Bud-
dha, and the one on the right is unidentified. In Kizil Cave 123, stand-
ing Buddha figures cover the front walls, side walls of the main hall
and the corridors. The two paintings on the side walls of the main
hall are narrative, the subjects of which have not been carefully stud-
ied. The Kizil Cave 189 is an exceptional case. It is a square cave but
covered with paintings from wall to wall like a central pillar cave and
in the red colour scheme. The two paintings flanking the window on
the side wall are narratives with a standing Buddha in the centre.® In
Kizil Cave 69 and 123, non-narrative and narrative type depictions of
the standing Buddha appear in the same cave. Therefore there is no
absolute chronological difference between the two. Overall these are
all unusual examples of the typical iconographic plan of Kizil caves.
The standing Buddha figures appeared in Kizil largely as the tran-
scendent type of Buddha.

The rise and fall of the Kizil and the Kumtura sites were tied up
with the history of Kucha. Beginning in the seventh century, the Ti-
betans and the western Tirks (Tugishi Z€%5Ji}) mounted a vigorous
resistance to Tang rule (618-907) in the Tarim Basin. The Tibetans
came through Khotan. The Tiirks spilled through the passes of Tian-
shan. They moved via the Muzart River to invade Kucha. Being locat-
ed along the mountain cliff on the side of the Muzart River, the Kizil
site became the strategic western gateway of the capital of Kucha.

Main Lower corner Upper corner

Buddha

No. 1 ?

No. 2 ?

No. 3 ? (damaged)

No. 4 2 Kuchean devotees

No. 5 1 seated Buddha in a stapa 1 seated Buddha in

dhyanamudra

No. 6 1 devotee

No. 7 1 stapa with a meditation Buddha seated
inside

No. 8 Buddha's right: 1 stapa with a meditation 1 seated Buddha in
Buddha seated inside dhyanamudra
Buddha’s left: 1 male Kuchean devotee_
holding an incense burner

No. 9 1 male Kuchean devotee

No. 10 |1 male Kuchean devotee

3 Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan hui 1989-1997 III: figs. 63,
64, 75, and 77.
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Much archaeological evidence at Kizil suggests that Kizil may have
been under military occupation by the eighth century. These wars
attacking Kucha may have been a direct reason for the decline of
the Kizil site (Wu Zhuo 2000: 183-208). Today, the ruins of a sen-
try station/tower built during the Tang period are still extant atop
the highest peak at the valley mouth at Kizil.* A broken stele, com-
memorating a Chinese battle victory over the Tibetans in 715 was
found at Kizil in the early eighteenth century (Chao Huashan 2003:
38, 39). Kizil was far from any densely populated area. Such a stele
would not have been set up there unless the location was of military
significance. Several fragments of Chinese military documents, dat-
able to 724, were found in Kizil Caves 18 and 105 (monk's residential
caves) (Huang Wenbi 1957: 36, 37). A number of tourist inscriptions
from the early to late eighth century, written by Chinese visitors, can
be found on the walls of some of the Kizil caves.” Actually, when the
Chinese were defeated and withdrew from the Tarim Basin, they did
not gain firm control of the area until the end of the seventh century.
Shortly after Emperor Gaozong (628-683) began his reign (in 650),
the Tibetans invaded Kucha and were not defeated until 658 (Liu
Xu 2175 1975: 189 [5304]). Then the Tibetans occupied Kucha again
for as long as 22 years, from 670 to 693.° Based on all the above
evidence, it is reasonable to believe that the Kizil site declined since
the second half of the seventh century or at least by the early eighth
century. Caves dating to after the eighth century mainly appear at
the Kumtura site.

The two datable caves with standing Buddha figures as the ma-
jor theme of the side wall painting are Kizil Cave 69 and Aai Cave.
In Kizil Cave 69, the painting of the first sermon, which is depicted
on the lunette above the entrance, includes images of a king and
queen of Kucha. A line of BrahmT script is written in Tocharian in the

4 Chao Huashan S£Z£([1 2003: 39, n. 1; Wu Zhuo 2000: 207. Huang Wenbi 32
37 (1990: 348) dates it to the Qing Dynasty.

5 In Kizil Cave 105, which is a residential cave, there is a visitor's poem in Chi-
nese inscribed on the wall that is dated to 726. The two inscriptions in Caves
220 and 222 (square caves) are dated to 754. One inscription in Cave 220 is
dated to 766-779. The one in Cave 222 is dated to 794. Chao Huashan 2003:
39-42.

