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A THOUSAND BUDDHAS:
IMAGININGS OF THE DUNHUANG CAVES

“When | first walked into the mysterious world of Dunhuang, the fabulous
paintings and sculptures got my eyes immediately. The splendor and profundity of
Dunhuang art shocked me deeply. | visited this holy land of Buddhism many times
later as a pilgrim to observe and learn the spirits of it, and determined to promote
the grandeur Dunhuang art to the whole world.

Back to my hometown from Dunhuang, | threw myself into the creation of
Dunhuang flying series with my whole heart. For the sake of expressing the
profound historical spirit of Dunhuang art sufficiently and meet the aesthetic taste
of modern people; | adopted western romantic oil painting style instead of only
the existing rock painting technique of Dunhuang art and combined it successfully
with the traditional Chinese culture and current aesthetic prevalence. The
Dunhuang Goddess | created is an embodiment of the Saint, nobleness and
goodness of human nature. The same spirit is also expressed in my landscape oil
paintings.

My Dunhuang oil painting series are not only aimed at promoting religious
belief, but also used to describe a tranquil, peaceful and romantic paradise in my
deep heart at this busy material world through the concrete image of
Avalokitesvara Goddess and Feitian goddess | created. [Feitian, the Chinese word
for apsara, a flying deva of Hindu and Buddhist mythology]

The Dunhuang Goddesses | created are totally different from the former
painter, with peaceful expression and modern beautiful appearance. They also
shock the user deeply in heart with pure, amiable spirits and in-depth culture
through the fashion visual effect. Dunhuang is a culture where the tradition and
creative ideas co-exist.

| could say proudly that the Dunhuang Goddess | created is the real goddess in my
heart. She is also the soul of the pure truth, goodness and beauty.

Dunhuang is a mysterious book which I could never finish reading. And | will
continue reading and exploring it until the end of my life.”
(Artist Zeng Hao, Zigong, China)



Dunhuang Caves
Caves of a Thousand Buddhas/Mogao Grotto

There are 45 thousand square meters of fresco paintings and 2000 painted statues at the
Dunhuang Caves. The Mogao Grotto also known as the Caves of a Thousand Buddhas are part
of this wider Dunhuang complex.

During the Han period (111 BCE) Dunhuang was the Western gateway to China. As a result of
the prosperity of the Silk Road, Dunhuang became an important center for internal/external
political, economic and cultural exchanges from the Han to the Tang Dynasty

Dunhuang (Blazing Beacon) is located in China’s northwestern Gansu Province, on the edge of
the Gobi Desert. It is known today for a complex of 492 grottoes adorned with Buddhist
statuary and frescoes. Carved into the cliffs above the Dachuan River.

The first caves were dug out in 366 C.E., as places of Buddhist meditation and worship and later
the caves became a place of pilgrimage. The caves continued to be built at the site until the 14th
century.

Tang dynasty (618-907) rulers were tolerant of foreigners as Buddhist, Hindus, Muslims, Jews,
Christian, and other religious groups co-existed in harmony. Religious pilgrimage was also
encouraged as countless tales and stories were written about monks traveling along the famous
Silk Road bringing back invaluable Buddhist scripture to China. Under Tang rule, culture and
arts flourished. Painting style was elegant, reflecting the general prosperity of the golden age of
Chinese feudal society.

Sutra paintings became the most popular form of mural paintings in the caves with the rise of
Mahayana Buddhism in the Sui and Tang Periods.

In 1900, tens of thousands of manuscripts sealed in a side cave were discovered by Wang
Yuanlu, a Daoist priest and the self-proclaimed caretaker of the caves. Wang Yuanlu tried to
secure funding from local officials to preserve the caves and the discovered materials, but his
efforts were unsuccessful. Faced with a lack of local support, Wang Yuanlu claimed that he
then began selling the manuscripts to foreign explorers who were interested in the artifacts.
For example:

<% Aurel Stein (British): Acquired thousands of manuscripts and artifacts in 1907 and again
in 1914. Stein's collection is now primarily held by the British Library and the National
Museum of India.

