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Abstract: This article delves into the exploration of a significant sign, the “vi$vavajra”, found in the
caisson ceilings of Buddhist esoteric art in Dunhuang’s Mogao Caves. These caissons, featuring the
visvavajra sign in the center, were prevalent from the mid-Tang period to the Western Xia dynasty
(ninth to thirteenth centuries) and are recorded by The Overall Record of Dunhuang Mogao Grottoes un-
der description as “Jiaochu [ingxin”. Similar caissons are also found in Western Buddhist Caves near
Dunhuang, and Yulin Caves in Guazhou County, indicating a distinct regional character. Focusing
on a well-preserved and intricately detailed example from Cave 361, this article aims to elucidate
the specific tantric significance of the visvavajra at the center of the caissons within the broader con-
text of Buddhist art. Drawing from related tantras, the discussion explores how the sign and its
surrounding compositions align with a particular homa (fire offering) mandala, specifically the san-
tika mandala crucial to numerous Tantric Buddhist rituals. Furthermore, the article examines the
evolution of caisson of this type of mandala over time. By comparing the mid-Tang example from
Cave 361 with the late Tang period’s Cave 14, a noticeable shift in format becomes apparent. The vis-
vavajra sign takes on new significance, embodying “the samaya of all Tathagatas”. Ultimately, the
article explores how the significance of the visvavajra sign transforms into an allusion to Vairocana
or Rocana under the Sino-Tibetan Esoteric Buddhist context in the Hexi Corridor during the early
Northern Song and Western Xia dynasty.

Keywords: visvavajra; caisson; mural; Mogao Caves; homa mandala; Tantric Buddhist Art; ritual

1. Introduction

The visvavajra, also known as karmavajra, consists of vajras arranged in a cross forma-
tion, typically featuring three, five, or nine prongs in its depiction. It typically functions as
a ritual object or a philosophic sign in Tantric Buddhism. This article will delve into the sig-
nificance of the visvavajra as a recurring Buddhist sign, particularly its frequent appears
in the caisson ceilings of Dunhuang Mogao Caves, Yulin Caves, and Western Thousand
Buddha Caves, for instance, Mogao Cave 361, Yunlin Cave 21, Western Thousand Buddha
Cave 18 (Figures 1a, 2 and 3) along the Hexi Corridor in China. These caves date from the
mid-ninth to thirteenth centuries, corresponding to the mid-Tang period (766836 CE) and
Tibetan rule over Dunhuang (786-848 CE), to the Western Xia dynasty (1038-1127 CE). The
caisson, conventionally described as a square box-like structure used in traditional Chinese
ceiling construction, takes on a specific role in the structure. It constitutes the top part of the
ceiling, often referred to as the “ceiling well” (zao-jing #7f). The well in the ceiling serves
not only as a decorative or structural element for the entire cave, showcasing religious pres-
tige, but also as a notion for “containing water plants to prevent fire”, a crucial aspect for
the cave’s safety (Y. Shen 2011, p. 519).! While the caisson ceiling finds extensive use in
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palaces and temples throughout China, the specific type of caisson featuring a visvavajra at
the center is documented in The Overall Record of Dunhuang Mogao Grottoes (Dunhuang Mo-
gaoku neirong zonglu BUE 5L i N 2% 48 55%) under the description “jiaochu-jingxin” ZZHFH- 0
(Dunhuang Academy 1982, p. 5). Here, the term “jinochu” refers to visvavajra, and “jingxin”
denotes the center of the well-like caisson. This particular caisson ceiling exhibits a distinct

regional character, with very few examples found outside the Hexi Corridor, for instance,
at Alchi Monastery in Ladakh.
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Figure 1. (a) Caisson of Cave 361, Mogao Caves, 840s CE. From the center to outside: the visvavajra
sign, a lotus-enclosed circle and the twelve heavens. Drawn by author. (b) Ceiling of Cave 361.

Besides the caisson in the center, there are four slopes painted with four directional Buddhas and a
thousand-Buddha motif. Drawn by author.

Figure 2. Caisson of Cave 21, Yulin Caves, Song dynasty. This caisson presents the visvavajra sign
and a lotus-enclosed circle (Dunhuang Academy 2016, pl. 210).
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Figure 3. Caisson of Cave 18, Western Thousand Buddha Caves, Tang dynasty. This caisson presents
the visvavajra sign and a lotus-enclosed circle (Dunhuang Academy 2012, pl. 234).

While some caissons found at Yulin and the Western Thousand Buddha Caves exhibit
similarities, the majority are concentrated in the Mogao Caves. Specifically, Caves 7, 361
(Figure 1), and 370 from the mid-Tang period, Caves 14 (Figure 4), 30, 140, and 177 from the
late Tang period, Caves 243, 289, and 364 from the Northern Song dynasty (960-1127 CE),
and Caves 87 (Figure 5), 291, 326, 328, and 382 from the Western Xia dynasty all exhibit the
same sign in their caisson centers (Dunhuang Academy 1982, pp. 1-176). Most of these
caves are situated in the northern end of the southern area of the Mogao Caves, with the
exceptions of Cave 140 and 177. According to the research by Zhao Xiaoxing from Dun-
huang Academy, she asserts that the caves in the northern end were intentionally designed
as Tantric Bodhimandas (Zhao 2017, pp. 534-35). The author supported her statement
through investigation.”

Figure 4. Ceiling of Cave 14, Mogao Caves, late ninth century CE. The central square part is the
caisson, presenting the visvavajra sign with the four directional Buddhas. Outside it, the four slopes
are painted with three Buddhas and a thousand-Buddha motif (Dunhuang Academy 1996, pl. 5).

This article will primarily focus on the caissons of Mogao Cave 361 and Cave 14, as
they represent early types among all the caissons, featuring well-preserved states and the
richness of their iconographic details, potentially linked to mandalas, which distinguish
them from other homogeneous caissons. The caisson of Cave 14 exhibits a clear evolution
from that of Cave 361, with the unique feature of a five-pronged visvavajra positioned at
the center, suggesting a connection to the concept of the “five wisdoms.” Other caissons
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may resemble Cave 361, though many are obscure and lack sufficiently comprehensive
information, as exemplified in Cave 87 (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Ceiling of Cave 87, Mogao Caves, Western Xia. The central square caisson presents the
vi$vavajra sign and a lotus-enclosed circle. Outside it, a circular floral pattern is painted on the four
slopes (Dunhuang Academy 1987, pl. 115).

2. The Rising Attention

The vi$vavajra, an ancient sign, first appeared as a relief on one of the pillars in the
caitya cave of the Bhaja Caves in Maharashtra, India. This relief is believed to date back
to the second to first century BCE. J. Fergusson and J. Burgess, notable scholars in the
field, made this assertion (Figure 6). Fergusson’s description depicts the image as compris-
ing four tristlas (Fergusson and Burgess 1880, p. 225), yet it is named vi$vavajra when
recorded by The Huntington Archive of Ohio State University. In the first century BCE, Bud-
dha images had not yet appeared. In the caitya halls, the sttipa was typically used to sym-
bolize the Buddhist dharma. Alongside the four-trisila relief on the columns were other
reliefs, such as the lotus flower and the dharma wheel, all related to Buddhist iconography
(Fergusson and Burgess 1880, pp. 223-28). This seems to be the only surviving instance in
early Indian Buddhist art. The four-trisiila motif is relatively rare and was not extensively
employed in early Buddhism. In this case, it either emerged as a distinct Buddhist symbol
or appeared alongside other Buddhist signs.