6 Three caves at Kizil, Caves 93, 95 and 131, are extensively inscribed with
images of goats, horses, camels, birds and human figures on the wall. Su Bai
points out that they resemble the cliff carvings throughout western Tibet and
the Jiayuguan area in Gansu province in both style and subject matter and
therefore attributes them to Tibetan painting of the ninth century. Wu Zhuo
discovered some unidentifiable writing in Cave 131, which looks like an archaic
form of Tibetan writing. He suggests that these traces could be dated to the
Tibetan occupation in the late seventh century, which would thus be the date of
the site’s decline. Su Bai 1980: 31; Wu Zhuo 1986: 55-62.
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king's halo, claiming that the cave temple was constructed for the
deceased King Suvarnapuspa (Jinhua Wang <&{t=E) by his son. King
Suvarnapuspa ruled Kucha during the first quarter of the seventh
century and all his three sons died in 647. Kizil Cave 69 can therefore
be dated to 625-647 (Pinault 1987: 84-85).

As mentioned above, the side walls of Kizil Cave 69 are deco-
rated with standing Buddhas. In the main hall, the holes and marks
of paint on the walls suggest that originally there were four life-
sized standing sculptures placed on a low platform on each side.
The background painting shows flowers, gems, Vajrapani and devo-
tees dressed in the local Central Asian costume. Vajrapani is usually
depicted as attending to the Buddha. Therefore the sculptures are
probably Buddhas, not bodhisattvas or other types of figures. The
rear wall is adorned with the reclining Buddha. The border of the
halo and the aura of the reclining Buddha image are decorated with
a row of flying geese holding a wreath in their beaks (Fig. 6). Kizil
Cave 123 and 47 can be further dated to the same time as Kizil Cave
69 with its flying geese motif.

The flying geese holding a wreath is a very distinctive Sasanian
motif that was absorbed into Chinese decorative art. Decorative pat-
terns are usually significant for dating. Sasanian motifs were also
used in textiles. In Xinjiang, Sasanian motifs also appeared on silks
from the seventh century, which re-confirms the seventh-century
date of the cave (Wu Min B8 1962: 64-75). The same pattern of
“flying geese holding a wreath” is found in two other caves at Kizil as
well, all of which have standing Buddha images: Kizil Caves 47 and
123 (Fig. 8).” In both Cave 69 and 47, the subject appears in conjunc-
tion with the reclining Buddha image.

The iconographic plan of central-pillar caves of the traditional
Kucha phase features the narratives of the Buddha's assembly on the
side walls and the reclining Buddha on the back wall. In the devel-
opment of decoration of central-pillar caves, Cave 69, 478 and 123
exemplify the new standing Buddha scheme, but still with the tra-
ditional element of the reclining Buddha at the back. Furthermore,
Cave 47 is a colossal Buddha-image cave, and the quality of paint-
ings in these three caves represents the best of Kizil paintings. The

7 The motif of the “flying geese holding the wreath” can also be found at
Tumshuk (Toumchouq), another Buddhist site on the Northern Route. See Ham-
bis 1961-1964: 26, pl. XVIL

8 In Kizil Cave 47, a colossal image cave, the standing Buddha images are
depicted in the right-hand side corridor and on the side and back walls of the
central pillar. In the open space in the front, which would be equivalent to the
main hall of a standard central-pillar cave, two rows of standing Buddha statues
probably originally stood along the side walls.
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quality of these cave paintings indicates that these caves were built
when the site was still flourishing. Presumably, the date of these
caves, 625-647, is the time when the standing Buddha image began
to become the major subject on the side wall.