< Paul Pelliot (French): Purchased nearly 10,000 documents in 1908. Pelliot's collection is
now housed in the Bibliothéque Nationale de France.



« Otani Kozui (Japanese): Led expeditions that acquired manuscripts in 1911 and 1914,
which are now dispersed across institutions in Japan, Korea, and China.

% Sergei Oldenburg (Russian): Obtained scrolls and fragments during his 1914-1915
expedition, now preserved in the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts in St. Petersburg.

Today, the restoration of the Dunhuang Caves is a complex undertaking, combining traditional
conservation techniques with cutting-edge digital technologies and international collaboration.
Current efforts focus on addressing both the physical preservation of the caves and their

valuable contents, as well as making them more accessible and understandable to the world.



The Silk Road and Suzhou Silk

Suzhou, located in Northern China, has been at the center of China’s illustrious silk trade for
centuries and was a crucial stop for merchants traveling along the ancient Silk Road. Originating
in China, the art of silk embroidery has been practiced in Suzhou for over 3800 years with silk
and silk embroidery being the main products transported along the Silk Road.

In early 2008, while shopping in Chicago’s Chinatown, | saw a painting of a tiger. Imagine my
surprise when | looked closer and discovered it was not an oil painting at all but silk. Not
within my budget ($10,000) and | was not particularly interested in that tiger, however | was
very interested in the process.

There are records of detailed embroidered pieces being produced in the Suzhou area around
200 B.C. During the Song Dynasty (960-1279) the Suzhou embroidery style became prominent
and it is still produced today. Suzhou embroidery was so popular during this period that people
even named lanes with names concerned with silk and embroidery. Almost every family raised
silkworm and embroidered.

It is recorded that there was a lane called Silk Thread Lane in Suzhou. Where craftspeople could
tether and dye eighty to ninety different colors. When added to the different level of darkness,
the total shades of color could reach up to 700.

Today, high-quality embroidery works are treated on the same level as the best Chinese
paintings and Tang/Song Dynasty poetry.

Shen Yunzhi (1874-1921) a master in Suzhou embroidery, integrated the effect of portraits in
oil-painting into her embroidery works and created a new style called ‘realistic embroidery.” In
the early 1930s, a new style of Suzhou embroidery needle work, named ‘random-stitchwork’
was created by Yang Shouyu. This uses stitches of different lengths and directions and
seemingly random overlapping layers to achieve a better effect of tone and depth for the final
work. This marked the prelude to a new epoch of the development of Suzhou embroidery.
One of the distinctive features of Suzhou embroidery is that some pieces are two-sided — the
picture is repeated on both sides.

In the 1950s, research institutes and workshops were established in Suzhou, and artists were
able to devote themselves to the development of new or lost embroidering skills. Western style
silk embroidery occurred as the result of an artist using fine silk strands and needles to
accurately reproduce famous western-style oil paintings — like van Gogh and da Vinci. It is truly
amazing how an embroidery artist can literally take silk strands and create a silk reproduction of
a well-known artist’s oil paint. Essentially, the artist paints with the fine strands of silk instead

of painting with oil.



To create a high-quality piece, an artist must split a single silk thread into several thinner
thread. It can be split into 12 to 48 thinner strands — depending on how fine the artist wants
his/her piece to be.

The search for me to understand this art form, and its history ultimately took me to Su
Embroidery, a seemingly small business or co-op in Suzhou. Su Embroidery Studio (SES) was
founded in Suzhou in 2004 by Mao Chunhua. Specializing in Su embroidery, they are dedicated
to preserving the ancient Chinese silk embroidery art by creating the finest silk hand
embroidery.

Mao Chunhua was born and raised in Suzhou and his connection with the art of silk embroidery
dates back to his childhood. Growing up in an embroidery village nestled in the countryside of
Suzhou City, he was immersed in this ancient silk art from a young age.

