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On the Construction and Astral Deity Depictions of Mogao Cave 285

Satomi Hiyama

Abstract: This paper investigates the iconographical content of the décor in Mogao Cave 285 based on a new in-
terpretation of astral figures depicted in the upper register of the western (main) wall of the cave. The image of seven
Brahmins depicted next to the moon god Chandra matches closely with a deseription of the saplarsi (the Seven Sages)
in the Bl:hatsarflhitd by Varahamihira, while the six Bodhisattva—like male figures seated next to the sun god Surya
can be identified as the Kl:ttik(_l, the first lunar mansion among the nak§atras, described in the Sturyagarbha—parivarta
of the Mahdsar{lnipdta—sﬁtra (T397). The painting on the western wall containing several Indian gods and astral deities
can best be explained by the "Chapter of the Buddha’s Miraculous Performance" from the Suryagarbha—parivarta. The
décor of the western wall seems to share a fundamental design concept with the paintings on the ceiling, which depict
cosmological images described in the apocryphal Buddhist text Satra of the Four Regions of Sumeru (Xumi-siyu—
jing). Despite having been painted in completely different styles, both paintings exhibit the common feature of incorpo-
rating deities of different religious origins into one visual system that is based on a Buddhist framework. This cave can
thus be understood as an attempt to create a syncretistic ritual space, which reflects the multiethnic and multicultural
milieu of Dunhuang in the Western Wei period.

Key words: Mogao Cave 285; Western Wei; Yuan Rong, "Prince of Dongyang"; Astral Deities; North Star; Krt-

tik@; Brhatsamhita; Mahasamnipata—sitra (T 397); Hephthalites
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