Aai Cave, in its very different style, represents a very late phase of
the standing Buddha subject in Kucha. It is a medium-sized square
cave, with the western paradise of Amitayus/Amitabha on the back
wall, a thousand-Buddha subject on the ceiling vault and a row of
standing Buddhas and bodhisattvas on the two side walls. Fig. 10
shows the extant images on the left wall, on which Vairocana Bud-
dha, Avalokitesvara, and Bhaisajyaguru and Mafjusri can be iden-
tified by the inscriptions beside them. The painting on the other
side wall is basically symmetrical, but more damaged. Seventeen
pieces of dedicative inscriptions are found in the cave. These inscrip-
tions were written in Chinese, not Brahmi as in the traditional Kucha
phase. In one inscription, the donor bears a title of xingguan 1TE,
a low rank officer in the Chinese bureaucratic system. Therefore the
cave can be dated to the eighth century when the area was under
the control of Chinese (Peng Jie 824 2001: 76). The subject matter in
the cave also reflects the Mahayana beliefs commonly seen in Chi-
nese Buddhism.

To discuss the date of the few early examples of the standing
Buddha depicted only in the corridor, which is basically the date of
the early caves in Kizil, it is unavoidable to touch on the controversy
of the date of the Kizil caves. Alfred Griinwedel and A. von Le Coq
first studied and dated the different painting styles in Xinjiang. Alfred
Grunwedel classified various paintings, including those in Kucha.®
Based upon palaeographic study, the Turkestan-Brahmin script and a
few inscriptions found in the caves, Le Coq and Waldschmidt attrib-
uted the blue-collared paintings in central-pillar cave to the seventh

9 Albert Griinwedel first classifies paintings from Xinjiang into five styles, two
of which can be found at Kizil. Style I, which is found in a few square caves (76,
77, 83, 84, 92, 149A, 167, 207, and 212), usually features dark cinnabar back-
grounds. It is believed to be derived from the Gandhara style. Style II, which
includes the majority of the paintings, is characterized by strong blue and green
colors and appears primarily in the central-pillar caves (4, 7, 8, 17, 38, 58, 63, 67,
80, 114, 123, 193, 198, 205, 206, 219, and 224). This style has been associated
with the Sasanian tradition. He dates the Kizil caves from the mid-fourth to
eighth centuries. See Griinwedel 1912: 5-6, 42-43; Griinwedel 1920, vol. 1: 17,
32. Le Coq accepts Griinwedel’s stylistic analysis but dates the early phase to the
six and seventh centuries and the late phase to the first half of the eighth cen-
tury. See Le Coqg 1923-1933, vol. 3: 21-23; vol. 7: 27-29. It is still questionable
whether the two styles developed simultaneously or sequentially. See Kumagai
1962: 114. Now more scholars tend to believe Styles I and I may be co-existant
not consecutive. Rhie 1999-2002, vol. 2: 706.

century.’® Most western scholars adhere to this dating with slight
variations.’

The problem with this dating becomes evident when the Kizil
paintings are compared to those in the Dunhuang caves. Dunhuang
is another renowned Buddhist cave site in China and its chronol-
ogy and date are more certain. Some stylistic features of the North-
ern Liang (421-439 CE) caves of the early fifth century at Dunhuang
resemble and are probably even indebted to those from Kizil. The
Kizil caves should therefore be dated earlier. Alexander Soper and
Benjamin Rowland have pointed out this problem. Based on stylistic
analysis, they concluded that the Kizil caves can be dated earlier, to
the late fourth to sixth centuries.'?

With better access to the caves and more systematic typology
studies, Chinese archaeologists conducted further detailed studies
on the chronology and dating of the Kizil caves.!* Among them, Su
Bai's theory has become the most influential. Based on a typological
analysis of the structure and painting of the caves, with reference
to C*testing, Su Bai established a three-phase chronology starting
from the fourth century.* Angela Howard introduced Su Bai's theory
to the western language world in combination with Soper and Row-
land’s approaches (Howard 1991: 68-83). With the references of C*
test results, and the fifth-century paintings at Dunhuang of the simi-
lar style, I agree with Howard that the early paintings of Kizil central-
pillar caves can be dated to the fourth and fifth century.

To sum up, the standing Buddha subject appeared in Kucha as
early as the fourth and fifth centuries as a minor subject occasionally
appearing only in the corridor. In the second quarter of the seventh

10 e Coq and Waldschmidt attributed Griinwedel's Style I to the sixth century
and Style II to the seventh century:

Style I ca. 500 C.E.