In 2004 he founded Su Embroidery Studio. With his reputation as an expert in silk embroidery,
Chunhua assembled a team of talented silk embroidery artists from the surrounding
countryside.

Image my delight in finding Mao Chunhua. For many months, he guided me through the
process of this art form, discussing my interests and finally he helped me to commission a piece
of Su embroidery. He sent many samples, portrait after portrait. One day, | spotted a painting
tucked behind the one he was highlighting.

A portrait of Avalokiteshvara/Kwan Yin

The portrait was from a Dunhuang series by contemporary artist, Zeng Hao. Chunhua
continued to email me and send me photos of the work in progress. For example -

Chunhua, July 2008 — “We've put the image you emailed me on the silk fabric. However, we
found the image is not clear enough when enlarged. It's a bit blurred. Also, when | compared
the image you offered with the one on Zenhao's website, | found the one on Zenhao 's site is
more bright in colors. So we are now going to buy a Zenhao's painting book that I think will
have a much larger and more clear image of this painting. It's very important for us to see
every minute detail of the original painting when we are making a silk embroidery version of
top quality. Otherwise the small details can not be displayed in the embroidery work. This
may take 2 to 3 days. | will email you some photos when we get a better image and when we
start to make the embroidery.”

Chunhua — January 2009 “final layer was added.”
The embroidery artist, Weifang Pu, added her stamp to the completed piece. Chunhua

described her as their finest artist, and an award-winning embroidery master whose techniques
are considered nearly flawless.



2/3/2009 — My portrait was delivered

It was an exciting day in the Cook County Clerk’s Office as we gathered around a conference
room table to open the package. Truly awe inspiring....

Zeng Hao
Artist of the oil painting of Avalokiteshvara
(see opening quote, page one)

Zeng Hao was born in Zigong, China in 1970. He is currently the Vice President of the Chinese
Buddhist Artists Association. His works have been exhibited in many locations including
Singapore and Hong Kong. Since childhood, Zeng Hao says he has been guided by his father on
the road of painting. He is a pioneer of oriental spiritual paintings, especially based upon
divine feminine themes.

The creation of the Dunhuang series of works is based on tradition and bold innovation, in
order to reproduce the cultural heritage of Dunhuang and the exploration and innovation of
ancient art. Described as combining western oil painting techniques with traditional Chinese
culture, combining modern aesthetics and his own art. The idea is integrated into the creation,
infiltrating the modern beauty in the ancient charm, showing a distinctive atmosphere of the
times and cultural background.



Xuanzang (Hsuan tsang) (602-664 C.E.)

Born in Henan, a province in Central China’s Yellow River Valley, Xuanzang was one of the most
prolific translators of Buddhist scriptures into Chinese. He left China during political turmoil,
traveling on both the northern and southern route of the Silk Road through Dunhuang on his
way to India in 629 and on his return to China in 645.

Xuanzang traveled to Nalanda Monastery in India to study Yogacara when Nalanda was at its
height of activity with up to 10,000 monks. His journey along the Silk Road was difficult and
included deserts, mountains, bandits, and armies. His journey was very well documented and
was a significant event in the transmission of Buddhism to China.

He brought back numerous Buddhist scriptures from India to translate and study. | have read
many books, tales, and stories about his travels as well as his biography that includes his
important work upon his return to China. | remember well Xuanzang’s description of, at last,
crossing a mountainside to see Nalanda in the distance for the first time.

The Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra was translated into Chinese by Xuanzang and his staff from 660-
663 and Xuanzang's translation of the Heart Sutra is one of the most chanted texts in Buddhist
liturgy. Kumarajiva's (4th century CE) translation of the short version of the Heart Sutra is the
earliest translation of the Heart Sutra. According to Red Pine, Xuanzang's translation is
apparently the result of his use of Kumarajiva’s earlier version. According to Xuanzang's
biography, he first learned of the Heart Sutra after helping a sick man recover from illness.
Wanting to offer Xuanzang something in return, the newly recovered man taught him the Heart
Sutra.