The Interpretation of this Image, whether It symbolizes a mandala metaphor or simply
serves as a sign, remains contentious among scholars. Several scholars have posited the
notion that the vi$vavajra sign may constitute a central component of a mandala, a theory
fraught with historical ambiguity and scholarly debate.’

Among the earliest and most contentious examples of such caissons featuring the vis-
vavajra sign is Cave 361 (Figure 1a), a diminutive chamber spanning less than 10 square
meters. Originally constructed during the mid-ninth century, toward the end of Tibetan
rule over Dunhuang, Cave 361 underwent subsequent renovations during the Five Dynas-
ties period (907-960 CE). Despite its construction under Tibetan rule, the artistic motifs
adorning the cave, including murals and painted figures, predominantly exhibit character-
istics associated with Sino-Buddhist artistry.*

Of notable interest are the mural compositions on the southern and northern walls,
which predominantly feature stitra-based imagery (jing-bian-hua 5% &), while the eastern
wall is adorned with tantric iconography.’ This juxtaposition of exoteric and esoteric Bud-
dhist imagery imbues the cave with a profound synthesis, conceptualized as a “harmony
of exoteric and esoteric Buddhist cave” (xian-mi-yuan-rong %1% [Elfh), further emphasizing
its cultural and religious significance within the broader context of Buddhist cave art.
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Figure 6. Four-triula figure on the pillar of the caitya cave, second to first century BCE, Bhaja Caves,
Maharashtra, India. Collected by The Huntington Archive.®

Several scholars have presented diverse interpretations, with Guo Youmeng F§#i 5
and Zhao Xiaoxing #BE £ ’s being the two most frequently cited. Guo Youmeng posited
that the vi$vavajra sign primarily symbolized one of the unique manifestations of the Vairo-
cana mandalas (da-ri-bie-tan X H ji1|38) in Shingon BuddhismH 5 7%, specifically represent-
ing Vairocana (Guo 2009, pp. 143-74). Yin Guangming Bt (1957-2013 CE), a researcher
at the Dunhuang Academy, echoed this conclusion in his work (G. Yin 2014, pp. 7-20).
Conversely, Zhao, also affiliated with the Dunhuang Academy, criticized Guo’s assump-
tion that the vi$vavajra sign suggests Vairocana. Zhao argues that the vi$vavajra, denoting
the four directions as the “cross-vajra throne” within the Vairocana mandalas, represents
the fundamental foundation of the Buddhist cosmos rather than Vairocana himself (Zhao
2017, p. 297). She identified the twelve heavens surrounding the central vi$vavajra within
the four grooves as comprising a typical Buddhist “twelve-heaven mandala” (Zhao 2017,
pp- 289-95). According to her succinct analysis and quotations from Robert Beer (2003,
p. 95), the central three-pronged visvavajra sign holds the significance of “the twelve nida-
nas” T K%k (twelve links of dependent origination) and could also be regarded as the
cross-vajra throne protecting the entire cave (Zhao 2017, p. 297).

The author agrees with the identities of the twelve-heaven figures she identified, but
the possibility of them forming a mandala, as well as the role and significance of the cen-
tral visvavajra, warrant further discussion. Since the caissons are formed and depicted very
similarly with only minor distinctions, they should have closely related religious explana-
tions. Additionally, atleast four caissons with a visvavajra sign in the Mogao Caves (Caves
14, 140, 326, and 382) are inclined at a 45-degree angle. The caisson in Cave 14 features a
five-pronged vi$vavajra, not a three-pronged one. These differences make it difficult to
link them to a cross-vajra throne or symbolization of the twelve nidanas.

3. Why Mandala?

According to Zhao Xiaoxing, the entirety of the caisson in Cave 361 represents one
of two deliberately constructed as a mandala, the other being found in Cave 7. However,
the remaining caissons, numbering more than ten, featuring the vis$vavajra sign within the
Mogao Caves, cannot conclusively be deemed as explicit mandalas (Zhao 2017, pp. 309-11).
This uncertainty arises primarily due to the limited iconographic details preserved within
these caissons, particularly the absence of the “twelve-heaven” motif, which is traditionally
considered the central theme of caisson mandalas.
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The number of mandala sketches dating back to the Tang dynasty (618-907 CE) and
unearthed from the Dunhuang region is considerable. Among these, an exemplar pre-
served by the British Museum (Figure 7a) serves as a notable illustration. This particular
mandala, excavated from Dunhuang and dating from the latter half of the ninth century,
is structured into three distinct layers, adhering to the conventions of Chinese Buddhist
artistic style. The central portion of the mandala features a lotus umbrella, signifying its
symbolic significance within Buddhist cosmology. The middle layer is delineated in a
square shape, with four heavens and deities including Brahma and Indra positioned at
the corners, each side marked by a corresponding Chinese character denoting the four car-
dinal directions. The outer layer of the mandala is meticulously adorned with detailed
depictions of the four heavens and their respective directional counterparts, meticulously
rendered on the four doors and corners. This mandala is revered by the twelve heavenly
attendants, further emphasizing its religious and ritual significance. The southwestern
boundary corner of the entire mandala (Figure 7b) is specifically designated as the entry
point for the dharani preacher (zhou shi Lfili), namely the guru, demarcated by the inscrip-
tion of Chinese characters “zhoushi churu” jUfifith A. Noteworthy is the intricate detailing
between the outer square layer and the middle square layer, where meticulously painted
ruled ink lines converge, creating a sense of depth and perspective. Given its meticulous
design and elaborate symbolism, it is plausible that this mandala sketch may have served
as a blueprint for the creation of a caisson, a common architectural feature in Buddhist
cave art.
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Figure 7. (a) A mandala sketch, 851-900 CE, excavated from Dunhuang. From the center to outside:
a lotus umbrella (center), lotus motif with four heavens and deities (the first square), and the four

heavens and directional counterparts on the four doors and corners (the second square). The British
Museum Collections, Ch.00189.” (b) Chinese inscription “zhoushi churu” jLffitH A (entry point for
the dharani preacher) at the corner of the southern section of mandala sketch.
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For example, Cave 361 (Figure 1a) exhibits a configuration reminiscent of the afore-
mentioned mandala sketch (Figure 7a). The central portion features the visvavajra on a
lotus-enclosed circle, followed by lotus petals at the four corners, while the outer layer
showcases the twelve-heaven motif.

The caissons in the Mogao Caves featuring a visvavajra sign in the center can be clas-
sified into three types. The first type comprises a three-pronged visvavajra at the center,
surrounded by twelve heavens, constituting the entirety of the caisson. An exemplar of
this type is found in Caves 7 and 361 (Figure 1a). The second type showcases a five-
pronged visvavajra combined with four directional Tathagatas at the caisson, accompa-
nied by three buddhas with thousand Buddhas painted on the four slopes. Among all the
Mogao Caves, only Cave 14 (Figure 4) conforms to this category. The final type features
solely a three-pronged visvavajra at the caisson, accompanied by depictions of four or ten
directional Tathagatas, a thousand-Buddha motif on the four slopes, or a “circular floral
pattern” painted on the four slopes, as exemplified by Cave 87 (Figure 5). Most of the cais-
sons fall into this category, although this last type lacks explicit indications for scholars to
identify a specific mandala. However, apart from Cave 364 from the early Northern Song
period (tenth to eleventh centuries), which features a plain square ceiling, other caissons
with a vi$vavajra exhibit a striking resemblance to Cave 361. The subsequent discussion
will delve into whether they portray a particular mandala.

