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Abstract: The Śyāma jātaka is renowned for its portrayal of a devoted son who cared for his blind par‑
ents. The story has been translated into various textual versions and depicted in reliefs and murals,
gaining wide circulation in the Buddhist world. Previous scholarship on the story’s transmission in
China has primarily focused on its representation of filial piety and its resonance with the Chinese
context. However, a careful examination of surviving visual depictions of jātaka stories brings to
light historical and regional disparities that have often been overlooked in relation to the reception
of Śyāma jātaka’s didactic teachings in early medieval China. While the story has flourished in North
China (including the Central Plain and the Hexi Corridor) from the late fifth century onwards, it
was intriguingly absent from the region during the first half of the sixth century. This absence of
the Śyāma jātaka stands in contrast to the popularity of other jātakas such as Sudāna and Mahasattva,
which were widely circulated in China. In this article, I explore the uneven adaptation of the Śyāma
jātaka within Chinese visual culture by placing the story’s textual and visual traditions within the
broader historical milieu of depicting Buddhist stories and filial paragons in the sixth century. My
study demonstrates that the story’s theme in multiple dimensions was simplified to filial piety dur‑
ing the textual translation process of the story in third‑ and fourth‑century China. Moreover, it re‑
veals that the story’s visual legacy faced challenges and negotiations when integrating into the local
teaching of filial piety. This reluctance can be attributed to two historical factors: the revival of pre‑
existing visual traditions depicting Chinese filial sons, and the growing preference for other jātakas
that embodied teachings on generosity in early sixth‑century North China. Furthermore, this study
sheds light on the tension between textual and visual traditions when incorporating Buddhist teach‑
ings into a new social context. While various rhetoric strategies were developed in text translation
to integrate Buddhist teachings into existing Chinese thought, the visual tradition posed separate
questions regarding its necessity, the didactic intentions of patrons, and the visual logic understood
by viewers.

Keywords: Jātaka; buddhism; narrative; filial piety; Śyāma; northern dynasties

1. Introduction

The Śyāma jātaka,1 a story of a filial son supporting his blind parents, has been widely
circulated in the Buddhist world. The story has been translated into multiple textual ver‑
sions and depicted in various reliefs and murals. While the visual representation of the
story became popular in fifth‑century North China (including the Central Plain and the
Hexi Corridor, see Figure 1), it soon declined duringthe first half of the sixth century. The
story was later revived in the mid‑sixth century in the Hexi Corridor 河西走廊 (approxi‑
mately present‑day Gansu甘肅 province), a region connecting North China and Central
Asia, however, in a completely new pictorial mode.2
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This study aims to unravel the imbalanced adaptation of the Śyāma jātaka in early
medieval China by contextualizing its textual and visual traditions within the broader his‑
torical dissemination of Buddhist jātakas and the promotion of filial piety as a moral code.
It examines how the storyline of the jātaka underwent certain degree of modifications in its
Chinese translations made during the third and fourth centuries, how story’s visual tradi‑
tion lost popularity from the North China art scene at the beginning of the sixth century,
and how the story was perceived and received by local society. Previous work in Buddhist
studies has used visual materials of the Śyāma jātaka as supporting evidence to emphasize
the Chinese interest in filial piety, but often leaving the story’s visual representations un‑
examined in pictorial and historical contexts. This study addresses this gap by focusing on
the tension between textual and visual traditions when incorporating Buddhist teachings
into a new social context.

I propose two historical factors to understand the unexpected decline in popularity of
the Śyāma jātaka in the early sixth century. The first factor is the replacement of the Śyāma
jātaka with the Sudāna (Xudana須大拏) jātaka, a different popular tale, to form a pair with
the Mahasattva 萨埵 jātaka in major artistic venues. It suggests a shift in the emphasis of
jātakas’ didactic purpose on filial piety. The second factor is the emergence of a new arena
for teaching filial piety in early sixth‑century North China, made available by the revived
artistic tradition of portraying local Chinese filial paragons (xiaozi gushi孝子故事).