It is through Xuanzang and his chief disciple Kuiji that the Faxiang (or Yogacara/consciousness-
only) school was initiated in China.

Xuanzang played a key role in the design and function of The Wild Goose Pagoda/Big Swan
Pagoda, a monumental Buddhist pagoda located in southern Xi'an, Shaanxi, China. Originally
built in 652 C.E. The pagoda’s many functions include holding the large collection of sutras and
figurines of Gautama Buddha that Xuanzang brought to China from India.

Xuanzang is depicted in a 9™ century mural at Dunhuang.



A Thousand Buddhas:
Imaginings of the Dunhuang Caves

Twenty years of study and research brings me to this series A Thousand Buddhas: Imaginings
of the Dunhuang Caves. And years of collecting hand-made paper, fans, recycled silk, sand,
rocks and feathers all come together in this multi-media decoupage offering of seventeen
Chinese fans. Paper was invented in China in 105 A.D, and the art of decoupage traveled the
Silk Road from the East to the West. Venetian traders bringing it to Europe in the 17t century.

This project had been picking at me for many years; however, the media, process and
architecture was finally made known to me immediately following surgery and throughout my
recovery in the Winter and Spring of 2025.

These fans are my imaginings of the Dunhuang Caves and each fan includes a 35mm vintage
slide from the caves. (Beijing Slide Studio China) | also included with each fan a reference and
enlarged photo of the cave in which the slide was taken. My depictions are from Dunhuang
images, tales and stories that touched my heart.

Xuanzang’s Tiger

Slide, Cave 275 — the largest statue of Maitreya in the earlier-built grottos. Maitreya, or the
“Buddha of the Future,” is the master of the Heavenly Palace of Tusita. He will descent to the
world of mortals from Tusita and succeed Sakyamuni in becoming Buddha.

A 9th-century mural in the Dunhuang caves depicts Xuanzang traveling with a tiger. This image
is likely a symbolic representation, as tigers are often associated with power and protection in
Chinese culture, and Xuanzang's journey to India was fraught with danger. While the tiger is not
a part of his historical narrative, it adds a layer of meaning to his epic pilgrimage. The tiger in
the mural likely symbolizes Xuanzang's strength, courage, and ability to overcome obstacles.

This fan includes Xuanzang's tiger companion, Singing-Sand Mountain and the Crescent Moon
Spring.

Buddha’s Third Eye
Slide, Cave 248- Northern Wei Period

The Dust Preventing Pearl

“If he really could not find an eyeball then he would use one of his own for the Big Buddha’s
forehead. He made up his mind and turned around to go home. But suddenly he heard a sound
in the water and gradually there appeared a light before his eyes. As he gazed at it, he came to






see that it issued from the shell of a mollusk beneath the water. Within it there was a glistening
pearl.

Shiniu thought he must be dreaming. He pinched his thigh and rubbed his eyes; but the pearl
shone even more brightly. Shiniu over overjoyed. He jumped in the river, took up the pearl and
carried it back to the grotto. There, the pearl was fixed into the forehead of the Big Buddha.

A miracle soon came to pass. It was very windy and dusty in that region; sand often blew into
the grotto. But from the time the pearl was fixed as the Buddha’s third eye, neither sand nor
dust blew into the grotto. It was for this reason that the people named this jewel “The Dust
Preventing Pearl.” (Notes from Tales from Dunhuang, compiled by Chen Yu)

Sujata’s Offering
Slide, Cave 384 - Attendant Bodhisattva, Tang Dynasty

A Wish-fulfilling Tree
Slide, Cave 428, North Zhou Period (557- 581)

| bet you didn’t know that Dunhuang is famous not only for its caves but also for its apricots!