4. Which Mangdala?
4.1. The Directions

To summarize (refer to Figure 8a,b) Zhao Xiaoxing’'s conclusion, the depiction of
twelve heavens at the four grooves of Cave 361’s caisson suggest the presence of a “twelve-
heaven mandala”: the eastern groove features the sun Siirya seated on a five-horse chariot
(E1), Dhrtarastra playing the pi-pa lute (E), and the moon Candra seated on a five-goose
chariot (E2); in the southern groove, the fire deity Agni (S1), Yama, the lord of death (S),
and Brahma (S2) are depicted; the western groove portrays Nairrtt wielding a knife (W1),
Varuna holding a snake (or dragon, W), and the wind deity Vayu (W2); the northern groove
features I$ana holding a single trident (N1), Vai$ravana, the guardian of the north (N), and
Vasundhara, the god of the earth, holding flowers (N2) (Zhao 2017, pp. 289-95). However,
she points out that, besides the four cardinal Heavenly Kings, it is observed that only the
northeastern guardian-heaven, I$ana (N1), is depicted at his proper direction, whereas the
others do not consistently align with their respective orientations (Zhao 2017, p. 302).

Questions arise. Upon examining mandala sketches from the Tang dynasty in The
Images of SAT Daizokyo (Taisho shinshii daizokyo zuzobu KIEHT I K ek 15 55) (Figure 9)
edited by Junjird Takakusu FiffiIEXEE (1866-1945 CE), the central yidam of a so-called
twelve-heaven mandala is typically depicted as either a two-armed or four-armed Acara
(si bi bu dong VU AH)), rather than a vi$vavajra. Furthermore, it has been observed that
at least four caissons with visvavajra inclined at a 45-degree angle are found at the Mogao
Caves, as evidenced by Cave 14. These inclined formations cannot be readily construed
as cross-vajra thrones. As master Yi Xing —17 (683-727 CE) said in his Commentary on the
Vairocana Tantra (Da pi lu zhe na chengfo jingshu KB L il 48 51), “According to the four
directions, a vi$vavajra is crafted for use as the vajra throne.”®

The vajra throne, traditionally represented as an evenly positioned vi$vavajra, typi-
cally includes an eight-petal lotus depicted above it. However, the vajra throne does not
seem to seamlessly integrate with the caissons. The presence of four vi$vavajras inclined
at a 45-degree angle cannot be construed as vajra thrones for a mandala. Additionally, al-
though twelve heavens are depicted at the four grooves, they do not fulfill central roles
within the caisson mandala. The author suggests that these twelve heavens may serve as
ritual attendants facilitating the practice of a specific mandala in a prescribed process.
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(b) (c)

Figure 8. (a) Twelve-heaven figures found at four grooves of Cave 361. E, S, W, N refer to the four
directions. Drawn by author. (b) The twelve heavens at the caisson of Cave 361. Drawn by author.
(c) The twelve heavens at a standard mandala. Drawn by author.
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Figure 9. A sketch of a twelve-heaven mandala with a central yidam four-armed Acara (si bi bu dong
VUE AR #)) (Takakusu 1978, vol. 4, p. 168, No. 57).

Considering that the entrances of all caves in the southern area of the Mogao Caves
face eastward, upon entering a single cave, individuals will face westward and have their
back eastward. They stand on the ground, raise their heads, and look at the caisson just
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as the painters did when painting it. By doing so, the east and west orientations of the
caisson are reversed, leading to the depiction as shown in the illustration (Figure 1a,b): the
west slope appears on the downside of the sketch (where the east slope would typically be)
while the north slope remains correctly oriented. Therefore, researchers often encounter
confusion regarding the alignment of the caisson with the actual environmental directions.
In classical to medieval China, while there was no official standardization for the ori-
entation of painting an atlas (yu-tu Bi[#), two common practices prevailed: either depicting
the north as upwards or the south, both reflecting the fundamental cosmic worldview of an-
cient Chinese culture.” Drawing upon the imagery of the “harmony of the four symbols”
(he-he-si-xiang-tu A& VUL [E) found in one of the most significant Daoist scriptures, The
Guiding Principles of Ten Thousand Spirits on Dual Cultivation of Nature and Life (Xingming
shuangxiu wanshen guizhi Va2 ##3: H), four mythological creatures were depicted
among the Chinese constellations along the ecliptic, viewed as the guardians of the four
cardinal directions. The azure dragon symbolized the east, the white tiger represented the
west, the vermilion bird denoted the south, and the black warrior tortoise signified the
north (refer to Figure 10). Through these representations, ancient Chinese sought to articu-
late the entirety of natural phenomena, a perspective that predates the introduction of Bud-
dhism to China and extends back to the era long before the Book of Changes (Yi jing %%5).
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Figure 10. The depiction of “Harmony of the four symbols” on the right side of the illustration (Z. Yin
1736-1795, p. 38).

Similarly, the mandala serves as the fundamental structure of the ancient Hindu cos-
mic worldview. In this context, the inner directions of the mandala serve as a substitute for
an atlas, with each direction represented by specific colors and signs. This concept is intri-
cately interwoven into Tantric Buddhism and is particularly evident in Yoga-Tantras from
the eighth century (Tsukamoto et al. 1989, p. 188). In a standard planar Buddhist mandala,
as suggested by Figure 7a, the downside is typically suggesting the east in accordance with
convention. The inner orientations of a single mandala symbolize the arrangement of the
Buddhist cosmic framework.

According to the image of “harmony of the four symbols” (Figure 10), the east is re-
ferred to as “left”, and the west as “right” when transitioning the diagram from a three-
dimensional perspective (viewed from the ground to the sky) to a planar representation.
According to the Books of Rites (Li ji #47L), “Go forward, with the Vermilion Bird in the
front and the Black Tortoise in the rear, the Azure Dragon to the left and the White Tiger
to the right.”!”
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Although the east and west directions are reversed in planar context, they correspond
accordingly to the orientation of the ceiling caisson. This traditional Chinese cosmological
notion, prevalent during the pre-Tang era, provides insight into the process of constructing
a caisson resembling a mandala, as illustrated in Figure 1a.

4.2. The Mandala

Differing from Zhao’s aforementioned conclusion, the author regards that each of the
twelve heavens has been positioned accordingly with their proper direction. Based on the
earlier studies conducted by the esteemed scholar Zhou Yiliang i — R (1913-2001 CE), the
Sarvatathagata Tattvasamgraha Tantra (Jingang ding jing %MITHAS), which was prominently
introduced by Amoghavajra A~%* (705-774 CE) in the Hexi Corridor during the Tang dy-
nasty, is categorized within the Yoga-Tantra tradition (Zhou 1996, pp. 55-79).

Meanwhile, the most renowned homa ritual, the Homa Ritual Procedures of the Vajra Pin-
nacle Yoga (Jingang ding yujia humo yigui =M THH 7 B #]), stands as one of the pivotal
rituals delineated in the Sarvatathagata Tattvasamgraha Tantra. Homa, a fire offering ritual,
holds prominence within Buddhism. The Homa Ritual mentioned above meticulously doc-
uments the procedures for creating five types of homa mandalas. Among these, the $antika
mandala, distinguished by a vi$vavajra sign in its central part, serves as the focal point for
fire offerings aimed at dispelling calamities.

As the ritual says,

... There are five kinds of fire offering kundas, all of which should be depicted
as three-layered. In the central part, a viSvavajra is drawn, with lotus leaves de-
picted in the four corners. In the second layer, the four signs, representing the
four prajiia-paramita bodhisattvas, are depicted, and inner offerings are made
within the four corners. In the third layer, the beings from the eight directional
heavens are to be depicted at the four gates and four corners. The four exter-
nal offerings are also depicted while in the center, is the Vairocana. This is the
composition of $éantika kunda.!!