The first factor is highlighted through the comparative study of the Śyāma jātaka with
the Sudāna and Mahasattva jātakas. In the fifth century, the Mahasattva jātaka was always
depicted together with the Śyāma jātaka on steles. However, in the sixth century, the Ma‑
hasattva jātaka started to be displayed together with the Sudāna jātaka. In other words, the
Sudāna jātaka replaced the Śyāma jātaka to create a new pair of the popular jātakas since
the early sixth century, or late Northern Wei北魏 dynasty (386–534 CE). This study thus
emphasizes the importance of studying jātakas in relation to one another and examines
how Buddhist stories are appropriated in context, with a detailed dissection of the social,
cultural, and artistic background of jātakas.

I propose a second factor that is rooted in the contemporaneous artistic developments
in the capital region of Luoyang, where the popularity of the Śyāma jātaka declined and the
depiction of the filial son stories rose to prominence in local burials. A careful examination
of the early sixth century’s historical context points to the Sinicization reform, which was
carried out during the reign of Emperors Xiaowen孝文 (r. 471–499 CE) and Xuanwu宣武
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(r. 499–515 CE). This reform process aimed to adopt the Chinese cultural framework, which
may have influenced the revival of depicting Chinese filial paragons.

These two factors contribute to our understanding of the fluidity of the concept of fil‑
ial piety in the visual representation of the Śyāma jātaka. It also reveals the tension between
the textual and the visual traditions in adapting Buddhist teachings into the indigenous
Chinese social milieu. While various rhetoric strategies in text translation were developed
to integrate Buddhist teachings into existing Chinese thoughts, the visual tradition encoun‑
tered separate questions concerning the availability, the necessity, and the visual logic of
viewers, etc. This study reveals that the visual tradition of jātaka stories not only conforms
to the textual tradition but is also deeply intertwined with the cultural and social norms,
state policies, patrons’ personal tastes, etc.

2. The Transmission of Śyāma Jātaka from India to China
Śyāma’s story narrates one of the previous lives of the Buddha, who was born as

Śyāma. In this particular life, Śyāma resided with his blind parents in an ascetic lifestyle.
One fateful day, while Śyāma was on his way to fetch water, an arrow struck him, mis‑
takenly or intentionally (in different versions) shot by the king of Benares (or Kapilavastu
in the story’s Chinese versions). Śyāma told the king about his concern for the plight of
his blind parents. Out of fear, the king promised to take care of the elderly couple. Sub‑
sequently, the king discovered the blind couple and revealed the tragic incident involving
Śyāma. Overwhelmed with sorrow, the couple wept upon Śyāma’s lifeless body. Witness‑
ing Śyāma’s profound compassion, the God Sakka was deeply moved and descended to
restore Śyāma back to life. Miraculously, the blind parents also regained their sight.3

Several earlier Chinese translations of the Śyāma jātakawere made during the third and
fourth centuries, including a chapter in Liudu ji jing六度集經 (S

˙
at
˙
pāramitā‑sam

˙
nipāta Sūtra)

(T03, no. 152, 24b‑25a) by Kang Senghui康僧會 from Wu吳 (222–280), Foshuo Pusa Shanzi
jing佛說菩薩睒子經 (Śyāmakajātaka sūtra) (T03, no. 174, 438b‑440a) by Shengjian聖堅 of the
Western Qin dynasty (385–431), Sengjialuocha suoji jing僧迦羅剎所集經 (Sūtra Compiled by
Saṅgharaks