“May | be a wishing jewel, a magic vase, powerful mantras, and great medicine. May | be a
wish-fulfilling tree, and a cow of plenty for the world!”
The Bodhisattvas Way of Life

Autumn Harvest
Slide, Cave 432 - North Wei period, (386-534)

“Those who have heard it have obtained the warm Dharma, the highest Dharma, the best
Dharma in the world. They have obtained fruits of the stream-enterer, fruits of being a once-
returner, fruits of being a non-returner, fruits of being an arhat, and the pratyekabuddha Way.
They have aspired to become awakened. They have ascended the first stage, the second stage,
and the third stage, and reached the tenth state.” The Sutra of Innumerable Meanings
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Feathered Beings
slide, Cave 297 Western Wei and Norther zhou

The slide of this sculpture of the Feathered Man is the only colored one of its kind in China.
With the head horns, the fluttering scarf flapping over the arms takes the place of wings. The
beast’s claws, the man face and the bird wings, the “feathered man” includes all these
characters of human being (quick witted) beast (brave) and bird (nimble). It belongs to
category of kinnara.

A kinnara is a creature from Hindu and Buddhist mythology. They are described as part human
and part bird, and have a strong association with music and love. Believed to come from the
Himalayas, they often watch over the well-being of humans in times of trouble or danger.

This fan includes feathered winged musical apsaras, a peacock and a black crow. Apsaras
(Feitian in Chinese) are celestial beings, often depicted as graceful, ethereal dancers and
musicians who inhabit the heavens. They are associated with music, dance, and the arts, and
are sometimes portrayed as attendants to Buddhas or Bodhisattvas, particularly in depictions of
paradise.

Pearl of Enlightenment
Slide, Cave 419 - Jiayie (scholar/poet) Sui Dynasty

The term "Pearl of Enlightenment" refers to a symbol representing wisdom, enlightenment, or
spiritual awakening. It's associated with both Taoism and Buddhism. Pearls themselves, in
various cultures, are seen as symbols of purity, innocence, wisdom, and even divine presence.

The round pearl has no edges
The great raw gem isn’t polished.
What is esteemed by people of the Way
is having no edges.
Removing the road of agreement:
senses and matter are empty.
The free spirit, resting on nothing, unique and alive.

Book of Serenity
Case 75, Constant Principle






11

The Lotus Sutra
Slide, Cave 427 — Sui Dynasty
Ananda

During the construction of the Dunhuang caves, a period spanning a thousand years, content
from the Lotus Sutra was to be found in paintings from every era and became especially
popular from the Tang period.

The Lotus Sutra paintings place their emphasis on expression of daily life in the human world.
This is probably because the Lotus Sutra uses stories of daily life as metaphors to make it easy
for ordinary believers to understand the principles of Buddhism. Thus, these paintings, depict
the rich, profound contents of the Lotus Sutra and the history of the daily lives, economic
activities and cultural exchanges of the people who lived along the silk Road in ancient times.

The Five Dynasties period (907-979) saw paintings from a total of 24 chapters of the Lotus
Sutra. Other than “The Emergence of the Treasure Tower “and “The Universal Gateway of
Avalokitesvara” chapters appearing as standalone paintings, there were altogether 32 complete
pieces of Lotus sutra paintings in the Mogao caves.

On the southern slope of Cave 85 there are a total of 106 inscriptions related to Lotus Sutra
paintings from the 24 chapters preserved. It can be said to be the most abundant and richest
content of Lotus Sutra paintings in the caves.

“The Lotus Sutra, in Kumarajiva’s translation of 406 A.D., was the most common texts found in
the sealed Library discovered in 1900. Dr. Lionel Giles has calculated that one thousand and
forty-six copies are to be found in the portion of the library now preserved in the British
Museum alone. It is also represented in the paintings from the same source on silk and paper in
the museum collection.” But the most notable representation from the Stein Collection is the
silk embroidered picture of the Buddha on the Vulture Peak preaching the Saddharma
Pundarika Sutra, which is probably earlier than any of the paintings in the Stein collection, and
from about 700 A.D.” (Buddhist Cave Painting of Tun-Huang by Basil Gray and J.B. Vincent)

My imaginings of the Lotus Sutra include lotuses partially constructed with Tibetan prayer flags,
fish representing compassion — with their eyes always open- and cicada winged apsaras.