Clarifying several pivotal terms from the aforementioned excerpt, the fire offering
kunda signifies the homa mandala. The central yidam, the Buddha Vairocana (pi lu zhe na,
Wit Ji5 7R, derived from the Sanskrit “vai” and “rocana”, translating to “truly shining”, cor-
responds to “bian zhao zun” #H 2in Chinese texts. The dharma body (Skt. dharmakaya)
Vairocana represents the ultimate Buddha manifestation in both the Mahavairocana Tantra
and the Vajradhatu Tantra, while his enjoyment body (Skt. sambhogakaya), Rocana, serves
as the central yidam and primary Buddha in The Flower Garland Siitra (Skt. Buddhavatamsaka
Satra; Chin. Da fang guang fo huayan jing K77 &% i #%) within the Chinese Esoteric
Buddhist canon. The Chinese translations of bian zhao zun and “lu she na” 5 (Ro-
cana) were commonly mixed. For instance, in Siksananda £t X ¥t (652-710 CE)’s trans-
lation of The Flower Garland Siitra, bian zhao zun and lu she na are both used to denote Ro-
cana (T279, No. 10, 36b12 and 82a07). In the original Tang period context of Amoghava-
jra, bian zhao zun could denote either Vairocana or Rocana, thus linking the two forms
of the Buddha. As noted by Huang Yingjie 3 #{}, Amoghavajra translated several rit-
uals related to Huayan’s “Dependent Origination of the Dharma-dhatu” ¥%:5t% . For
instance, he translated The Gate of Contemplation of the Forty-Two Syllables in the Section on
Entering the Dharmadhatu of the Great and Vast Buddha Flower Garland Siitra (Da fang guang
fo Huayan jing ru fajie pin si shi er zi guan men KJ7 & B3 B &N 505 DY+ — 5 8i[") and
Ritual Procedure for the Syllable-Wheel Yoga of Suddenly Realizing the Dharma-Body of Vairo-
cana (Da fang guang fo huayan jing ru fajie pin dunzheng pi lu zhe na fashen zilun yujia yigui
K7 T8 1 2 o 68 N2 5 it 8 B BB TSV B w6 9) (Huang 2014, pp. 291-316).

However, in all the pertinent homa-mandala manuscripts from the Tang dynasty com-
piled by the Images of SAT Daizokyo, the central sign of a $antika mandala is a dharma wheel
rather than a visvavajra (Figure 11). This depicts a top view of a $antika mandala. The over-
all structure consists of a wheel at the center, followed by a round $antika fire kunda, with
a vi$vavajra throne on the outermost layer. However, it distinctly differs from the central
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sign. The visvavajra throne occupies the lower and outer parts of the entire Buddhist cos-
mic arrangement, as depicted in a three-dimensional Yamantaka mandala from the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911 CE), preserved by the Palace Museum (Figure 12).
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Figure 11. A sketch of a $antika mandala. From the center to the outside: a cakra in the center of the
inner circle, a vi$vavajra throne, and offering objects with the samaya signs of the heavens (Takakusu
1978, vol. 1, p. 1169, No. 1).

Figure 12. The Yamantaka mandala, Qing dynasty. The lower part of this three-dimensional
mandala is a vi$vavajra throne. The Palace Museum Collections, #00185183.'>

Another tantra attributed to Amoghavajra, titled “Scripture of the Sublime Grasp of
the Immeasurable Portal” (Fo shuo chusheng wubian men tuoluoni yigui 76 H 2E #6158 [ pe 4% 8
%), describes the appearance of the female bodhisattva Karma-paramita. According to
this text, it states: “Raise the palm and extend it into a five-pronged wheel. Endure it
and manifest as karma, transforming into a cross-shaped vi$vavajra wheel.”'® Referring to
Figure 13, the samaya sign “cross-shaped wheel” of the bodhisattva Karma-paramita, held
in her left hand, is identical to the five-pronged, cross-shaped visvavajra.

The Homa Ritual also says, “The $antika kunda is perfectly circular. It should be
crafted as such. For the yogis’ utilizing, the $antika kunda is crafted as a wheel.”'*

Later, during the Northern Song dynasty, another prominent lo-tsa-ba (translator),
Danapala Jifi# (?-1017 CE), in his renowned Chinese-translated tantra, the Guhyasama-
jatantra (Fo shuo yigie rulai jingang sanye zuishang mimi da jiaowang jing a5 — VI i sk &Ml =3¢
i FRL K HE ), mentions, ”Contemplating the grand wheel in the void, it assumes the
form of a five-pronged vajra on all four sides.”!®
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Figure 13. Bodhisattva Karma-paramita. The samaya sign is a vi$vavajra, held in her left hand
(Takakusu 1978, vol. 2, p. 491, No. 18).

Based on these quotations, the Chinese-translated tantras from the Tang to Song dy-
nasties suggest that a four-sided and five-pronged vi$vavajra can be contemplated as a
dharma wheel. Thus, the $antika kunda is also crafted to resemble a dharma wheel.

Returning to the caisson in Cave 361 (Figure 1a), the twelve lotus petals are structured
around a circular fire offering furnace at the center. Positioned above it is a viSvavajra or
dharma wheel. These two elements’ form is of a round fire offering kunda, referring to the
central round part of Figure 11. Vairocana is not portrayed yet serves as both the central
yidam of this microscopic Buddhist cosmic arrangement and the central deity of the entire
$antika mandala, endorsing the practice.

The third layer, consisting of the ritual attendants of all homa mandalas, is intricately
described in the Homa Ritual.

... All beings from the eight heavens, along with signs accompany the traveler.
Beginning clockwise, the eastern heaven Indra is adorned with ribbons. Agni
(S1), the Heaven of fire, holds a kundika bottle, seated on a lotus throne engulfed
in flames. Yama (S) is holding a two-pronged vajra decorated with human head,
and his ribbons is also likely to Indra’s. Nairrti (W1) wields a sword, seated on a
throne surrounded by flames resembling Agni. Varuna (W), the Heaven of Water,
holds a noose with both ends resembling like vajras. Vayu (W2), the Heaven of
Wind, bears a flag and sits within a lotus flower. Vai$ravana (N) brandishes a
staff, ribbons alike. I$ana (N1), with a single-end trident, radiates flames upon a
lotus throne. Wise individuals should understand this truth without error.'®

Transferring the caisson mandala (Figure 8b) into a standard mandala (Figure 8c),
differences are observed. When comparing the standard mandala (Figure 8c) to the afore-
mentioned tantra, the Eastern Heaven Indra is replaced by another Eastern Heaven figure,
Dhrta-rastra (E), as found in Chinese Buddhist canons. However, an unresolved issue re-
mains. The northeastern heaven I$ana (N1) is the only heaven that does not align correctly
in the caisson mandala. In fact, it is situated in the northwest direction if referring to the
standard mandala sketch (Figure 8c).

Directions play a crucial role in all types of mandalas, and there are two distinct sys-
tems of orientation. One is the real directions, representing the spatial arrangement of
the three-dimensional caisson mandala. The other is the directions depicted in the pla-
nar mandala sketches used by painters to create the physical caisson mandala. As dis-
cussed earlier in this article, there is a reversal of east and west when comparing the caisson
(Figure 8b) to a standard mandala sketch (Figure 8c). Thus, apart from the northeastern
heaven I§ana (N1), the other seven heavens in the caisson correspond to the settings of the
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third layer in the homa mandala. However, if we rotate the three heavens of the northern
groove in the caisson by 180 degrees, the mandala aligns with the Homa Ritual tantra.

