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The Identification of Kizil Paintings VI

Monika Zin

The previous articles in this series, all of which appeared in the Indo-Asiatische Zeitschrift, dealt with
stories of the young man Ya¸a and the brahmin Måkandika (IAZ 9); stories of the child Sudåya and
the potter B¡haddyuti (IAZ 11); the “cutting (of a bunch) of reeds” (kalamacchedya) episode from
the Bodhisatva’s youth and the story of the brahmin Sundarika-Bhåradvåja (IAZ 12); they also dealt
with the narrative of the sinful monk Kapila and the promises of the Four Kings to protect monks
and lay-followers against malevolent demons (IAZ 14), with the pictorial programme of a painted
dome from Simsim and the story of the Någa king Elapatra which is depicted both on the dome and
also quite frequently in the paintings of the Kucha region (IAZ 15).

11. The Descent of the Buddha from the Tråyastriº¸a
Heaven of the god Indra

Several fragments of paintings from the Kucha region,
kept in the study collection of the Asian Art Museum in
Berlin, have not been published so far. In this paper, two
of them will be published (Figs. 1 and 6), explained and
set off against comparable depictions. The paintings had
once decorated Cave 184 (Drittletzte Höhle/Third-last
Cave) in Kizil; they were brought to Berlin by the 4th

Prussian Expedition (1913-14). Both paintings are of the
same size – approximately 90 cm long – and apparently
belong together. As we shall see, comparative representa-
tions from Cave No. 189 in the vicinity show both scenes
as counterparts.

Among the mandatory requirements in the life of ev-
ery Buddha1) is the instruction he should teach his parents
the dharma. Another rule requires that the mother of the
Buddha dies seven days after giving birth.2) As per these
rules, the Buddha ˜åkyamuni, like every other Buddha,
had to ascend to the Heaven of the god Indra, known as
Tråyastriº¸a or [Heaven of] the Thirty-Three [Gods] –
where his mother Måyå was re-born – in order to deliver
his sermons there.

Perhaps it was filial piety that made the narrative so
attractive, or perhaps it was the supremacy of the Buddha

who instructs the gods. The fact is that the story was
popular and had been depicted since the earliest phase of
Buddhist art in Bharhut and Sanchi, and later in the entire
Buddhist world.3) What the representations show is, for
the most part, the descent of the Buddha from heaven.
Here, special importance was given to the descent on the
triple staircase or ladder, shown propped against Mount
Sumeru and planted on the Earth in the vicinity of the city
of Såºkå¸ya, with the result it can even be presumed that
the descent and the flights of stairs were the most im-
portant elements of the entire story. The inscription label-
ling the event, represented on one of the huge reliefs on
the newly discovered st÷pa at Kanaganahalli in Karna-
taka, refers to it as ∙evadara½o,4) devåvatåra½a, the des-
cent of the Buddha (from the heaven of the gods). The
Buddha descended, accompanied by the gods. Several
texts emphatically stated that the gods and the people
could see each other5) – which appears to be important for

1) So-called ava¸yakara½ïyas; cf. e.g. Divyåvadåna XII, ed. p.
150, transl. p. 258.

2) Dïghanikåya XIV.15.22, ed. Vol. 2, p. 14; transl. pp. 10-11.

3) For relevant literary sources and depictions in art cf. SCHLING-
LOFF 2000, 1: 476-515, Nos. 84-87; ibid. for references to pre-
vious research; for drawings of several comparable depictions,
see ibid., 2: 95-99; for more recent research cf. SKILLING 2008,
STRONG 2010 and 2012, ANÅLAYO 2012.

4) Excavation No. 26; for a short introduction on Kanaganahalli
cf. ZIN 2011a.

5) E.g. the Dhammapadå¶¶hakathå (XIV.2, ed. p. 226; transl.
Vol. 3, p. 53): devå manusse passi su manussåpi deve passi
su; “Gods looked upon men, and men looked upon gods”, or
the Divyåvadåna (ed. p. 401): deva-manu¹ya-saºpad; cf.
SCHLINGLOFF (forthcoming): 19 and fn. 44.
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Fig. 1   Kizil, Cave 184 (Drittletzte Höhle), Asian Art Museum,
Berlin, Inv.No. III 525. © Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Museum
für Asiatische Kunst. Photograph by Jürgen Liepe

the narrative. The stairway serves as a bridge between
Heaven and Earth. 

That such an event, popular in all the schools of art, is
only rarely identifiable in the paintings of the Silk Road
– as we shall see, representations of this event are very
few – might be linked to the fact that the lowest part of
the standing Buddha figures is often damaged. But once
the iconography is identified, the scene will perhaps be
found in other paintings too.