The color of the lotuses created on the fan share symbolic meanings -

Red Lotus = Padma. Purity, enlightenment, rebirth, spiritual growth in midst of samsara.
Dedicated life in the energy of action

Blue Lotus = Utpala. ldeal of meditation. Luminous by nature like azure sky

White Lotus = Pundarika. Purity of human condition. Sanctity of world of values.
Potential for all beings to achieve enlightenment
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A Thousand Buddhas
Slide, Cave 45 - Statues of Buddha and Ananda

The Thousand Buddhas in Dunhuang refers to the Mogao Caves, also known as the Thousand
Buddha Grottoes. These are a system of 500 Buddhist cave temples renowned for their
stunning collection of Buddhist art, including murals and sculptures, spanning a thousand years
of Chinese history.

The caves house a vast collection of Buddhist art, including murals (over 45,000 square meters)
and sculptures (more than 2,415), spanning various dynasties. The caves were built and
decorated over a period of roughly 1,000 years, from the 4™ to the 14 centuries. A Buddhist
monk named Le Zun is said to have had a vision of a thousand buddhas and inspired the initial
construction of the caves.

This is my vision of 1000 Buddhas.

Sunrise
Slide, Cave 45, Tang dynasty

Sealed in the 11t century, tens of thousands of manuscripts were discovered in 1900 by Wang
Yuanlu, a Daoist priest and the self-proclaimed caretaker of the caves. Wang Yuanlu tried to
secure funding from local officials to preserve the caves and the discovered materials, but his
efforts were unsuccessful. Faced with a lack of local support, Wang Yuanlu seemingly began
selling the manuscripts to foreign explorers in order to raise money.

The Library contained tens of thousands of documents, over 1000 copies of the Lotus Sutra
alone. There are scrolls from numerous different religions — Buddhism, Zoroastrian, Manichee,
Eastern Christian, Daoist, and Judaism. It contained the Diamond Sutra determined to be the
oldest printed book in the world. The cave also contained one of the first written Chinese
musical scores.

This fan includes both the symbol of the rising sun (rooster) and the light of day created by the
Surangama mantra. The frame around Buddha is also pieces of the Mantra.

The Surangama mantra found in the cave was handwritten in Sanskrit in 971. The original
mantra was written on fabric and is currently housed in the National Library of France.
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According to the Surangama Sutra, the Buddha said that this mantra has magical powers and by
simply placing the written mantra in the house will bring much protection to those in it. The
benefits of this mantra are many.

Five Colored Sand
Slide, Cave 194, Tang dynasty

Singing-Sand Mountain in the south of Dunhuang City was formed from drifting sand. It is as
yellow as gold, as soft as silk and satin, and as graceful as a young girl. Stretching for a distance
of over forty kilometers, it reaches a height of 1,700 meters. Seen from a distance, its peaks and
ridges are seen to rise and fall in a splendid panorama. The mountain seems dazzlingly
iridescent since its peak is made up of grains of multi-colored sand: not only black and white,
but also red, and yellow and green. These grains have been called five-color sand. There are of
course many tales about how it got its name, Singing-Sand Mountain. (notes from Tale from
Dunhuang)

Bodhisattva

Despite mustache, young woman
Gentle and refined

Dragon blowing out five colored sand...
(unknown source)

Strawberry Moon
Slide, Cave 196, Late Tang, built around 894 894
Bodhisattva

This fan contains the Strawberry Moon of summer and the Crescent Moon Spring. The side
lights of the main slide are again pieces from the Surangama mantra.

The gold fish representing compassion. Symbolizing happiness, spontaneity, good fortune, and
fertility. They are also a sign of liberation and salvation from the cycle of rebirth, representing
freedom from suffering and the ability to move through life fearlessly.