Stylell: ~ 500-600 C.E.  (Kizil Caves 67, 198, 199, 110, and 129)
600-650 C.E.  (Kizil Caves 114, 38, 205, 224, 7, 206, 8, 219, 3, 4,
63, 58, 178, 175, and 181)
650~ C.E. (Kizil Caves 123, 186, and 184)

(Grinwedel 1912: 5-6, 42-43; Le Coq 1923-1933: 27-29).

11 For reviews of the chronology and dating of the Kizil caves, see Nagai 1977:
39-49; Howard 1991: 68-83.

12 Soper 1958: 131-164; Rowland 1964-65: 258; Rowland 1974: 154.

13 For other studies, see Chang Shuhong & &5 1996: 67-117; Yan Wenru [&]3Z
{% 1962: 41-47; Huo Xuchu ZJE#] and Wang Jianlin T2k 1993: 201-228.

14 Phasel: 310 +80-350+ 60 C.E.
PhaseIl: 395 + 65-465 + 65 C.E.
Phase III. 545 + 75-685 + 65 C.E.

(Su Bai 1989: 10-23). For a review of the problems of this dating, see Lesbre
2001: 346-348.
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century, this subject began to flourish and could be used as the only
subject on the side walls. As evident in Aai Cave, this short-lived
trend lasted until the eighth century.

CONNECTION WITH KHOTAN

In the world of Buddhist art during the fifth to eighth centuries,
which places on temple walls did people decorate with rows of life-
sized standing Buddha/bodhisattva figures? Such a fashion is only
found in Khotan, not in central China, Turfan or India. Walls inside
a temple or surrounding a stipa are commonly covered by large
standing Buddhas either as paintings or sculptures. Occasionally,
standing bodhisattva figures may also appear, such as at the Rawak
site. Fig. 9 shows the side-wall painting in a very small temple (Tem-
ple I) recently discovered at Damago, Qira County, in Khotan.’® As
is typical in Buddhist temple sites in Khotan, the upper part of the
wall has not survived. The large standing Buddha figures are basi-
cally unidentifiable as to their specific identities. This is similar to
the thousand Buddha images, another very popular subject in Kho-
tan Buddhist art. They are generally understood as a representation
of the infinite Buddhas in the cosmic space in the Mahayana belief.
In Damago Temple I, a small bodhisattva figure was painted in the
space between two standing Buddhas. This composition is very close
to the paintings in Kucha as seen in Figs. 1 and 2. On other sides of
the walls in this temple, the space between two standing Buddhas
can also be filled with a thousand-Buddha figure. This manner of
decoration can be found in Kucha in Taitai'er Cave 16 (Table 1 and
Fig. 5). The resemblance between the Kucha and Khotan representa-
tions of the standing Buddhas is evident.

Although blocked by the Takla-Makan Desert, Kucha and Kho-
tan are connected with a route along with the Khotan River cut-
ting through the desert. A connection between the two areas has
always existed. When Xuanzang (646-648 CE) passed by Khotan, he
recorded the presence of a Kucha Buddha statue in Khotan in his Da
Tang xiyuji (The Buddhist Record of the Western World; Xuanzang %
#%1911: 943¢). And recently scholars have identified some similari-
ties in the styles of Buddha and bodhisattva images from the two
areas (Yim 2001: 37— 46). So why in particular during the seventh and
eighth century did the connection seem to become strong? Kucha
and Khotan are located on the northern route and southern route of
the Silk Road respectively. The two are independent of each other.

15 Zhongguo Shehui Kexue yuan Kaogu Yanjiusuo Xinjiang dui HF B+ &R}
i FTHTEERx 2007: 489-525.
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The connection between the two in the past has something to do
with the travel route and the establishment of Chinese control over
the area during the Tang dynasty.