The first of our pictures in the study collection of the
Asian Art Museum in Berlin6) (Fig. 1) (cf. ‘List of paint-
ings under discussion’ at the end of this paper) represents
the descent of the Buddha from Indra’s heaven. It shows
a standing Buddha encircled by two characteristic nimbi,
the one around his head, and the other, mandorla-like,
around his body. The nimbi are contoured by several
bands in different colours. It may be presumed that the
colours as they exist today do not reflect the original pro-
gramme of the painter. The outer band – black – must
have been light and bright, perhaps yellow, since flames
radiating from the jewel in the upper right corner have
also been painted in the same colour. Contrary to reality,
the hair of the Buddha as we see it today is white. The
painting must have originally been executed in bright
colours, the background being red decorated with blue
flowers.

Only the right hand of the Buddha is still preserved.
He is holding it in front of his chest, the palm turned
outward, with thumb and index finger touching each
other – apparently to symbolize the Buddha discoursing.

The iconographic feature, mentioned earlier, that al-
lows the incident from the Buddha’s life to be easily iden-
tified are the three stairways that appear behind the
Buddha’s legs. The middle one is dark brown today, the
ones on the side blue. It is usual in the paintings of the
Kucha region for architectural structures to be repre-
sented on an entirely different scale, that is, much smaller
than human figures. But it is not just here that the figure
represented looks as if it is hovering over diminutive
architectural devices.7) We should therefore regard the
Buddha as descending the stairs, not flying down. The
diminutive size of the stairways had however made it im-
possible to represent the gods accompanying the Buddha
on his way down to Earth.

Familiarity with the narrative makes it possible to re-
cognize the figures represented in the lower part of the
picture on both sides of the stairs. To the viewer’s left, a
male figure dressed in a blue garment and green shawl is
kneeling. His head has not been preserved, so it is not

6) I would like to express my gratitude to Dr. Lilla Russel-Smith
and the entire team of the Museum for giving me access to the
study collection and archives, and providing me with excellent
photos of the paintings.

7) Compare e.g. Maitrakanyaka descending the stairs in the de-
piction from Kizil Cave 212 (Seefahrerhöhle), illustrated in
GRÜNWEDEL 1920: pls. 19-20 (left side).
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Fig. 2   Simsim, Cave 48, lunette. After Kuche Kumtula Shiku 1994: fig. 179 Fig. 3   Simsim, Cave 48, lunette. After Zhong-
guo Xinjiang Bihua: Qiuci 2008: fig. 305

possible to say if he was wearing a crown, but the orna-
ments on his body suggest that he was a person of rank,
perhaps a king. The man is holding an oval-shaped ob-
ject, black today, but originally no doubt light in colour.
The narrative recounts that the first image of the Buddha
was created during his sojourn in the Tråyastriº¸a Hea-
ven, in order that the people have an image of “the
Buddha” to worship. Tradition credits King Prasenajit or
King Udayana with the creation of the first image.8) Even
if there are no lines visible on the black oval today, the
shape is so like the mandorla that the interpretation of the
object as the representation of the Buddha image appears
highly plausible.9)

In the lower right corner kneels a monastic figure clad
in a green robe. As we will see, a similar depiction else-
where shows the figure to be a nun, which is probably the
case here too. Nuns were represented clad in an under-
garment covering their upper body up to the neck.10) At
first glance the kneeling figure in our painting appears to
have the right shoulder bare; there are, however, delicate
lines forming a chequered pattern covering the right arm
and the chest. It appears as if the painter realized, rather

late, that he was supposed to paint a female figure and
added the pattern suggestive of the undergarment. Two
animals behind the nun, an elephant and a horse, are the
key to her identification. The narrative of the descent of
the Buddha from the Heaven of the Tråyastriº¸a Gods
contains a section on the nun Utpalavar½å. Utpalavar½å
came too late, after a huge crowd of people had already
gathered, expecting the Buddha in the vicinity of Såº-
kå¸ya. She therefore transformed herself into a cakra-
vartin king, and the people let her take her place in the
first row, as the cakravartin king is known to be in the
possession of the Seven Jewels (sapta ratnåni). The
Jewel of the Elephant (gaja-ratna) and the Jewel of the
Horse (a¸va-ratna) are among them. The imagery of the
Seven Jewels was known in Kucha since they were re-
presented on the ceiling of Cave No. 123.11)

In both upper corners of the picture, a round disc and
a cross-shaped flaming jewel appear; these are two more
jewels possessed by the cakravartin: the Jewel of the Wheel
(cakra-ratna) and the Jewel of the Gem (ma½i-ratna). 