This mistake may have been made by the original artist during the transition from
the two-dimensional sketch to the three-dimensional mandala. Another caisson featuring
twelve heavenly figures of the same type can be found in Cave 7. The I$ana (N'2) is situated
in the northeast direction of the northern groove (Figure 14) within the caisson. All of the
aforementioned details pertain to the setup of the fire offering mandala. Following this,
the attracting and feeding rituals are performed,

Figure 14. Téana (N'2), Vaiéravana (N’), and Vasundhara (N’1)’s directions in the northern groove of
Cave 7. Drawn by author.

Brahma and Vasundhara are positioned to the right and left of Indra, with the
eight directional heavens making up ten ... Feeding these ten heavens ... Ad-
ditionally, two heavens are added among the original eight. Facing the upper
heaven and the lower heaven are the sun Siirya and the moon Candra.”

As per the ritual mentioned above, these four heavens—Brahma (S2), Vasundhara
(N2), Starya (E1), and Candra (E2) —are only introduced as offering attendants through the
attracting and feeding rituals of the entire santika mandala. They do not necessarily imply
directional significance. Thus, the caisson is constructed in accordance with the santika
mandala introduced by the Homa Ritual Procedures of the Vajra Pinnacle Yoga.

However, upon examining the small Cave 361, there is no evidence to suggest that
it was ever used for actual fire offering rituals within the cave. There are no traces of
burnt residue or smudges on the murals. The Reality Assembly of the Attained Realm of the
Buddhas (Zhu fo jingjie she zhenshi jing, ii# i 55 545 | # 4%), translated by Master Prajfia 4
(734 CE-?) from the Tang Dynasty, describes the practice of inner homa by contemplating
the practitioner and the yidam as one:

At that time, the bodhisattva Vajrapani, empowered by the Buddha’s power, ex-
pounded the true practice of inner homa for all yogic practitioners. This prac-
tice was intended to forever subdue and eliminate afflictions and all demons
and spirits. In performing such homa, one should increase samadhi by visu-
alizing one’s yidam along with the respective colors of the directions. If per-
forming the homa for the accomplishment of the Buddha family, the yogic prac-
titioner should deeply contemplate Vairocana Buddha and visualize oneself as
Vajrasattva.'®

Another lo-tsa-ba Devasantika K 2 % (?-1000 CE) from the Song dynasty discussed
the creation of such mandalas through visual meditation in his works. In his translated
Chinse tantra, “The Ritual Practice of Purification Visualization and Accomplishment”
(Jing xing guanxiang humo chengjiu fa pin ¥FATEUAEFEEE % i) from the Masijusri-miila-
kalpa (Wenshu shili genben yigui jing SCERFIAIMRAREHAL), a detailed description is pro-
vided of the process of meditating on homa mandalas through “chanting mantras” (T20,
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No. 1191, 0868a21-0869a20). Two other works by him also elaborate on “homa mandala
meditation”: the Great Secret Wondrous Abdhuta-Dharma Mandala of All Tathigata Tantra
(Yigie rulai da mimi wang weiceng you zuishang weimiao da mannaluo jing — VIUACKFRE F K
A B K 2 25 4C) and Vajrasattoa Tells of Vinayaka Accomplishment Ritual Tantra (Jin-
gang saduo shuo pin na ye jia tian chengjiu yigui jing 4| RS AR AL RO K SR HLAS). As

mentioned,

In the meditation of a homa furnace, within the vertically wide expanse of twelve
fingers, establishing the seat for the central yidam. If practicing a fire offering
ritual for dispelling calamities ($antika mandala) or increasing merits (paustika
mandala), the master should first visualize the presence of the Tathagata Vairo-
cana on the throne of yidam.'”

Meditating on the formless fire emanating from a homa furnace internally pos-
sesses great power. Therefore, it is referred to as the inner fire offering ritual
within the teachings.?’

As outlined in the previously mentioned tantras, the fire offering mandala can be per-
formed through various fireless methods, including contemplation and mantra chanting.
As proposed by Guo in his article, Cave 361 may have served as a venue for practicing fire
offering rituals. This is indicated by the depiction of fire imagery in the Vinaya illustration
in its mural, which differs from all other murals with the same subject matter in Dunhuang
(Guo 2009, pp. 150-53). Through the above discussions, the primary significance of the
vi$vavajra appearing on the caisson ceiling is to create a santika mandala. The caisson,
originally designed with the philosophical intent of preventing fire hazards, serves as the
ideal location within the cave to house the intricately crafted fire offering mandala. The
practice of a homa mandala through visual or inner meditation was a tradition that was
once widely popular along the Hexi Corridor from the Tang to the Northern Song dynasty,
and it even persisted into the Western Xia dynasty.

In echoing Zhao's critique of Guo’s assumption (Zhao 2017, p. 297), the author argues
against the vi$vavajra sign representing Vairocana himself in this cave, particularly when
surrounded by the twelve heavens. The visvavajra of five wisdoms (#.% 4 [I#F), clearly
linked with Vairocana’s samaya, originated with the concept of “Five Wisdoms of the Bud-
dha”. As Yin Guangming suggests, while the Four Buddhas from the slopes of Cave 361
present esoteric elements, riding on animal vehicles (Figure 1b), the first clear composition
of the esoteric “Five Wisdom Buddhas” appears in the mural of Yulin Cave 35, depicted
in the tenth century in the Dunhuang region (G. Yin 2014, pp. 7-20). Moreover, the four
Buddhas appear at the four slopes (Figure 1b) instead of the caisson in Cave 361, making
it challenging to integrate them with the central visvavajra and twelve heavens to form
a single mandala. Later in this article, the author will discuss how the visvajra began to
serve as a clear samaya sign in Dunhuang around the late ninth to tenth century.

The caisson ceiling holds significant importance in every cave, serving both decora-
tive and religious—philosophical functions. According to previous research by Zhao Xi-
aoxing, the Tibetans were accustomed to constructing “a sttipa” within the inner space
of a cave (Zhao 2017, pp. 537-63), by painting and combining the four slopes with the
west shrine. A perfect example of this is Cave 361, also designed and established by the
Tibetans. In this context, the caisson ceiling is positioned above the sorin—the summit of
a stlipa, representing the usnisa, the symbol of Buddha'’s enlightenment and ultimate wis-
dom. Therefore, the Santika mandala depicted in the caisson serves as a central mandala
under the tenets of Tantric Buddhist philosophy, thereby exerting the Buddhist dharma
over the entire cave.
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5. The Transitions from Mid-Tang to Western Xia

The caisson featuring a visvavajra sign positioned at its center has undergone a dis-
cernible evolution through three phases across the Hexi Corridor over time.

The initial phase spans from the mid-Tang to the late Tang period (mid-ninth to late
ninth century), exemplified by caves such as 7, 361 (Figure 1b), and 370, and a standard-
ized formula was adhered to. This formula involved the depiction of a lotus encircling
a round fire furnace, within which a visvavajra sign was enclosed in the center. Four or
ten directional Tathagatas, accompanied by thousand Buddhas, were painted across the
four slopes.