The southern route flourished and was the preferred route before
the climate change which began in the first century CE. As result of
the increasingly dry and hot weather, rivers flowing from the Kunlun
Mountains did not run so far into the desert. Several cities along
the southern route on the side of these rivers, such as Karadong
and Niya, were abandoned by the end of the third century.® The
Tarim and Kongque rivers, which supply the water for Lop Nor lake,
changed course in the early fourth century, so Lop Nor “moved” with
them. Loulan, which relied on Lop Nor, was abandoned entirely dur-
ing the fourth to the early fifth century. From this time on, the main
east-west travel route was shifted to the north, namely to Kucha and
Agsu (de la Vaissiere 2004: 112; Millward 2007: 26-27). Faxian (399-
413) was a renowned Chinese monk who went on a pilgrimage to
India and passed by the Tarim basin in the time when this shift had
just occurred. His route is quite revealing—he first chose the north-
ern route passing by Kucha, then crossed the Takla-Makan Desert
from Agsu to arrive at Khotan. From Khotan to further west, he took
the southern route.

Kucha and Khotan, as well as other small kingdoms in the Tarim
Basin, were independent city states but constantly under the control/
influence of the big empires in the neighbourhood, Kushan, Xiongnu,
Han China (ca. 60 BCE-8 CE, 127-150 CE), Ruanruan (ca. 350-450),
Hephthalities (ca. 450-560), Tang China (ca. 640-790), K&k Tirks (Ch.
Tujue) and Tibet (Millward 2007: 15). When the nomad empires ex-
tended into the Tarim Basin, they only collected tax, without much
interference with these cities in the area. For various reasons, it was
only the Chinese government that established a unified administra-
tive system to manage the various city states, which were originally
less connected. Overall in the dynastic periods, China was able to
keep effective control in Xinjiang only for a limited time, mainly dur-
ing the Han (206 BCE-220 CE), Tang (618-907) and Qing Dynasties
(1644-1911). In the Han Dynasty, in order to defeat Xiongnu, Chinese
extended into the Turfan and Hami areas and the southern route (e.g.
Shanshan, and Khotan) (Millward 2007: 17-39). It was not until the
Tang period that Chinese gained control of the whole Tarim Basin.
And it is during the Tang occupation, the seventh and eighth centu-
ries, which was exactly the period when the standing Buddha subject
became popular in Kucha, that the connection between Kucha and
Khotan was strengthened.

16 Mutsumi 1975: 85-113; Issared 2003: 68; Zhong Wei §#%i et al. 2001: 1-6.
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The seventh and eighth centuries witnessed three major powers
fighting over the control of the Central Asia area, Kok Tirks (split
into Eastern Tirks and Western Turks), Tang China and Tibet. By 630,
the Tang had defeated the Eastern Tirks. In the 630s the Tang con-
quered the oasis city-states in Turfan and Tarim Basin. Khotan, Kash-
garand Yarkand in Tarim submitted themselves to the rule of the
Tang; whereas Gaochang in Turfan and Kucha were bloodily subdued
in the 640s by military forces.

To control the so-called Western Region (Ch. Xiyu), the Chinese
established the Anxi (Pacified West) Protectorate-general (Anxi
Duhufu ZP5#TE£)T) in Gaochang in 640. In order to better confront
the Western Tirks, the seat of the government (Anxi Duhufu) was
moved to Kucha when Chinese conquered Kucha in 648 (Liu Xu ZI
5 1975, vol. 4: 78). Four major cities, Kucha, Karashahr, Kashgar and
Khotan, comprised the so called “Four Garrisons of the Anxi Pro-
tectorate-General" About 30,000 Chinese soldiers were sent to Anxi
from central China. However, after the Tang defeated the Western
Trks, the Tibetans began to extend into this area, from the 660s
threatening Tang authority. In 670, the Tibetans took over the Four
Garrisons of the Anxi Protectorate-General. Not until 693 did the
Tang defeat the Tibetans, re-enter the Tarim and consolidate the
seat of the Anxi Protectorate-General at Kucha. And finally, by the
end of the eighth century (790) the Tibetans had completely driven
the Chinese out of the Tarim Basin. Because of the constant threat
from the Western Tiirks and Tibetans, as well as frequent warfare
with them, the seat of the government and other cities in the Tarim
Basin became rather important for securing the safety of the road
between Kucha and passing on military information quickly. During
this period of Tang control, military fortresses of different levels were
built along the major routes between the Four Garrisons, including
the connection between Kucha and Khotan.