˙
a) (T04, no. 194, 116c‑117a), and Za baozang jing雜寶藏經 (Sam

˙
yuktaratna Pit

˙
aka

Sūtra) (T04, no. 203).4 In these versions, Śyāma’s name is translated into Shanmo睒摩 or
Shanzi睒子. Huijiao also mentions the story in his workGaoseng zhuan高僧傳 (Biographies
of Eminent Monks).5 Additional references can be found in Buddhist encyclopedia works,
such as Fayuan zhulin 法苑珠林 (T53, 656ff) and Jinglü yixiang 經律異相 (T53, no. 2121,
51b‑52c). Xuanzang briefly mentions the story in his work Datang xiyu ji大唐西域記 (T51,
no. 2087, 881b). In the Song dynasty, the story was even adapted into popular literature
and listed as one of the twenty‑four standard models of piety (Xie 2001).

Overall, the emphasis on Śyāma’s act of filiality in the story’s Chinese versions is a
noticeable modification that has been extensively examined in previous scholarship. This
modification is used as primary evidence for the claim that Buddhist beliefs and practices
were adapted to traditional Chinese values of filial piety and ancestor worship. In other
words, the story is used as an example to expound how Buddhists conform to Chinese
culture by emphasizing the moral teaching of filial piety in Buddhism. As Kenneth Ch’en
argued, the teaching of filial piety was a distinctive aspect of Chinese Buddhism. The
rhetoric strategy used in the literature of filial piety, such as the Śyāma jātaka, highlights
how the monk achieves a unique position to convert his own parents to accept redemption
and escape the endless cycle of suffering (Ch’en 1968, pp. 81–97). This argument is partially
challenged by later scholarship that retrieves the importance of filial piety in Buddhist
teachings prior to Buddhism’s dissemination in China.6 Although filial piety might not be
fundamental to the belief system as it is for Confucian ethics, its practice has been always
portrayed as the chief good karma in the Buddhist moral teaching.

The exact source text of the Chinese versions of the Śyāma jātaka remains unaddressed
due to the scarcity of earlier texts that have survived. Scholars that write at length about
the story usually focus on its Chinese lineage. The most cited version of the Śyāma jātaka
is listed as number 540 in the Pāli collection of jātakas (Sāma in Pāli) and is categorized
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under the teaching of “loving‑kindness,” the ninth perfection.7 This version features a
highly detailed prelude, or the “story of the present” that sets the context for the jataka
(Fausbøll 1896, pp. xiii–xv; Grey 1990; Shaw 2006, pp. 280–310). In this prelude, the pro‑
tagonist faces the dilemma of either supporting his family or pursuing a monastic life, until
the Buddha reveals a path where he can fulfill his duties as an ascetic to support his parents.
It is within this context that the Buddha recounts the story of supporting blind parents in
a previous life, namely, Śyāma’s story. The significance of “loving‑kindness” is empha‑
sized through the narrative, as none of the figures harbor any anger towards one another.
The Sanskrit version of the story is found in the Mahāvastu and the jātakamālā (Jones 1952,
vol. 2, pp. 199–231; Khoroche 2017, pp. 95–103). The two versions bear multiple different
details, such as the occupation of the blind couple before their retreat into the forest, yet
more similarities in the structure are found in the Sanskrit versions in comparison to the
Pāli version. There is no frame story in either Sanskrit version, unlike the lengthy account
of a separate story of an ascetic. The story is recounted in a lengthy version that reveals
multiple plots and settings for the lives of Śyāma’s parents.

Previous scholarship on the Śyāma jataka’s Chinese popularity often attributes the
story’s Chinese translations to the Pāli version for the frame story shared by them.8 The
jātakamālā version has rarely been mentioned. Yet, a brief comparison of these later Pāli
and Sanskrit versions with the surviving Chinese versions reveals multiple different ac‑
counts here and there, suggesting a more complicated history of transmission.9 The exact
scriptures that the Śyāma jātaka’s Chinese translations are based on have been lost. It is be‑
yond the scope of the present research to unravel the transmission lineage of the scripture
of the Śyāma jātaka. However, several interesting alterations might be worth highlight‑
ing here. For instance, in the Foshuo Pusa Shanzi jing, after learning about Śyāma’s death,
the blind parents uttered “the act of truth,” expressing that if Śyāma truly embodied filial
piety and honesty, then let him be restored to life.10 Such an emphasis on the power of
filial piety is not found in the Sanskrit or Pāli versions, although the Sanskrit versions also
expound upon the foremost significance of supporting one’s parents. In comparison, the
Pāli version lists a number of duties for the king to fulfill, rather than pinpointing the filial
piety or Śyāma. The core teaching as propounded in the Pāli version primarily targets the
king’s duty.