In the Gandharan relief from Zar-dheri,12) all seven
Jewels are represented beside the stairs, alongside the

8) Cf. SOPER 1959: 259-265, and CARTER 1990.
9) Cf. representations of the Buddha painting a picture of himself

(as e.g. in the vault of Cave No. 34 – for an excellent illustra-
tion, see Zhongguo Xinjiang Bihua: Qiuci 2008: 57, fig. 166)
– here, just the oval of the mandorla is visible.

10) In the paintings of Ajanta too, it is sometimes possible to iden-
tify the nuns; cf. ZIN 2003: 307.

11) Cave 123 (Höhle mit den ringtragenden Tauben), today in the
Museum of Asian Art, Berlin, Inv.No. III 9061a, illustrated e.g
in LECOQ/WALDSCHMIDT 1933: 57, pl. 23 and fig. 39; XU (et
al.) 1983-85, 3: fig. 204; Mural Paintings in Xinjiang of China
2009, 3: 82.

12) Illustrated e.g. in Gandhara 2008: 310-311.
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Fig. 4  Kizil, Cave 189 (Zweite Höhle von vorn), front wall,
left from entrance. After XU (et al.) 1983-85, 3: fig. 77

Fig. 5   Kizil, Cave 189 (Zweite Höhle von vorn), front and left wall. After
XU (et al.) 1983-85, 3: fig. 64

descending Buddha. Apart from the jewels mentioned
above, there are also the Jewel of the Wife (strï-ratna),
the Jewel of the Citizen (g¡hapati-ratna) and the Jewel of
the General (nåyaka-ratna).13)

That the painting in the study collection is a depiction
of the descent of the Buddha from the Tråyastriº¸a Hea-
ven is confirmed by a picture in the lunette of cave No.
48 in Simsim, which is far better executed, fairly well-
preserved and therefore readily identifiable (Fig. 2-3).14)

The monastic figure depicted here is easily identifiable as
a nun by her robe that covers the chest right up to the
neck. Under the feet of the Buddha, lotus flowers are
visible; behind them appears the triple-stairway which is

represented here in three colours: brown in the middle,
green on the viewer’s left and blue-grey on the right. As
the texts state, the stairways were made out of three dif-
ferent materials: crystal, beryl and gold (cf. STRONG
2010: 971f.); the painter was apparently intent on repre-
senting them differently. Also in the Simsim painting, to
the viewers left, kneels a king (Prasenajit or Udayana); he
holds an oval object, apparently an image of the Buddha.
Represented behind the king and the nun are the Seven
Jewels. On the right, the elephant and the horse are clear-
ly visible, but there are also two other figures there: the
upper figure, of whom only the bluish coat is visible on
the dark photograph, has a military appearance – it prob-
ably represents the Jewel of the General. Behind the nun
kneels a male figure with curly hair holding a tablet with
offerings: the Jewel of the Citizen.15) The figure’s com-
plexion is blue, just like the complexion of the woman –
the Jewel of the Wife – on the other side of the compo-
sition. In this way the painter distinguished between the
Jewels and the “real” persons – the Buddha, the king, and
the nun – whose skin tone is natural. Even if not recog-

13) The Ajanta painting illustrating the event differs from this:
Utpalavar½å is shown transformed into a cakravartin – she is
riding the elephant surrounded by the retinue to which belong
personifications of treasures and dwarfs carrying standards
with cakra and ratna. Utpalavar½å in Ajanta is not shown as a
nun; she wears rich jewellery and a crown, but her breasts are
very visible; cf. SCHLINGLOFF 2000: 486; ZIN 2003: 211.

14) The picture is identified in Kuche Kumtula Shiku 1994: 304,
fig. 179, as per the story in T 99. The kneeling monastic figure
is said to be Mahåmaudgalyåyana. In the book the elephant
and the horse are recognized as the Jewels, but the person be-
hind is explained as the representative of “the four groups of
the Buddha’s followers: monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen”.

15) Compare a very similar man with curly blue hair holding a
tablet in the painting with the Seven Jewels in cave 123 (cf. fn.
11); the person was explained by GRÜNWEDEL (1912: 123, fig.
273) to be a female servant.
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Fig. 6   Kizil, Cave 184 (Drittletzte Höhle),  Asian Art Museum,
Berlin, Inv.No. III 526. © Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Muse-
um für Asiatische Kunst. Photograph by Jürgen Liepe

nizable in the illustration, we can be sure that the Jewel of
the Wheel and the Jewel of the Gem were depicted in the
upper part of the picture.