Itis important to note that the eight or twelve heavens, conventionally associated with
the four grooves, did not consistently appear in this arrangement. Rather, their presence
primarily served as ritual attendants during the performance of homa rituals. This obser-
vation aligns with annotations made by the commentator Kaidou #i& (1751-1810 CE) at
the conclusion of the Homa Ritual Procedures of the Vajra Pinnacle Yoga Tantra (T18, No. 909).
Kaidou suggests the possibility of two distinct textual lineages attributed to Amoghavajra,
with one lineage notably omitting references to “the Eight Heavens”. These texts may vary
in their level of detail or abbreviation (T18, No. 909, 0924c04-05). Hence, regardless of the
presence or absence of attendant heavens, the compositional motif featuring the visvavajra
sign enclosed within a lotus-petal-encircled round furnace during the Tang dynasty could
be interpreted as indicative of the santika mandala.

The second phase began in the late Tang and lasted until the early Northern Song
period (late ninth to eleventh centuries). Caissons made during this phase retained the
thousand-Buddha or ten-directional Tathagata motifs from the first phase but gradually
omitted the four-directional Buddha motif on the four slopes, as seen in Caves 14 (Figure 4),
177 and 243.>! A notable example of this transition is observed in the caisson of Cave 14,
where the four-directional Buddhas moved from the four slopes to the caisson, forming a
complete mandala with the central vi§vavajra. This serves as an illustrative example of the
departure from the preceding patterns seen in Cave 361.

The caisson of Cave 14 stands out as a distinctive example among all caissons featur-
ing a visvavajra sign. It showcases a unique configuration characterized by a 45-degree
inclined, five-pronged vi$vavajra positioned at the center of the square caisson, accompa-
nied by four directional Tathagatas. This depiction represents the first and only instance
where a vi$vavajra appears with such clarity, featuring five prongs. The five-pronged vajra
is directly linked to the concept of the “five wisdoms” (T18, No. 885, 0473c03). This im-
agery serves as a metaphorical representation of “all Tathagatas,” commonly known as the
Vairocana sign (bian zhi qi # % %) according to interpretations found in Chinese-translated
tantras (T18, No. 866, 234b24).

During the seventh century, a Tang-era Indian translator Atikata fiTHiE %2 (?-?) un-
dertook the translation of the tantra known as the Dharani Collection Scripture (Skt.
Dharanisamuccaya) into Chinese, resulting in the text known as the Tuoluoni ji jing Ft. 4 Jé 5
#¢. This was translated between 652 and 653 CE. Within this scripture, it is documented
that the method involving the utilization of the sign of all Tathagatas was for the pur-
pose of inviting the Vajras (T18, No. 901, 0890c06). Additionally, in Vajrabodhi 4|
(669-741 CE)’s text Jingang ding yujia zhong liie chu niansong jing 4zl TEH i1 B H B 5HAS
(Sitra Abridged for Recitation), it is stated that,

At that moment, the accomplished Tathagata Amoghasiddhi for the sake of Sakya-
muni Vairocana’s sign of all Tathagatas, engages in the practice of all paramita-
samayas, and has attained the Vajra Empowerment Samadhi. All these samayas
are self-enlightened.??

This implies that Tathagata Amoghasiddhi himself serves as the samaya sign and rep-
resents one of five wisdoms, namely, the karma wisdom —wisdom of all accomplishing
actions, of the ultimate Tathagata in Tantric Buddhism, Vairocana. Thus, he bears the
same five-pronged vi$vavajra sign as Vairocana. Furthermore, the Japanese monk Don-
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jyaku Z§i (1674-1742 CE) from the Edo period (1603-1868 CE) expounded in his work
Private Notes on the Vairocana Tantra (Jingang ding da jiaowang jing siji xMITH R Z ELLFAED)
that the all-Tathagatas” Samaya sign corresponds to the Chinese-translated term bian zhi
gi (T61, No. 2225, 0287¢23-25), signifying the sign of Vairocana’s karma wisdom and Ro-
cana’s samaya.

In the caisson of Cave 14, the representation of the all-Tathagatas’ sign is accompa-
nied by the depiction of four directional Tathagatas positioned around it. Together, these
figures comprise the caisson mandala. However, the configurations and mudras of the
four directional Tathagatas were not consistent with those specified in the tantras of either
the garbhako$a-dhatu or the vajra-dhatu. The four directional Tathagatas are depicted as
transitioning from their traditional locations on the four slopes of the T-truncated ceiling to
the central caisson situated at the apex of the cave. This signifies a significant shift in their
function within the overall composition of the cave, distinguishing it from the arrangement
observed in Cave 361.

The caisson mandala thus underwent a transformation, evolving from the “$antika
mandala” to the “four-Tathagata mandala”, which represents an initial stage in the devel-
opment toward the later commonly seen five-Tathagata mandala observed at Dunhuang.
The five-pronged visvavajra sign appearing at the caisson of Cave 14 stands as the sole ex-
ample signifying the dharma body of Vairocana among all the caves, suggesting an inten-
tion to establish a prototype for the later prevalent depiction of the five-Tathagata mandala.
However, a distinctive motif emerges within this evolutionary process, as the four slopes
are adorned with a unique representation: three Tathagatas accompanied by thousand
Buddhas are depicted on the east, south, and north slopes, respectively, with each Tatha-
gata seated within a gem-encrusted tower (Figure 4).

As Amoghavajra articulated in his work Most Secret, Well-Established Dharani of the
Vast, Widely Renowned, Gem-Encrusted Tower (Dabao guangbo louge shanzhu mimi tuoluoni
jing TR 7T % AU B o6 (£ 4 P A JEA),

This gem-encrusted tower is square with four corners, four pillars and four doors
... Now guru can open the door of this stipa in the gem-encrusted tower. There
are three Tathagatas in this stiipa. Because of these three Tathagatas have ulti-
mate powers, showing the grant supernatural transformational accomplishment
method. The three Tathagatas are in this congregation.”’

Returning to the caisson of Cave 14 (Figure 4), the three gem-encrusted towers posi-
tioned at the three slopes exhibit distinct iconographic characteristics reminiscent of the
“four corners, four pillars, and four gates”, as described in the aforementioned tantra.
Moreover, the names of the three Tathagatas, as specified in the tantra, are Mani-puspa-
dhvaja-raja-tathagata B (Ll FUuisk, Citra-mani-tathagata FEFEEEJEMI%E, and
Vajra-vikrama-abhyudgam-raja-tathagata <[/ F 41 2€. Three Tathagatas are depicted
convening and imparting the most esoteric Buddhist dharanjs. Subsequently, Sakyamuni-
Tathagata promptly ascends to the gem-encrusted tower, where he assumes a seated posi-
tion alongside the three Tathagatas.

Although partially damaged, the motif on the west slope features the sorin of a Bud-
dhist stiipa, accompanied by two unfolds of Buddha-attendants” motif (Figure 15). Fur-
thermore, Cave 14 stands out as the only central pillar cave among all those mentioned in
this article to feature a caisson with a visvavajra sign. The front half of the ceiling of the
main chamber is T-truncated pyramidal, while the back half is flat (Figure 16). Within the
east wall of the central pillar, there exists a stiipa-belly-like Buddhist shrine. In compar-
ison to Cave 361, the combination of the shrine and the west slope forms a construction
reminiscent of a Buddhist stiipa (Figure 16).



Religions 2024, 15, 803 17 of 22

Figure 15. The west slope of the ceiling with the central pillar, Cave 14 (Dunhuang Academy 1996,
pl. 33).

—W T-truncated

Main chamber@

Central pillar

West wall

Figure 16. Cross-section drawing of Cave 14. Drawn by author.