Another interesting difference also involves the king. In the Chinese texts and two
Sanskrit versions, the king accidentally injures Śyāma because Syama is wearing deerskin
coverings, rather than intentionally shooting Śyāma as described in the Pāli version. Re‑
alizing the consequences of his actions, the king in the Chinese translations experiences
great remorse and offers to care for Śyāma’s blind parents, similar to the Sanskrit versions
but differing from the Pāli version where the king informs Śyāma’s parents merely out
of fear of retaliation. This distinction decides whether the king’s action is intentional or
accidental, making the king himself a victim or not.

Not only has the textual tradition of the Śyāma jātaka undergone changes in the Chi‑
nese context, but the story’s visual representations found in reliefs and murals in China
also exhibit a diverse range of iconography, styles, and compositions that deviate from
earlier traditions in South Asia. The visual depiction of the story first emerged in India
around the first century BCE, adorning monumental stūpas, and subsequently spread to
major Buddhist sites throughout South Asia. For example, at the Great Stūpa at Sañchī,
the story is rendered within a confined rectangular space on the inner face of the gate‑
way pillar, with figures and elements from the Śyāma jātaka filling the space (Figure 1)
(Marshall 1918, p. 73; Dehejia 1997, pp. 114–15). Surviving reliefs from the first century
CE in Gandhāra (Figure 2), located in present‑day northwestern India and Pakistan, em‑
ploy a different narrative mode. Notably, for instance, two stair risers preserved in the
British Museum show the story in a horizontal format, with scenes divided by trees that
serve as a natural framing device. The staircase reliefs present three sequential scenes from
the left to the right: (1) the king approaching the blind couple; (2) the king leading the cou‑
ple towards the right; and (3) the couple collapsing by the body of Śyāma. This sequential
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arrangement demonstrates the use of the continuous, linear mode typical of Gandhāran
art. In later depictions at Ajanta, specifically in murals found in Caves 10 and 17, the story
is arranged according to location rather than following a strict chronological order.11
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Kizil cave temples, located on the northern edge of the Tarim basin, are the primary
site in Central Asia where the Śyāma jātaka is frequently depicted (Figure 3).12 Like other
jātakas in Kizil, the Śyāma jātaka is portrayed within rhombus‑shaped spaces on vaulted
ceilings or in rectangular sections on side walls.13 In these limited areas, the central scene
captures the moment when Śyāma draws water from a pond while the king takes aim
with his arrow. Occasionally, depictions of the blind parents sitting in huts can be seen in
the background.
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In the heartland of China, the earliest depiction of the Śyāma jātaka can be found on the
backscreen of four surviving statues dating back to the mid‑to‑late fifth century.14 These
statues were unearthed near Pingcheng平城, the capital city of the Northern Wei dynasty,
and they share remarkably similar relief carvings on their backscreens. These reliefs illus‑
trate Śyāma’s story in conjunction with theMahasattva jātaka, which tells the story of Prince
Mahasattva’s self‑sacrifice to save a starving tigress and her cubs, as well as the life story
of the Buddha.
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For instance, one of the statues, dating back to 455 CE, features a backscreen divided
into four registers (Figure 4). The upper register depicts scenes of the Buddha’s birth
樹下誕生 and first bath九龍吐水, while the middle two registers showcase various scenes
from the Śyāma jātaka. The lowest register is dedicated to the Mahasattva jātaka. The Ma‑
hasattva jātaka tells the story of how the prince Mahasattva offers his own body to feed a
hungry tigress and her cubs so that the tigress would not have to eat her own children. In
case the tiger would not eat him alive, the prince jumps off from the edge of a cliff. The right
section shows the prince being surrounded by the cubs. The Śyāma jātaka unfolds chrono‑
logically from the upper left to the lower right, depicting Syama assisting his blind parents
in the wilderness, fetching water, and being shot by the king, and concludes with the blind
parents falling collapsed by Śyāma’s body. The other three statues feature reliefs similar
to the one from 455, combining Śyāma and Mahasattva jātakas as well. The depiction of the
Buddha’s birth and first bath became a convention in Buddhist statuary and steles from
the mid‑fifth century onwards in Pingcheng and Chang’an長安. Hence, the combination
of the Śyāma and Mahasattva jātakas emerges as a prominent feature these four statues.
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seum, Kyōto. (Sun 2005, pp. 255–57).