The major road to cross the Taka-Makan Desert is the route along
the Khotan river from Khotan to Agsu (called Bohuan during the
Tang), about 400km (or a thousand [i). With a modern highway, to-
day it takes one-day’s drive by car to cross the desert; however, in the
past it used to be a fifteen-day journey by horse. Recorded in the Xin
Tang shu (1060) and the Taiping huanyuji 7255 (976~983), the
Tang established two fortress cities, Kun'gang E&f& and Sanyi =%,
on the Agsu side, and four fortresses on the Khotan side: Shenshan
i, Suiyang MRS, Xianbo B#0H and Shushu Eifif (Zhang Ping i
2010: 264-300). Below the level of garrison (Ch. Junzhen E$H), the
Tang multi-level military defensive system consisted of Shouzhuo ~F
£, Cheng 3%, Shu f%, and Bao & according to the size of the fort and
the numbers of the soldiers in it. The two on the Agsu side belonged

to the upper three levels, and the four on the Khotan side were at
the level of Bao.

Chinese archaeologists have conducted complete surveys of the
Chinese military fortresses in the Tarim Basin. Map 3 shows the Tang
military fortress sites around Kucha confirmed by archaeologists. Be-
tween Aqsu and Khotan, Chinese archaeologists found the ancient
city of Agsu, two walled cities near Agsu called Boshilike Gucheng
fEft % E i and Duolang Gucheng 2R3 in present terminol-
ogy, and one fortress in the heart of desert called Mazhatage i 5%
#&. It is difficult to determine whether the former two are Kun'gang
and Sanyi as documented in the Taiping huanyuji. The latter has
been proved to be the Shenshan (Sacred Mountain) Bao of the Tang.
In the system of the Tang dynasty, below the level of the military
fortresses, there were also stations and checkpoints called Fu #f
("shop”), Guan && (“"hotel”), or Guan B (“gate”) to guard the road
between Khotan and the seat of Anxi Duhufu in Kucha. Based on
careful study of the manuscripts excavated in Khotan, scholars also
found four sub-divisions called Guan, literally meaning hotel or sta-
tion, affiliated to the Shenshan Bao. They are Caoze Guan, Xinheng
Guan, Mouchang Guan and Shenshan Guan (Rong Xinjiang Z&¥7/L
1992: 56-64).

Boshilike Gucheng and Duolang Gucheng, located at 40°42'57"N
and 80°26'11"E, and at 40°27°'20"N and 80°50'22"E respectively, are
both about 100 m x 100 m square. The city wall is 4-6 m thick at
the bottom (Zhang Ping 5% 2010: 264-300). Located at 38°30'N
and 80°45'E, ruins of the fortress, called Mazhatage Mi%¥E#%, still
stand above the ground to the present day. The name Mazhatage
(which literarily means Tomb Mountain) comes from a mountain
right in the central area of the desert. Because of its strategic
location, Mazhatage is the natural hub of the route. About 1800 km
north of Khotan, a fortress was built on the mountain, right by the
side of the Khotan River. The fortress occupies an area of total of
1,160 m2 Numerous small objects which can be dated back to the
Tang dynasty have been found here, including Chinese, Khotan, and
Tibetan manuscripts. To the north of the fortress, there was a small
Buddhist temple. 50 meters to the west of the fortress a 10-meter-
high military watchtower was built to guard the route (Hou Chan {%
% 1987: 63-75).

The effectiveness of the strengthened connection between Khotan
and Kucha can also be traced from the Chinese military manuscripts
found in Kucha. One manuscript from the Subashi site recorded the
presence of Khotan soldiers in Kucha. The other manuscript from the
Kizil Cave site recorded that the army at Kucha once withdrew mate-
rials from the Khotan base (Rong Xinjiang &1 1. 1992: 61). The con-
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nection between Kucha and Khotan was no doubt enhanced during
this period. This could be one of the reasons why Khotan elements
became popular at Kucha in the seventh century.

Compared to the Buddhist assemblies, which were the traditional
subject matter of the paintings on side walls, a row of standing Bud-
dhas is much simpler. In a way, such a less-demanding way to deco-
rate the side wall of a Buddhist cave is suitable for common people
to commission a Buddhist cave at a lower cost. This could be one of
the reasons why this subject was chosen for cave temple decoration
in some of the cases. For example, Aai Cave was patronized collec-
tively by a community of people, most of whom had no official titles.