The same scene may be recognized in yet another re-
presentation, namely in Cave No. 189 in Kizil (Fig. 4).16)

On the right side of the picture, above the cut-off frag-
ment which must have borne the depiction of a nun, we
can see a man with curly hair, kneeling and holding a
tablet; a knight with a blue face, also kneeling; and a lady
– all three are ratnas (the Jewel of the Citizen, the Jewel
of the General and the Jewel of the Wife). On the right
edge, remnants of white paint are visible, possibly denot-
ing the figure of the elephant. Still visible are traces of
the stairs on both sides of the (now destroyed) feet of the
Buddha: on one side green, on the other blue, with the
upper part of the flaming jewel to one side. The explana-
tion of the scene as the Buddha’s descent from Tråya-
striº¸a Heaven is corroborated by the detail on the left
side of the picture: Like in both previous paintings, here
too we find a male figure kneeling and holding an oval
object in the shape of the mandorla surrounding the ima-
ges of the Buddha. The object here is white, and it looks
like it is even possible to recognize the circle of the nim-
bus around the standing Buddha in the upper part of the
picture. 

Looking at the images showing a part of the cave’s
narrative programme (Fig. 5) it becomes clear that our
scene (Fig. 4), placed between the first sermon to the
right and the parinirvå½a above the door, is among the
important events in the life of the Buddha.

As for the narrative programme of Cave 184, it may
be presumed – in the context of the miracle-performing
nun – that this perhaps has a connection with the arhats.
Several standing monks have been depicted in the cave.17)

12. Crossing of the River Ga¼gå – The Legend of the
Umbrellas

In the second painting from the study collection of the
Asian Art Museum in Berlin (Fig. 6), the upper part of
the Buddha has been destroyed. What survives shows that

the colours of the mandorla have undergone the same
chemical change as the painting in Fig. 1: the outer stripe
is black today. The figure of the Buddha must have been
represented in a very similar way, i.e. he is standing, as if
floating, on an object represented beneath his feet. The
object seen here is however not a stairway but something
disc-like, whose edges have turned black but whose inner
surface is blue. Unfortunately this part of the painting
was destroyed and repainted in such a way that it is very
difficult to identify the original painting. One can still see
a loop under the right heel of the Buddha and a tiny black

16) Zhongguo Xinjiang Bihua: Qiuci (2008: fig. 166) and Mural
Paintings in Xinjiang of China (2009: 200-201) identify pic-
tures as representing the descent from Heaven; the ratnas are
not named.

17) Paintings from Cave 184 were brought to Berlin (IB 8445 and
8448) during the 3rd Prussian Expedition; they have however
been lost since; cf. Verlust-Katalog 2002: 146-147.
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Fig. 7   Kizil, Cave 189 (Zweite Höhle von vorn), right and front wall. After
XU (et al.) 1983-85, 3: fig. 63

Fig. 8   Kizil, Cave 189 (Zweite Höhle von vorn),
front wall, right from entrance. After Zhongguo
Xinjiang Bihua: Qiuci 2008: fig. 168

stripe by the toes of his left foot. Something seems to
have been represented here which has been lost to us
today. The object on which the Buddha is standing must
have been floating in the air, since the legs of two figures
kneeling on both sides are visible beneath it. Both figures
are shown kneeling on another round object, half of
which is represented in the picture: it is green and sur-
rounded by a likewise green band; in the middle of the
picture, other round forms appear. The object undoubted-
ly represents a water tank filled with lotus flowers which,
in Kizil, may well represent the ocean or simply a pond.
Both persons kneeling on either side of the water tank are
male, richly ornamented, with nimbi around their heads,
indicating that they are men of high rank, or gods. Both
hold umbrellas beautifully decorated with bands – or ra-
ther: the umbrellas appear above them and they hold their
hands in such a way as if to suggest they are carrying the
staffs, which are not (and never were) represented. We
will never know if the missing staffs were intentionally
left out or if the painter just forgot to draw them.

The offering of an umbrella is quite a popular motif
in the paintings of the Kucha region. As KONCZAK has

recently shown, the theme should be understood as the
forerunner of a motif of the so-called “Pra½idhi scenes”
in which a king is offering an umbrella to one of the
Buddhas of the past, while at the same time articulating
his resolve to become the Buddha himself.18) In such
paintings, however, there appear not two kings but only
one, and the water tank is not represented. 

Both these features, the depiction of the water tank
and more than just one umbrella, constitute the iconogra-
phic peculiarities of the scene. 

Interestingly, the same elements are also repeated in
the cave which we have already discussed as providing a
comparable representation: the same scene is represented
on another side of the door opening in Cave 189 (Fig. 7),
providing a counterpart to the representation of the des-
cent from the Tråyastriº¸a Heaven (cf. Figs. 4-5).

