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[ABSTRACT]

The Water-Land Ritual Paintings of Yuan
and Ming Dynasties in China

Hong, Ki-yong

The paintings of the Water-Land ritual (KPEVL&E), or the Water-Land paintings (7KFE
) for short, are Buddhist paintings hung in the hall for the Water-Land ritual in
Buddhist monasteries or painted on the wall of the Shuilu Hall (KFERE). They were
created from the popularity of the ritual in ancient Chinese society. According to historical
records, this ritual for the salvation of all the souls in Six Paths (CN\E%4:) was first
performed by Emperor Wu (&, r. 501-549) of the Liang dynasty at Jinshan Monastery
(4211155) located in Zhenjiang ($8{L) of Jiangsu Province.

The ritual might have existed already in India even from the time Sakyamuni Buddha
was alive. In the Buddhist scripture Juvalaprasamani Dharani (8 skek BPEE B L
#), translated by Siksananda (Y #¢) in the Tang dynasty, Ananda, who was a disciple
of Sakyamuni, met the king of prétas (fRT) called Mianran (j&i#X) at night. Mianran
said that if Ananda gave alms for innumerable prétas and celestial beings, Mianran himself
would be able to break away from the préta’s path and be born in the heaven, and at the
same time Ananda’s life also would be extended. But any comment of a ritual for alms,
such as the Water-Land ritual of China, is not found in this scripture. At any rate, the
basic purpose of the Water-Land ritual was not only for providing relief to all deceased
souls, but also for promoting the well being of the benefactors and their families.

This ritual gradually became popular during the Tang dynasty. The paintings of this
ritual are recorded in historical sources among the Buddhist paintings executed by Wu
Daozi (!23E ) and Zhang Nanben (RF§A), two eminent Buddhist painters of this period:
Wu left 120 scrolls at the Shuilushe (ZKPEfit) in Shanxi Province, and Zhang painted 120
scrolls for the monasteries in Sichuan Province.

Since the Water-Land rituals were widely held in the Song dynasty, the paintings of



this subject were painted in large numbers by artisan-painters, who worked in civilian life.
Carrying forward the tradition of ancient religious paintings, they made the paintings by
using various traditional oral formulas (I'13%) and outline drawings C¥j7).

Deities of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism appear side-by-side in the Water-Land
paintings. They reflect popular Buddhism and the ideological inclination combined from the
three religions.

The Water-Land painting has three functions in this ritual. First, it instructs the
worshippers in Buddhist thought including retribution (karma, #*#) and transmigration
(samsara, #fii@). Second, when the monk prays for the deities, the painting becomes a
substitute for the images of the deities who are invisible to ordinary human being’s eye.
Third, it decorates the hall where the ceremony is held and stirs up solemn religious mood
inside it.

The best examples among the extant paintings of this theme from the late Yuan to the
Ming dynasty are the well known set of scroll paintings preserved in the Baoning
monastery (B{%3), and wall paintings in the Qinglong monastery (#F#E3F), Yongan
monastery (k%3), Gongzhu monastery (AF ) in Shanxi Province and the Biluo
monastery (JEE=F) in Hebei Province. Most of these examples are composed in relatively
consistent systems and carry substantial contents of various deities, which provide

important materials for studying the development of ancient Buddhist paintings in China.
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