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Studies of Dunhuang texts, Buddhist scripture, and iconography were considered as individual
fields, and did not have much confluence in previous scholarly studies. Dunhuang Buddhist grottoes
and Dunhuang manuscripts account for over 90% of the entire Buddhist literary corpus. The
diffusion period of Dunhuang literary and artistic creations coincided with the age when Chinese
Buddhism began to prosper. The variety of scroll manuscripts and frescoes provide invaluable data
for the study of the eastward diffusion of Buddhism and the development of Chinese culture.

During the Sui, Tang, and the Five Dynasties, Buddhism entered its prime. Buddhism
development and diffusion also entered the new phase of secularization. In response to the new
audience and new believers, be it believers unfamiliar with Buddhist texts or illiterate folks who
could not read at all. Secular monks use colloquial methods with singing sutras and secularized
canon lyrics to conduct oral broadcasting. Meanwhile, large scale frescoes were drawn onto
Buddhist temples. Iconographies concerning Buddhism stories were drawn in color and onto walls,
silk rolls, and paper, to communicate significance beyond verbal dictation. Not only do these
drawings are exegeses of Buddhist sutras, but they also form gravitas for the interior space of the
temple; thus they succeed as media for visual communication.

This project would be focused on Dunhuang Buddhist literature. Taking the philological approach,
this project will: look into the relationship between Buddhist literary works and Dunhuang Buddhist
texts; discuss the displacement situation between canon and literature; analyze materials such as
frescoes, silk paintings, and illustrations on Dunhuang Buddhist texts based on topics such as
themes and sources, interpretations of icons and symbols, and exegeses of canons. The same
thematic materials of Buddhist literature and icon would certainly be phenomena such as
displacement and differentiality, as well as underlying transtexuality. There would certainly be
different interpretations between secular monks and painters towards canonical texts; there would
certainly be different methods of communication, different media for translating interpretation, and
different spatio-temporal relations to the formation of artistic creations. By combing through
Dunhuang text, Dunhuang literature, and Dunhuang iconography, and conduct comparative analysis
based on these three aspects, this project will explain the relativity of Dunhuang materials both in
the grottoes and in the library cave, and form a system of communication and exegetical
methodology. Also, this project wishes to find a rational theory concerning the differentialities of
literary and iconic interpretation on an identical Buddhist story, during a time when methods of
communication and communication media are polyvalent and multifarious.

Keywords: Dunhuang, Buddhist texts, Buddhist literature, iconography, grotto frescoes, Bianwen
(transformative text).
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