This picture (Fig. 8) is bigger and far better executed
than the representation in the study collection; it is also
better preserved. The figure of the Buddha has clearly

18) KONCZAK (forthcoming), chapter 3.1.4.7 „Das Bildmotiv eines
Königs, der dem Buddha einen Schirm darbringt“.
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Fig. 9   Kumtura, Cave 23, front wall, left from entrance. After
ZHAO (et al.) 1985: fig. 53

identifiable flames issuing forth from the shoulders, which
generally symbolize meditation: whatever the Buddha is
doing here, he does it in the state of samådhi.19)

The round water tank is also depicted here; the inner
part with lotus flowers is green, while the outer band is
blue. An enlargement of the picture clearly reveals that the
entire inner surface is covered with spiral lines indicating
water. On the surface of the water too, we have two male
persons of rank kneeling, both holding umbrellas. To the
viewers left, there are four more figures shown holding
umbrellas; on the right there are only two. The wall on this
side is destroyed, so it looks like here too a larger number
of persons were originally depicted – the total number of
umbrellas probably being ten. The Buddha is standing on
a mat woven by the bodies of six snakes.

Finally, one more illustration of what looks to be the
same narrative may be perused here: the painting in Kum-
tura, Cave 23 (Fig. 9). The painting is located on the front
wall, to the left of the entrance. The wall on the other side
of the doorway is destroyed, but a tiny strip of the upper-
most part of the picture is still preserved.20) Different as in
the previously mentioned pictures showing the descent
from the Tråyastriº¸a Heaven (Figs. 1-5), the triple stair-
way was shown here in the upper part of the representa-
tion and is still visible in the preserved section of the
painting, thereby clearly indicating that, here too, both
representations were conceived as counterparts.

The iconography of the scene can hardly be under-
stood without earlier examples. The Buddha, with nimbus
and mandorla, holds his hands in front of his chest; the
flames appear not only above his shoulders but also on
either side of his hips. Under his feet white and black
lines appear which criss-cross at right-angles on a green
background – only a comparison with Fig. 8 makes us re-
alize that the white and black lines must be snakes above
the water. Here in Kumtura too, male persons holding
umbrellas kneel on both sides of the Buddha. One more
umbrella is seen in the upper part of the picture, above
the Buddha.

The Buddha, held aloft by Någas, reminds us of the
Great Miracle of ˜råvastï, and this is how the scene is
explained in Chinese publications. The Miracle of
˜råvastï is however depicted with a fixed iconography

showing tiny Buddha figures in the mandorla,21) so that
the interpretation does not stand up to scrutiny.

Rather, what the picture shows is that the Någas carry
the Buddha over the water tank; alternatively, he could be

19) For such an interpretation of flames in Buddhist art, cf. STACHE-
WEISKE 1990.

20) Visible in ZHAO (et al.) 1985: fig. 52, above the doorway, left.

21) For literary sources and analysis cf. SCHLINGLOFF 1991and
2000, 1: 488-515, nos. 88-92; comparable pictorial material in
Vol. 2: 100-105; on Kucha see p. 105; cf. colossal Buddha re-
presentations from Rawak bearing the same iconography, illu-
strated in YALDIZ 1987: figs. 130-131.
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standing on their bodies floating above the water – which
brings to mind the narrative of the crossing of the River
Ganges, a motif that appears several times in Buddhist
scriptures. The most famous example is the narrative in-
cluded in the Mahåparinirvå½as÷tra. Here, the Buddha is
crossing the Ganges in the vicinity of På¶aligråma (the
future På¶aliputra).22) The narrative, as known from the
Mahåparinibbånasuttanta or the Mahåparinirvå½as÷tra,
cannot be taken as the likely basis for the painting, since
the texts do not mention the Någas. Rather, in this case,
the Buddha flies across to the other side of the river. The
iconography following this version was established in
Gandhara and Kizil.23)

There is, however, a version of the same narrative of
the crossing of the Ganges that relates the events differ-
ently; it is the Bhai¹ajvavastu of the M÷lasarvåstivådavi-
naya. The story is not preserved any longer in the Sanskrit
original, but in Chinese translation.24) The Sanskrit original
has however survived in the collection of stories in the
Divyåvadåna,25) where it was incorporated into another nar-
rative, namely the legend of the future Buddha Maitreya.26)

In the story there are two bridges made up of boats
(naukrama) built by humans, one by king Ajåta¸atru and
another by the people of Vai¸ålï, and a bridge built by the
Någas which they fashion out of their own bodies – the
pha½asaºkrama (or snake-hood bridge).27) The Buddha

allows the monks to use the bridges constructed by hu-
mans; but he himself, accompanied by Ånanda, takes the
bridge fashioned by the Någas.28)

