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A Comprehensive Overview of the Development

of the Sutra Illustrations in the Dunhuang Caves
Li Jingjie

Abstract: Illustrations of Buddhist sutras constituted the basic artistic content in Dunhuang caves during the
Tang and Song dynasties. The illustrations can be divided into more than twenty varieties and nine hundred individual
works of art, through which a complete sequence of development can be identified. Sutra illustration was initially de-
veloped during the Early and High Tang periods and underwent a process of great expansion during the periods of the
Tibetan Occupation, the Gui—yi—jun Regime under Lord Zhang, and then under Lord Cao(during the Five Dynasties),
after which the practice gradually declined during the end of Lord Cao’s rule of the Gui—yi—jun Regime(during the
Northern Song dynasty)and the Western Xia period. Generally speaking, the sutra illustrations can be divided into four
thematic categories: Pure Land Buddhism, seeking Buddhahood, rescuing sentient beings, and assorted other themes.
The Pure Land illustrations account for about two—{ifths of the total amount of artworks and are the dominant theme
represented throughout the caves. During the Early and High Tang periods, it was popular to have the two sidewalls in
the main chamber each covered by a sutra illustration. During the Tibetan Occupation, two or three illustrations were
added to the sidewalls, which later became four or five during the Gui—yi—jun Regime. More than half of the sidewalls
of the caves are decorated with a single sutra illustration.

More than forty different combinations exist among the sutra illustrations at the Dunhuang caves, totaling up to
over two hundred pairs of themes. These combinations can generally be divided into three categories: combinations of
different Pure Land illustrations, combinations of non—Pure—Land illustrations, and combinations of Pure Land and
non—Pure—Land illustrations. In caves where each wall is fully covered by a single illustration, Pure Land themes ac-
count for the majority, while in caves in which two or more sutra illustrations are painted both Pure Land and non—
Pure—Land illustrations often coexist. Generally speaking, these paintings reflect a pattern of design that focused on
belief in Pure Land Buddhist thought, and which emphasized the themes of seeking Buddhahood and rescuing sentient
beings. The cave temples and grottoes at Dunhuang became important places for preaching Buddhist doctrine, enlight-
ening and rescuing sentient beings, and guiding the saved to be reborn in the Pure Land.
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