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Li Kunsheng, and Qiu Xuanchong, “Nanzhao and Dali Buddhist Sculpture in Yunnan, Orientations (February, 1992),
pp. 51-60; Angela. F. Howard, “Buddhist Monuments of Yunnan: Eclectic Art of a Frontier Kingdom,” in Maxwell K.
Hearn and Judith G. Smith eds,, Arts of the Sung and Yiian (New York: The Metropolitan Museum, 1996), pp. 231-
245; idem, “The Development of Buddhist Sculpture in Yunnan: Syncretic Art of a Frontier Kingdom,” in Janet Baker
ed., The Flowering of a Foreign Faith: New Studies in Chinese Buddhist Art (Mumbai: Marg Publications, 1998), pp.
134-145; ?E'fé i, TR AT R e R (AR ZEr AR SEREEARL, 1999); 258 - BRE 7S
, ORBRERHESE=IE, (lest: STV, 1998).
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Abstract

A LongRoll of Buddhist Images of the Dali Kingdom
and the True Body of the Bodhisattva Avalokite$vara

Sun-ah Choi

This paper discusses the religious, cultural, and political backgrounds in which a
particular form of a bodhisattva image in the Long Roll of Buddhist Images of the Dali Kingdom
(KI[FH4E1%4, hereafter Long Roll) was called zhenshen (154, true body). Focusing on the
ways in which the Long Roll employed the notion of zhenshen in order to reshape the prestige of
the Dali kingdom (937-1254), it aims to illuminate one of the aspects of medieval Buddhists’
reception of their sacred images.

Currently in the collection of the Palace Museum in Taipei, the Long Roll, measuring
approximately nineteen meters long, is a handscroll painting attributed to an otherwise
unknown artisan Zhang Shengwen (5EF5iii) during the reign of emperor Lizhen(r. 1172-
1200) of the Dali. Composed of one hundred thirty six frames, this painting is an extensive
collection of the divinities in the Buddhist pantheons which seem to have been worshiped in
the twelfth-century local kingdom located in the southwestern part of China. The particular
focus of this paper is an Avalokite$vara image in the scroll, which is labeled as the zhenshen

Guanshiyin pusa (IE 511355, The True Body of the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara). From
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the distinctive hair style with a crown to the lower garment tied in the manner of an Indian
dhoti, the formal characteristics of the image are those of the Southeast Asian sculptural
traditions. Besides the pictorial representation, a number of gilt bronze statues of the same
form survive, attesting to the popularity of the image during the medieval period. In order
to answer why the particular form of Avalokite$vara image was referred to as zhenshen,
this paper first examines the Illustrated History of Nanzhao (Fi#A[E{%, hereafter Illustrated
History), which relates the legend of the icon’s birth. It also discusses the Nanzhao's political
and religious stance against Tang China couched in the Illustrated History, and connects it
with the reason why the statue displays Southeast Asian style. Then, this paper moves on to
the examination of how the pictorial representations of the image shifted in the Long Roll. By
reading closely the ways in which the image is illustrated in the new context, I suggest that the
double nature of the image (statue cum manifestation of Avalokite$vara) enabled those who
designed the Long Roll to represent it both as the representations of a preexisting statue and a
deity with flesh body. With these observations, I finally argue that the notion of zhenshen was
employed in the Long Rollin order to elevate the ontological status of the particular form of the

image, and through this, the prestige of the Dali’s Buddhist visual culture.
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