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Abstract

The ancient Kucha Kingdom on the northern area of the Silk Road was one of
the most famous and influential Buddhist centers in the medieval times and
the Kucha Grottoes constitute the main source for our cultural studies of
Kucha. It is well acknowledged that single caves form separate groups within
different functional areas, while the worship caves are chiefly divided into two
types, i.e. square caves and central-pillar caves. The early investigation of
German scholars had established the theory of three pictorial styles of the
mural paintings of Kucha Grottoes, which is still followed by current
academic discussions. It is widely accepted that the square caves and central-
pillar are mainly separately related with murals of the first and the second
pictorial styles, i.e., the two styles are divided into two succeeding periods.
The author focuses on the discussion on the mural paintings on the vaulted-
celling of the central-pillar caves, which are mostly of the second pictorial
style and showcase connotations related with meditative practices of the
Buddhist monks. On the vaulted-ceilings of the caves, the composition of the
mountainous landscape found in the first pictorial style mural paintings is
inherited and further develops into a stylized composition of rhomboid

mountainous landscape during the second pictorial style period.
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Based on the previous identifications of the story motifs in the frame of
the rhomboid mountainous landscape murals of the second style on the vaulted
ceilings, the author classifies them into three mainstream arrangements of the
motifs, namely, the combination of Jataka story and Avadana story, the
combination of Jataka story and thousand Buddhas, as well as the pure
representation of thousand Buddhas, which are evidenced by the examples of
different caves, such as the Kizil Cave. 171, Simsim Cave. 48 and Kizil Cave.
110. With an inspection of the Sanskrit manuscripts called Yogalehrbuch
found in the Central Asia and a series of complied texts in Chinese concerning
meditation practices, it is elucidated that the arrangements of the motifs
mentioned above constitutes an iconography that reflects the local meditative
practices and Buddhist thoughts to some extent. Especially, the
aforementioned three caves vary from each other in terms of form, group type,
while their mural motifs of the vaulted ceilings also separately belong to three
mainstream arrangements as stated above. However, the three cases of the
vaulted ceiling murals share a common feature that they all contain some
iconographical contents related with meditative practices. It is thus to be
summarized that the making of the second pictorial style murals, peculiarly
those on the vaulted ceilings, might have been conceived to assist the monks
to practice meditation daily. In ancient Kucha Kingdom which is famous for
meditation practice it is quite understandable that the meditation makes up the
basic religious practices among the monastic orders, and these mural paintings

provide interesting materials to peep into the local Buddhist culture.
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