In Khotan, the life-sized standing figures on the side wall often
have no attending figures; whereas in Kucha, it is common to have
attending figures at the four corners. Such preference at Kucha can
be considered as a local characteristic that is related to the Kucha
tradition of Buddhist paintings. With four attendants at the four cor-
ners, the depiction of the standing Buddha appears to be a simpli-
fication of the Buddhist assemblies, in which Buddha is always sur-
rounded with many figures filling up the space almost in a manner
of horror vacui.

It is well known that Mahayana Buddhism predominated in Kho-
tan and Sarvastivada (a school of mainstream Buddhism) predomi-
nated in Kucha. This is the ultimate reason why the subjects of Bud-
dhist art and the way they represent the Buddha are fundamentally
different in the two areas. However, a sitting or standing posture it-
self has no direct yanic affiliation. In Kucha the standing posture was
also applied to a few narrative depictions of the life of the Buddha as
mentioned above; and only in Aai Cave and Kumtura Cave 9 is the
standing pose depicted with Buddhas and bodhisattvas exclusive to
Mahayana Buddhism. Therefore, depicting a row of standing Bud-
dhas on the side wall was likely accepted in Kucha mainly as another
subject detached from its ideological implications in Khotan.

The interactions along the ancient trade road are organic and
complex. The main theme of the East and West interactions are ac-
companied by mutual influences between local regions. And for the
mode of transmission, a cultural phenomenon did not just naturally
diffuse from one centre to other places in the ten directions. The
transmission is often facilitated and interrupted by complicated situ-
ations in a history which is punctuated by important events. In the
history of the Silk Road, the connection between Khotan and Kucha
was enhanced during the period when the Tarim Basin was under the
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control of a unified government of Anxi Duhufu. The presence of the
standing Buddha images surviving in Kucha gives concrete form to
this intricate aspect of history.
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Map 1: Buddhist cave sites in Kucha
(drawing: Tianshu Zhu).
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Map 2: Buddhist caves at Kizil site
(after Xinjiang Qiuci shiku yanjiusuo 2000, title page).

Map 3: Military fortress sites in Tarim Basin
(adapted from Zhang Ping 2010: 266, fig. 20-1).
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Fig. 1: Kizil Cave 4, the left side of the corridor
(after Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan
hui 1989-1997, vol. I: fig. 11).




Fig. 2: Kizil Cave 188, the back wall
(after Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan
hui 1989-1997, vol. IIL: fig. 56).

Fig. 3: Kizil Cave 8 (after Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu
wenwu guanli weiyuan hui 1989-1997, vol. I: fig. 16).




Fig. 4: Ground plan and elevation of Taitai'er Cave 16
(adapted from Li Li Z2B& 2000: 176, fig. 20).

Fig. 5: Standing Buddha with Kuchean devotee.

Right wall of back corridor, Taitai'er Cave 16, Xinjiang,
China; seventh century; wall painting

(after Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan
hui 1989-1997, vol. I: fig. 176).

Fig. 6: Dipamkara and Sumegha. Wall painting

(ca. 625-647), Kizil Cave 69, Xinjiang, China

(after Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan
hui 1989-1997, vol. IL: fig. 3).

Fig. 7: Flying geese hlding wreath. Wall painting

(ca. 625-647), Kizil Cave 69, back wall of back corridor,
Xinjiang, China (after Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu
guanli weiyuan hui 1989-1997, vol. II: fig. 174).
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Fig. 8: Standing Buddha in the corridor. Wall painting,
seventh century, Kizil Cave 123, Xinjiang, China (after
Xinjiang Weiwu'er Zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuan hui
1989-1997, vol. II: fig. 158).

Fig. 9: Right wall of Damago Temple 1 (detail). Wall
painting, sixth-seventh centuries, Qira County, Khotan,
China (after Zhongguo Shehui Kexue yuan Kaogu
Yanjiusuo Xinjiang dui 2007: plate 4, no. 4).

Fig. 10: Overview of the left wall. Wall painting,
eighth century, Aai Cave, Xinjiang, China
(after Sheng Chunshou ##& 2001: 22).