The narrative as it came down to us in the Maitreyå-
vadåna of the Divyåvadåna, also known from the Bhai-
¹ajyavastu (preserved in Tibetan today),29) was definitely
not the basis for our painting, since the text does not
mention the umbrellas, while the representation of several
umbrellas has been given importance in our paintings.30)

The motif of the umbrellas, through which the Buddha
is worshipped during the crossing of the Ganges, did not
find its way to the Divyåvadåna; however, it was known
in the original Bhai¹ajvavastu of the M÷lasarvåstivåda-
vinaya (cf. fn. 24).31) This motif too survived not only in

22) The canonical Indian texts are, according to SCHLINGLOFF
(1994), Mahåvagga VI.28.13, ed. p. 230; trans. Vol. 2, p. 104
= Dïghanikåya XVI.1.34 (Mahåparinibbånasuttanta); Mahå-
parinirvå½as÷tra in Sanskrit (ed. Vorgang 7.9, pp. 61ff., Ger-
man trans. pp. 128-130).

23) Cf. SCHLINGLOFF 1994. What the illustrations in Gandhara and
in Kizil show is the river flowing in an S-form from top to bot-
tom and the Buddha standing on one bank (or floating in the air
as in Kizil), ready to cross the river, while Vajrapå½i is repre-
sented along with monks and lay-followers on both sides. Cf.
ibid. for Kizil, Cave 224 (Måyå-Höhle) IB 8863, illustrated
inter alia in LE COQ/WALDSCHMIDT 1928: pl. 13, Verlust-Kata-
log 2002: 174; today only fragments of the same are preserved.

24) T 1448, ch. 5, ed. Vol. 24, p. 22c, cf. WALDSCHMIDT 1944-48:
61 and BAREAU 1970-71, 2: 74f.

25) Divyåvadåna III, ed. pp. 55-56; trans. p. 119.
26) Later the story was also retold in the Bodhisattvåvadånakalpa-

låtå XVI, ed. Vol. 1, pp. 128-129.
27) Divyåvadåna III, ed. pp. 55: yadå råjñå MågadhenÅjåta¸atru½å

Vaidehïputre½a naukramo måtåpitror måpitas tadå Vai¸ålakair
Licchavibhir Bhagavato ’rthe naukramo måpitaµ/ någåµ saº-
lak¹ayanti/ vayaº vinipatita¸arïrå yan nu vayaº pha½asaºkra-
me½a Bhagavantaº nadï-Ga¼gåm uttårayameti/ taiµ pha½a-
saºkramo måpitaµ/; transl. p. 119: “When the Magadhan king

Ajåta¸atru (...), the son of Queen Videhï, had a bridge of boats
constructed for his mother and father, then the Licchavis of Vai-
¸ålï had a bridge of boats constructed for the sake of the Blessed
One. The någas reflected, ‘We really should lay our bodies
down and have the Blessed One cross the Ga¼gå River over a
bridge made of our serpent hoods.’ They then constructed a
bridge of their serpent hoods.”

28) Divyåvadåna III, ed. pp. 55-56: tatra Bhagavån bhik¹÷n åman-
trayate sma/ Råjag¡håc Chråvastïº gantum yo yu¹måkaº
bhik¹ava utsahate råjño MågadhasyÅjåta¸atror Vaidehïputra-
sya nausaºkrame½a nadïGa¼gåm uttartuº sa tena taratu/ yo
vå bhik¹avo Vai¸ålakånåº Licchavïnåº nausaºkrame½a so ’pi
tenottaratu/ aham apy åyu¹matÅnandena bhik¹u½å sårdhaº
någånåº pha½asaºkrame½a nadïGa¼gåm uttari¹yåmi (...) Bha-
gavån apy åyu¹matÅnandena sådhaº någånåº pha½asaºkre-
me½ottïr½aµ/; transl.: p. 119: “Regarding this the Blessed One
addressed the monks: ‘Whoever among you, monks, is eager to
go from Råjag¡ha to ˜råvastï [to På¶aliputra in the Bhai¹ajya-
vastu – M.Z.], crossing the Ga¼gå River by the bridge of boats
of the Magadhan king Ajåta¸atru, the son of Queen Videhï,
cross that way. And whoever, monks, wishes to cross by the
bridge of boats of the Licchavis of Vai¸ålï, cross that way. As
for me, I will cross the Ga¼gå River, together with the venerable
monk Ånanda, by the bridge made of någas’ serpent hoods,’ (...)
As for the Blessed One, he crossed, together with the venerable
Ånanda, over the bridge made of någas serpent hoods.”

29) The vinaya of the M÷lasarvåstivådin, Bhai¹ajyavastu, Tibetan,
ed. 41.130.52, cf. PANGLUNG 1981: 21-22.