The One Bright Pearl (Eihei Dogen Shobogenzo) “It may have been that he was not waiting even
for the fish with golden scales that lands itself without being fished.”
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The Sharabha Deer — A Jataka Tale
Slide, Cave 328 - Seated Buddha

“Once the Buddha was born as a bodhisattva in the form of a Sharabha Deer. This sharabha was
magnificent in all respects. He lived in the deep forest content to subsist on leaves and grace.
Although he was the shape of an animal, his mind was as steadfast as any human.

One day the king entered the forest on a hunt and decided to kill the sharabha. He spurred his
horse in pursuit. Recognizing the king’s intentions the bodhisattva deer took flight. Racing after
the sharabha, the king’s horse stopped suddenly at the edge of a cliff, throwing the king into
the abyss below.

Approaching the edge of the precipice, the bodhisattva found the king covered in dust and
racked with pain. He kindly said to the king, “Great King, | hope your pain isn’t too great. Please
place your trust in me and | will come to your rescue.”

Addressing the sharabha, the king said, “My pain is nothing compared to the pain of realizing
the offense | have committed against such a pure being as you. | was blind to your true nature.
Please forgive me.” With strength and agility, the sharabha swiftly carried the king to the top of
the cliff. He reunited the king with his horse and told him the way back to the capital. The king
was overcome with gratitude.

The bodhisattva said, “If you wish to do something for me, refrain from hunting. All creatures
desire happiness and freedom from suffering. Harmful actions lead to suffering. Virtuous
actions bring dignity. Be generous. Increase your merit. Seek guidance from the wise. Cultivate
right action. Treat all creatures as you would yourself like to be treated.”

The king thanked the bodhisattva for his words and watched with respect as he sped away to
his home in the forest.”

“Thus the compassionate show pity even to those who to harm them and never abandon their
desire to help even wrong doers in distress, regardless of their evil intentions.” Demo Rinpoche,
Jewel Heart Ann Arbor

Surangama Mantra
Slide, Cave 322- The celestial guardian statutes of the Tang Dynasty

The Surangama Mantra, found in the Dunhuang Library cave, is a powerful mantra in East Asian
Buddhism. It is a key component of the sutra and found its way into Chinese Buddhist practice
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through the Silk Road. it is known for its ability to subdue demons, dispel darkness, and
accumulate merit. The mantra is associated with the Surangama Sutra and is believed to offer
protection and blessings when recited or even simply displayed.

It was handwritten in Sanskrit in 971. The original mantra was written on fabric and is currently
housed in the National Library of France. Buddhists often recite the mantra, sometimes line by
line. According to the Surangama sutra, the Buddha said that this mantra has magical powers
and by simply placing the written mantra in the house will bring much protection to those in it.
The benefits of this mantra are many.

| have copied the full mantra several times for my home, for sangha and for the protection of all
beings.

Crescent Moon Spring

Slide, Cave 27- Middle Tang Dynasty

Two Buddhas — Shakyamuni and Prabhutaratna

In Buddhist iconography and the Lotus Sutra, Shakyamuni (the historical Buddha) and
Prabhutaratna (a Buddha of the remote past) are often depicted together. This

pairing symbolizes the continuity of Buddhist Law across time and the unity of past and
present Buddhas. Prabhutaratna's appearance during Shakyamuni's sermon, as described in
the Lotus Sutra, validates Shakyamuni's teachings and emphasizes the enduring nature of the
Dharma.

Everyone knows that fire and water do not mix, nor deserts and clear springs, yet at the foot of
Singing-Sand Mountain both are to be found. There is a spring call Crescent Moon Spring. It is
like the new moon on the fifth day of the lunar month. The crystal-clear spring water is sweet
and refreshing. It has been lying in the arms of the mountain for thousands of years.