Two decades later, in the 470s, the Śyāma jātaka was depicted in three caves at Yun‑
gang 雲岡 cave‑temples, located to the west of Pingcheng (Yagi 1997; Hu 2005; Yi 2017;
Peng 2017). At Yungang, the story unfolds in a continuous mode, with the protagonist
Śyāma appearing repetitively in each individual scene. For instance, in Cave 7, the story
is organized in a rectangular space without a clear framing device between each scene, yet
Śyāma is depicted repeatedly. In the upper left corner, Śyāma is shown taking care of his
blind parents. The central scene portrays the king shooting at Śyāma, while the lower left
shows Śyāma lying down with an arrow in his chest. The upper right section is damaged,
but the lower right depicts Śyāma preaching to the king after his resurrection.

Reliefs in both Caves 1 and 9, which were excavated slightly later than Cave 7, present
a more complete story in a continuous, linear mode (Figures 5 and 6). Each individual
scene is separated by pillars. Starting from the south wall and moving through the west
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and north walls, the story begins with a scene of the palace and the figures standing in a
row, likely representing the king leaving the city. In the following scenes, we see the blind
parents sitting in the same hut, while another figure kneels down with clasped hands and
animals approaching in the background, symbolizing Śyāma leaving home to fetch water.
The next cell, although partially damaged, is recognizable as the hunting scene, indicated
by the arrangement of five figures riding on horses and holding bows. The last two scenes
on the north wall depict the aftermath of the tragic event. The blind parents, sitting in
huts, stretch out their arms, while a figure kneels down to the right side, representing the
moment when the king informs the parents of Śyāma’s death.
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Although the compositional modes at Yungang vary, the visual narrative logic remains
consistent. Śyāma appears as the dominant protagonist in every scene, driving the plot’s
progression. Each scene is contained within a narrative cell that is separated from others by
framing devices such as trees and pillars. This compositional feature aligns with the overall
pattern of depicting narrative tales in Northern Wei and shows a certain degree of influ‑
ence from Gandhara. However, examples from the Dunhuang and Maijishan cave‑temples,
which are located along the Hexi corridor, differ from the Yungang examples. At the Mo‑
gao cave‑temples in Dunhuang, Śyāma jātaka decorates the ceiling space in seven caves, in‑
cluding four from the Northern Zhou北周 (557–581 CE) and three from the Sui dynasty隋
(581–618 CE).15 Taking Northern Zhou Cave 299 as an example, the story is situated on three
sides of the ceiling’s edge (Figure 7), while the remaining space is filled with the Mahasattva
jataka (Takada 1982; Dunhuang Wenwu Yanjiusuo敦煌文物研究所 1980–1984; Li 2000, 2001;
Xie 2001; Higashiyama 2011; Sha 2011; Gao 2017a, 2017b). On the left, the king is shown march‑
ing with his servants, while on the right, Śyāma’s parents are depicted sitting in their huts. The
figures’ activities unfold in a landscape of hills, trees, and streams that divide the narrative
cells. These new features signify a departure from the fifth‑century tradition by emphasizing
the king’s retinue, the natural setting, and, particularly, a non‑linear narrative mode. These mu‑
rals skillfully integrate natural and figural images, contrasting with the previous relief carving
tradition in Chang’an and Pingcheng, which focused on depicting the movement of the protag‑
onist Śyāma to unfold the story. Current studies suggest an influence from Maijishan on these
Dunhuang murals of the Śyāma jataka (Donohashi 1978; Bell 2000; Li 2000; Cai 2004; Zheng and
Sha 2004; Gao 2017a, 2017b).