This shrine houses a statue of Sakyamuni in the ground-touched mudra posture, estab-
lished during the Qing dynasty, along with statues of six arhats. Additionally, the shrine
features depictions of the ten disciples painted on the south, west, and north walls. Ad-
jacent to each disciple, there is a rectangular banner, one of which is inscribed with the
name “the first one, Vinaya monk Upali” & %5 £F 42 25—, who is among the “ten principal
disciples” of the Buddha. Altogether, sixteen Buddhas are depicted within the Buddhist
shrine: fifteen seated Buddhas are painted at the top of the shrine walls, with Sakyamuni
positioned inside the shrine. This motif appears to correspond with the “The Analogy
of Transformed City” (Hua cheng yu pin ALY kh) in The Wonderful Dharma Lotus Siitra
(Miaofa lianhua jing Wi #48), which records the names of the sixteen Buddhas from the
ten directions, respectively,

Those sixteen §ramaneras, disciples of Buddha, have now all attained Anuttara
Samyaksambodhi. In various worlds of the ten directions, they are presently
teaching the Dharma, accompanied by innumerable hundreds of thousands of
millions of bodhisattvas and sravakas as their attendants. Two of these $raman-
eras became Buddhas in the east: one named Aksobhya in the Land of Joy, and
the other named Merukiita. In the southeast, there are two Buddhas: one named
Simhaghosa and the other named Simhadhvaja. In the south, there are two Bud-
dhas: one named Akasapratisthita and the other named Nityaparinirvrta. In
the southwest, there are two Buddhas: one named Indradhvaja and the other
named Brahmadhvaja. In the west, there are two Buddhas: one named Amitabha
and the other named Sarvalokadhatupadravodvega-pratyuttirna. In the north-
west, there are two Buddhas: one named Tamalapatra-candana-gandhabhijiia
and the other named Merukalpa. In the north, there are two Buddhas: one
named Meghasvaradipa and the other named Meghasvararaja. In the northeast,
there is one Buddha named Sarvalokadiptabhayamanyita-vidhvamsanakara.
The sixteenth one is myself, Buddha Sakyamuni.”
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According to Guo’s research on this shrine, the depiction of the fifteen (sixteen) Bud-
dhas symbolizes all Tathagatas of the ten directions and three times (Guo 2006, pp. 143-74).
Beneath the central pillar, there are three donor inscriptions, each revealing the names of
the donors: Liu Niangzi (the sixth wife) from the He family 7541 [, daughter Adun
Xili #e 7R3 7], and daughter Yanmei #¢ 1 %3 (Dunhuang Academy 1986, p. 8). It
is conceivable that this cave was established by two daughters as an act of offering mer-
its and virtues for their late mother. Their mother, Liu Niangzi from the He family, was
also recorded in an inscription found in Mogao Cave 9 when she was married (Dunhuang
Academy 1986, p. 6). In the two daughters’ Chinese names, Adun is a Uyghur name, while
Yanmei appears to be derived from a common Tibetan name, “Ye-med”, which means
“nothingness”.”” Therefore, it is plausible that the donors were either Tibetans or part of a
Tibetan—-Uyghur family.

The absent fourth Buddha, Sakyamuni, materializes within a stiipa formed by a grand
shrine with a west slope, reminiscent of the formation found in the western part of Cave 361.
As he ascends to his tower, accompanied by the three-tathagata motifs adorning the slopes
from the east, south, and north, a harmonious convergence unfolds. This synthesis creates
a vivid tableau, illustrating the Tathagata imparting the mysteries of Buddhist tantras.

However, the murals from Cave 14 are more esoteric than those from Cave 361. The
caisson, housing the mandala of the four directional Tathagatas, is intricately positioned
at the top of the esoteric Buddhist stiipa, with the sign of “all Tathagatas’ samaya”, a five-
pronged visvavajra, at its center.

The third phase, spanning from the early Northern Song to the Western Xia dynasty
(eleventh to thirteenth centuries), marks an evolution in caisson composition style. During
this period, the caisson mandala typically feature a visvavajra positioned at the center of
a round fire furnace (or an absence of a fire furnace) solely, within a square caisson. This
design is accompanied by obscure elements such as the “circular floral pattern” painted
(or sometimes absent) on the four slopes. This style omits the depiction of ritual attendant
heavens and the directional Tathagatas or thousand Buddhas, as observed in examples like
Caves 30, 87 (Figure 5), 140, 291, 326, 328, and 382 from the Western Xia dynasty.26 Under
this phase, the depiction of the eight or twelve heavens, the four or ten directional Tatha-
gatas, and the thousand-Buddha motifs were no longer deemed essential to the suggesting
caisson mandala. Instead, the visvavajra sign emerged as a definitive and metaphorical
sign on certain caisson ceilings.

Dating back to the Liao dynasty (907-1125 CE), paralleling to the early Northern
Song to the Western Xia dynasty, the figure of Rocana underwent a transformation into
the esoteric Buddha Vairocana, as evidenced by numerous illustrations found on the ti-
tle pages of the Chinese Buddhist canon, The Flower Garland Siitra, printed during the
Liao to Western Xia dynasty. This contribution was pioneered by a Huayan monk in
the Liao dynasty, Jue Yuan %%t (1034 CE-?). His work Explanation of the Meanings of the
Vairocana-abhisambodhi-tantra (Da pi lu zhe na chengfo shenbian jiachi jing yi shi yan mi chao,
Rk T T S s o 55 D 4 A8 R 2% #2) maasterfully integrated Huayan teachings with Es-
oteric Buddhism, synthesizing elements from the works of Cheng Guan # #i (737-838 CE),
the fourth patriarch of the Huayan School, specifically his Commentaries and Sub-comment-
aries on the Avatamsaka Siitra (Huayan jing shu chao, ¥ &8 $P), along with Yi Xing’s Com-
mentary on the Vairocana-Tantra. This early amalgamation, as detailed by Huang, marked a
pioneering step in bridging Huayan philosophy with Esoteric Buddhist principles within
the Buddhist textual tradition (Huang 2014, pp. 291-316).

This amalgamation was largely prevalent in the Hexi Corridor during the Western Xia
dynasty. The wood-block Buddhist illustrations of The Flower Garland Siitra produced dur-
ing the Western Xia dynasty, the principal figure of Rocana in Chinese Buddhist context,
was transformed into “the hierarch Maha-Vairocana” (jiaozhu da pi lu zhe na fo 2 Kt 7 18
HE#6), with his name written inside a rectangular banner above his head (Figure 17). This
change, combined with the Chinese esoteric Buddhist doctrine from the Vairocana Sutra,%’
highlights Rocana representing the Sambhogakaya and Vairocana representing the Dhar-
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makaya. Rocana evolved into a more tantric figure, depicted with the fist of wisdom mudra
in illustrations, aligning with the mudra of Vairocana as seen in the Tibetan Anuttara-yoga
Tantra. Thus, the two hierarchs are unified as one, sharing the same samaya sign under
Sino-Tibetan Tantric Buddhist traditions.
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Figure 17. Illustration of The Flower Garland Siitra, 1161 CE. It depicts Vairocana with a fist of wisdom
mudra and inscription of “the hierarch Maha-Vairocana” (jizozhu da pi lu zhe na fo 280 KMt 7 AR H)
(Zhongguo Banhua Quanji bianwei hui 2008, pl. 99).

Until the late Tang period at the end of the ninth century, the significance of the
five-pronged visvavajra sign began to symbolize “all-Tathagatas,” persisting into the early
Northern Song period. The final amalgamation of the esoteric and exoteric Buddhas was
elucidated by the Liao monk and soon appeared in illustrations from Western Xia. The
central yidam Vairocana in all fire offering rituals from the Vajra-dhatu Tantra gradually
merged in significance with the samaya of his Sambhogakaya Rocana from Huayan, or
Maha-Vairocana from the Vairocana Siitra.