30) In the story of the crossing of the Ganges related in the Maitre-
yåvadana, a particular iconographical element plays a promi-
nent role: a sacrificial pole (y÷pa) of the gods which is not de-
picted in our painting.

31) Cf. WALDSCHMIDT 1944-48: 61: “König Ajåta¸atru faßt den Ent-
schluß, dem Buddha persönlich seine Verehrung zu bezeigen
und ihm mit 500 Schirmen Schatten zu spenden. Das Gleiche
nehmen sich daraufhin die Licchavis von Vai¸ålï vor, und eben-
so die Schlangenkönige, die vier Himmelskönige und die Drei-
unddreißig Götter. Alle fünf Gruppen kommen mit je 500 Schir-
men herbei, um den Buddha zu verehren, und dieser bewirkt nun
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Chinese translation but also in Sanskrit; however, it was
again incorporated into another narrative. It is related in
the Mahåvastu, where the entire chapter bears the title
Chatravastu (“Umbrella topic”).32) The story here is set in
Vai¸ålï, where the yak¹i½ï Ku½∙alå causes terrible
epidemics which cannot be brought to a halt by any of the
heretical teachers. The Licchavis of Vai¸ålï thereupon send
a messenger to the Buddha to invite him to their capital.
Since the Buddha had already accepted an invitation from
King Bimbisåra of Magadha, he first seeks the latter’s
approval. The king agrees and escorts the Buddha from
Råjag¡ha to the river, where the Licchavis await him on
the opposite bank. Three bridges made of boats (nåvåsaº-
krama) are built here by humans, one by King Bimbisåra
and two by people from Vai¸ålï. Two groups of Någas, the
Kambalas and the A¸vataras, also build bridges. Since the
Buddha does not wish to hurt anybody’s feelings, he per-
forms a miracle: he makes it appear to each party that he
is crossing the river using the bridge made by that very
party.33) While the Buddha crosses the river King Bimbi-
såra pays his respects to him with 500 umbrellas. Seeing
this, the people of Vai¸ålï and the Någas follow his ex-
ample, as do the yak¹as, Paranirmitava¸avartin, Brahma-
kåyika and ̃ uddhåvåsa gods, the Four Kings of the Dire-
ctions, gods from the Tråyastriº¸a and the Tu¹ita heavens.
Among the gods listed, several are also referred to by their
individual names: deva Sunirmita, ̃ akra, Mahe¸vara and
Brahmå. The entire sky was covered with thousands of
umbrellas. And again, the Buddha made it appear to each
and every person or god that he was walking under his

umbrella alone, so that one and all was satisfied.34)

We will probably never know where the umbrella chap-
ter originated, perhaps in the Bhai¹ajvavastu of the M÷la-
sarvåstivådavinaya (cf. fn. 24), or perhaps it was taken
from another narrative since it does not appear in any other
rendering of the events preceding the parinirvå½a; in the
same text, the story of the umbrellas appears again, this
time in the narrative of the conversion of the malevolent
Någa Apalåla: here too, the gods and the Någas worship
the Buddha and hold 2,500 umbrellas above him.35)

In all probability, the Kizil paintings follow the Bhai-
¹ajvavastu version of the Mahåparinirvå½a, because this
corresponds with the representation above the door in Cave
189 (cf. Fig. 5) – except for this, there is not the slightest
hint of the stories of the conversions of Apalåla or Ku½∙alå.

It is very difficult to say what induced the artist or the
donors to represent both these scenes – the descent from
the Tråyastriº¸a heaven and the crossing of the Ganges
– as counterparts. Perhaps the reason was quite simple,
and of a purely compositional nature: both scenes have a
diminutive object depicted in the bottommost section;
perhaps the words used to describe them was similar:
devåvatåra½a and *ga¼gottåra½a? But perhaps there was
also quite a different reason: could the second scene have
been meant to complement the first? There was no space
for the gods in the scene of the descent from heaven and,
as we have seen, the presence of the gods was very im-
portant for this event. Perhaps the depiction of the vene-
ration was needed on the other side of the door?

In the Mahåparinirvå½as÷tra, the handsome and col-
ourfully clad Licchavis of Vai¸ålï are compared to the
gods of the Tråyastriº¸a heaven,36) which could have
been a well-known comparison since it is repeated in the
Mahåvastu too.37)

durch seine übernatürliche Kraft, daß jeder der Verehrer glaubt,
nur er halte seinen Schirm über den Buddha.”