Schools of fish live within the pool: on its banks lush green grasses grow. Among the grasses
can be found the seven-star herb. In the flow of the sun, the spring water and the mountain
with its halls and pavilions add to each other’s radiance. This too is one of the scenic spots of
Dunhuang. (Notes from Tales from Dunhuang)

Borrowing the Moon
Slide, Cave 130- Head of Maitreya buddha
Second largest at Mogao, Tang dynasty, Artist Ma Sizhong

One year there was a drought in the desert. At that time neither Singing-Sand Mountain nor
Crescent Moon Spring existed. The wells dried up, the trees withered and the crops perished,
the people wept with grief. But one day the beautiful and merciful White-Cloud Fairy Maiden
floated by in the sky. When she saw this and heard the pitiful cry of the people, she felt as if a
knife had pierced her heart. She had no way to produce rain and wept with grief. Strangely
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enough, when her bright silvery tears dropped to the ground, they gathered in a pool and
flowed in a limpid stream onto the land. The gurgling water moistened the field, turning the
trees green and sprouting seeds. The people rejoiced.

But the Sand Deity returned bringing the drought. The White-Cloud Fairy was powerless to do
anything in his territory. She flew up to the Ninth Heaven to see the Moon Goddess.

“You would not have come to the Ninth Heaven today if it were not on some important
matter.”

The White-Cloud Fairy replied, “l would like to borrow the moon.”

“What do you want to do with it?

She replied, “the Sand Deity has bullied me, and used his drifting sand to fill up my spring,
making people suffer. My sister, | want to borrow the moon from you to fight the Sand Deity.”
“Since you are doing good for the people | should help you; the difficulty is that today in only
the fifth day of the moon, it has not rounded yet.’

“That does not matter, a fifth of the moon will do.”

The Goddess then granted her the crescent of the moon. The Fairy went away carrying the
moon in both hands. When she arrived at her temple, she spread the moon out before it. In a
twinkling of an eye, it turned out to be a spring of crystalline water with rippling green waves.

The Sand Deity was powerless against the Moon Goddess, who upon seeing his return
delicately wafted her sleeves and a gentle breeze sprang up blowing the drifting sand away to
the top of the mountain. Several thousand years have passed, the Crescent Moon Spring
remains, never filling up with sand. (Notes from Tales from Dunhuang)
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White Horse Pagoda

slide - Cave 55 - Lokapalo, refers to the four Heavenly Kings aka Four Guardian Kings that are
protective deities guarding the four cardinal directions of the world and upholding Buddhist
teachings (the Dharma)

The White Horse Pagoda, in Dunhuang, Gansu, China, was built to commemorate Tianliu, the
white horse of the Buddhist monk Kumarajiva, which carried Buddhist scriptures all the way
from Kucha to Dunhuang in China c. 384 CE. Upon arrival to Dunhuang Kumarajiva’s horse
becameiill.

“One night, to the monk’s great surprise, the ill white horse opened its mouth and spoke:
“Master, | must confess that | am really the white dragon of the western sea. Since the road to
Yangguan is so hazardous and sea of sand around it boundless, | had to come to carry you to
fulfill your task of preaching the scriptures. But now you have arrived in Yangguan. Ahead of
you there are no more treacherous roads, only smooth ones with inns along the way. | shall go
no further, let us say farewell.’

“Do not grieve, master. | must return to the western sea. Ina few years’ time, | must carry
another monk on a pilgrimage to collect Buddhist scriptures. Ahead of you, not far from here,
you will find Crescent Moon Spring. It is a place where the heavenly steeds gather. There you
will find another white horse waiting for you. It will accompany you to the East. “

When a gentle wind blows, the bells on the roof of the pagoda begin to chime. They can be
heard far away, and the local people say that it is the echo of the white horse’s neigh. (notes
from Tales from Dunhuang)

Dunhuang is a mysterious book which I could never finish reading and | will
continue reading and exploring it until the end of my life...

*Cover calligraphy
“Singing Sand” by Kazuaki Tanahashi and friend