6. Conclusions

The visvavajra serves dual roles as both a ritual object and a Tantric Buddhist sign.
While the vi$vavajra stands out as a distinctive sign representing a specific mandala, its
meanings vary depending on its placement within the mandala.

From both a constructional design and Buddhist doctrinal perspective, the caisson
ceiling holds paramount importance within each individual cave. Serving as a manifesta-
tion of Buddhist mandalas, these specific caissons occupy a central position in the cave’s
philosophical framework, emphasizing their profound significance.

When the visvavajra is positioned at the center of the caisson ceiling, its original com-
position and significance, featuring a round fire furnace from the mid-Tang period, align
with the concept of a homa mandala, particularly the santika mandala. This mandala and
its associated fire-offering rite were not commonly practiced in a literal sense, as the cais-
son itself was designed with the philosophical intent of preventing fire hazards. According
to the tantras, the central deity of every homa mandala is Vairocana, envisioned through
visual meditation above the basic painted planar mandala. In the image and context of the
$antika mandala, the visvavajra sign is regarded as equivalent to a dharma cakra.

As the caisson evolved to feature the five-pronged visvavajra sign at its center, accom-
panied by the four directional Tathagatas, it began to serve as a preliminary representation
of the five-Buddha motif. This shift in design and significance marked a transition towards
representing the “all-Tathagata’s samaya” of both Vairocana and Rocana. The sign trans-
formed into a definitive Buddhist metaphor and a vital fusion of the two hierarchs from
Sino-Tibetan Tantric Buddhist traditions, a significance that began to emerge around the
tenth century and persisted into the thirteenth century. The ritual attendants of the $an-
tika mandala depicted on the caisson, along with the directional Tathagatas and thousand-
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Buddha motifs on the four slopes, lost their significance in composing a santika-mandala
ceiling within the Mogao Caves. Multiple layers of meaning converged, unified under the
samaya sign of Vairocana.
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[ = 2 R e m £ %, LU KFEt. ] (The halls and buildings incorporate round and square wells, with lotus flow-
ers planted to prevent fire hazards.) See (Y. Shen 2011, p. 519).

Many thanks to Prof. Luo Huaqing # £ from the Dunhuang Academy. He provided me with the support needed to investi-
gate these caves.

As discussed later in this article, Guo Youmeng considers the vi§vavajra a key symbol suggesting a Vairocana mandala. However,
Robert Beer interprets it as a Buddhist sign representing the philosophical connection to the twelve nidanas |- —[}|%. Venerable
CiYi 21, as explained in the Foguang Dictionary of Buddhism >t _KEF L, also associates the vi§vavajra with three prongs in each
of the four directions as a metaphor for the destruction of the twelve nidanas. However, the correlation between a three-pronged
vi$vavajra and the twelve nidanas is only documented by Japanese monks such as Dohani& #f (1179-1252 CE) and Chogo % 5%
(1259-1350 CE), with no direct evidence found in Chinese Buddhist texts. Additionally, the visvavajra could also take shape in
a five-pronged three-dimensional form. See (Guo 2009, pp. 143-74; Beer 2003, p. 95; Foguang da cidian bianxiu weiyuan hui
1968, p. 3245; and T78, No. 2502, 0879a15-16 and T77, No. 2412, 0079c11-0080a18).

As discussed later in this article, the primary motif of the caisson is a mandala from the Vajra-dhatu Tantra. It wasn’t until the
tenth to eleventh century, through the translation efforts of the renowned scholar Rin-chen-bzang-po (959-1055 CE), that this
tantra became popularized in the Tibetan region. Prior to this, during the eighth to ninth century, Tibetans in the Hexi Corridor
may have learned rituals from Chinese-translated tantras. However, before the mid-ninth century, the Maha-Vairocana Tantra
had arrived and was welcomed by the Tibetan rulers. See (sBa-gsal-snang 1990, pp. 74-75).

While Chinese Buddhist canons do not typically distinguish between tantra and siitra, the term yigui-jing {&L4%, mannaluo-jing
BRMEL, tuoluoni-jing FEAEJBAS, and mimi-jing Bk 4%, denoting stitras of rituals, mandalas or dharanis, should be classified
under the tantra category within Buddhism. See (Payne 2013, pp. 71-113).

The Huntington Archive, https://dsal.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/huntington/show_detail.py?ObjectID=20939 (accessed on 4 March
2024).

International Dunhuang Programme, https://idp.bl.uk/collection/81FF312DA3644094966A428765AFCE9D/?return=/collection/
?term=Ch.00189 (accessed on 4 March 2024).

[IEE V77 mEFR T, (EElE M. | T39, No. 1796, 697b25-26.

The Yuji-tu & #r[E (1136 CE) is a north-up orientation while the Zhaoyu-tu JE 15[ designed in the Warring States Period (475-221
BCE) is a south-up orientation. See (Bol 2016, pp. 209-24; Unno 1982, p. 135).
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The Palace Museum, https://www.dpm.org.cn/collection/religion/234522.html (accessed on 31 May 2024).
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[ O BAREREEEZ K, KTy, RPN G#ERE. | T21, No. 1272, 0316c08-10.


https://dsal.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/huntington/show_detail.py?ObjectID=20939
https://idp.bl.uk/collection/81FF312DA3644094966A428765AFCE9D/?return=/collection/?term=Ch.00189
https://idp.bl.uk/collection/81FF312DA3644094966A428765AFCE9D/?return=/collection/?term=Ch.00189
https://www.dpm.org.cn/collection/religion/234522.html

Religions 2024, 15, 803 21 of 22

21 While Cave 177 was built in the late Tang period, the vi$vavajra was painted during the Northern Song dynasty. See (Dunhuang

Academy 1982, p. 61).
= [ AN 2 B 2, 2t L TR — ) G Al 2 2, N — V)i 28 o = FRER, FrAE&MnFr =i, s—Y)=FEHlE S
#, ] T18, No. 866, 0234b23-25.
2 [ AR DY M PUAEDYFY. - - AT BB R AR P . M SRR R, SR s, U SR i, TR R R
Ao M =ansk A kg d. | T19, No. 10054, 0622a09-13.
2 (26 7+ vbafl, S BEMBLE =S =88R, N HBl+, RESEEEET TEEEEEN, UREE. X VWasy
Ve, —RZPREREN, —4HEMIE. KEr i, —&FTE, 2T my7_f, —&ESE Za%E. fry=
i, —&WHH, M. T, —ABTErE, AU, P, — R 2 RE RS, A ZHA
o ATk, —&EZEE, “AZAAET. "I a s Ut Em R, B IREEN AR B M. | T9, No. 262, 0025b23-c06.
However, Tibetan scholar Sangs-rgyas-bkra-shis argued that “Adun-Xili” and “Yan-mei” are both translations from Tibetan
names. See (Sangs-rgyas-bkra-shis 2011, pp. 49-57).

25

26 Although Caves 30 and 140 were originally built in the late Tang period, they both underwent reconstruction during the Western

Xia dynasty. The style of the caisson aligns with that of the Western Xia era. See (Dunhuang Academy 1982, pp. 11 and 46).

2 The Chinese text known as the siitra Da ri jing KH# (Vairocanabhisambodhi Siitra) is, in fact, classified as a tantra within the

category of Buddhist literature.
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