32) Mahåvastu, ed. Vol. 1, pp. 253-271; trans. pp. 208-225.
33) The Mahåvastu does not say that the Buddha crossed the river

on the bridge of Någas, it says that he walked above the bridge
of boats (nåvåsaºkrama). The text, however, also refers to the
bridge of Någas by the same term: Mahåvastu ed. Vol. 1, p.
263: Bhagavåº nåvåsaºkrame år÷∙ho/ råjå ̃ re½iyo Bimbisåro
svake nåvåsaºkrame Bhagavantaº pa¸yati/ Abhyantara-Vai¸å-
lakå ca svake nåvåsaºkrame Bhagavantaº pa¸yanti sa¸råvaka-
saºghaº/ Båhira-Vai¸ålakå svake nåvåsaºkrame Bhagavan-
taº pa¸yanti sa¸råvakasaºghaº/ KambalÅ¸vatarå pi Gåºge-
ya-mahånågå svake nåvåsaºkrame Bhagavantaº pa¸yanti
sa¸råvakasaºghaº taramå½aº/; transl. p. 218: “The Exalted
One stepped on to a bridge of boats. King ˜ra½iya Bimbisåra
saw the Exalted One on his bridge. Those from within Vai¸ålï
saw the Exalted One and his company of disciples on theirs;
those from without Vai¸ålï saw them on theirs, and the Kamba-
las and A¸vataras, the great Någas of the Ganges, saw them
crossing by their bridge.” Cf. VOGEL 1926: 117-118.

34) Mahåvastu, ed. Vol. 1, pp. 263-267; transl. pp. 218-221.
35) The vinaya of the M÷lasarvåstivådin, Bhai¹ajyavastu, Tibetan,

ed. 41.125.2.2, cf. PANGLUNG 1981: 20-21; Chinese, T 1448,
ch. 9, Vol. 24, pp. 40b6-41c1; French transl. PRZYLUSKI 1914:
510-512; for the textual and pictorial tradition of the subju-
gation of Apalåla cf. ZIN 2006, ch. 3.

36) Mahåparinirvå½as÷tra, Vorgang 11.9, WALDSCHMIDT 1950:
180-181; Pali, Dïghanikåya XVI.II.17, ed. p. 96; trans. p. 103:
“O brethren, let those of the brethren who have never seen the
Tåvatiºsa gods, gaze upon this company of the Licchavis, behold
his company of the Licchavis, compare this company of the
Licchavis – for they are even as a company of Tåvatiºsa gods.”

37) Mahåvastu, ed. Vol. 1, p. 262: tåd¡¸åye va bhik¹avo ¡ddhïye
devå Tråyastriº¸å Sudar¸anåti nagaråto udyånabh÷mim abhi-
ni¹kramanti ; transl. p. 217: “Because, monks, it was with just
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List of paintings under discussion

11. The Buddha descends from the Tråyastriº¸a Hea-
ven of the god Indra

• Kizil, Cave 184 (Drittletzte Höhle/Third-last Cave),
Asian Art Museum, Berlin, Inv.No. III 525, 91.5 x 50
cm, not published previously (supra, Fig. 1).

• Kizil, Cave 189 (Zweite Höhle von vorn/Second Cave
from the Front), front wall, left from entrance; illus.:
XU (et al.) 1983-85, 3: figs. 64, 77 (supra, Fig. 4-5),
78 (detail); Zhongguo Xinjiang Bihua: Qiuci 2008:
187, fig. 166; Mural Paintings in Xinjiang of China
2009, 3: 200-201.

• Simsim, Cave 48, lunette; illus.: Kuche Kumtula Shiku
1994: fig. 179 (supra, Fig. 2); Zhongguo Xinjiang
Bihua: Qiuci 2008: 276, fig. 305 (only right section)
(supra, Fig. 3); Paintings in Xinjiang of China 2009,
5: 101 (only right section).

12. Crossing of the River Ganges – the legend of the
umbrellas 

• Kizil, Cave 184 (Drittletzte Höhle/Third-last Cave),
Asian Art Museum, Berlin, Inv.No. III 526, 90 x 48
cm, not published previously (supra, Fig. 6).

• Kizil, Cave 189 (Zweite Höhle von vorn/Second Cave
from the Front), front wall, right from entrance; illus.:
XU (et al.) 1983-85, 3: fig. 63 (supra, Fig. 7); Zhong-
guo Xinjiang Bihua: Qiuci 2008: 189, fig. 168 (supra,
Fig. 8); Mural Paintings in Xinjiang of China 2009, 3:
198-199.

• Kumtura, Cave 23, front wall, left from entrance;
illus.: ZHAO (et al.) 1985: figs. 52-53 (supra, Fig. 9).
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Deutsche Zusammenfassung

Der vorliegende Artikel erklärt zwei bisher unpublizierte Malereifragmente aus Höhle 184 als Herabstieg des
Buddha aus dem Himmel des Gottes Indra (Figs. 1-5) und als seine Überquerung des Ganges (Figs. 6-8).