The Maijishan cave temples was carved into Maiji Mountain starting from the mid‑fifth
century onwards. The story of Śyāma is depicted on the front side of the sloping wall of Cave
127, which is dated to the 540s, Western Wei (Figure 8). Unfolding from right to left, identifiable
scenes include the king leaving the palace, the hunting scene, the mistaken shooting at Śyāma,
and the blind couple collapsing upon learning about Śyāma’s death. Overall, the composition
and selection of scenes in Dunhuang and Maijishan murals diverge from the fifth‑century Yun‑
gang tradition of the Northern Wei.

Nevertheless, more questions arise as we examine the Śyāma jātaka’s Chinese adaptations.
Intriguingly, there is no trace of any depictions of the Śyāma jātaka from the 480s to the 540s
when the Śyāma jātaka first appeared in Maijishan and Dunhuang. In other words, the Śyāma
jātaka lost its popularity‑ in North China at the start of the sixth century.
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In north China, the only example of Śyāma jātaka from the sixth‑century Central Plain is
found carvedon thepedestal of theLiubeisi劉碑寺 Stele, whichdates back to 557CE (the eighth
year of the Tianbao 天保 era), Northern Qi dynasty (Figure 9) (Wang 2006). While the right
section of the relief is damaged, its middle section portrays a massive hunting scene, and the
left section shows the story’s central plots. This tripartite composition is almost identical to the
mural depicted in Maijishan Cave 127. This striking similarity indicates a direct influence from
the Hexi Corridor, rather than adhering to the established tradition of fifth‑century Pingcheng
(see Figure 8). Consequently, it suggests the actual decline in the popularity of the Syama jataka
in the Central Plain. Considering the geographical proximity of the Liubeisi Stele to the Central
Plain rather than Maijishan, the preference for a Hexi prototype on the Liubeisi Stele may imply
a lack of local references to depict the Śyāma jātaka. Thus, this circumstantially supports the
argument that the Śyāma jātakawas not widely popular anymore during the early sixth century
in the Central Plain.
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3. Śyāma Jātaka’s Rise to Prominence in the Fifth‑Century NorthernWei Court
To better understand the story’s decline in popularity in the sixth century, it requires a

closer analysis of factors contributing to its sudden rise to prominence in the fifth century. In the
late fifth century, an influential translation project took place in Pingcheng, led by the renowned
and enigmatic monk Tan Yao曇曜. Notably, Tan Yao was also the chief designer of the initial
construction of the Yungang cave temples.16 Assembling eminent monks near Yungang, Tan
Yao embarked on a significant endeavor of translating sūtras, starting around 462.17 Among
these translated sūtras is theZa baozang jing雜寶藏經 (TheSūtra of theMiscellaneousTreasures),
which Tan Yao collaborated on with Ji Jiaye吉迦夜 in 472.

The stories and their arrangement in theZabaozang jingreveal the central roleof thedidactic
teaching of filial piety in the sūtra. The stories in the sūtra are organized thematically, which
is believed to have been re‑edited by the translators. Most stories are also retold with certain
degrees of discrepancy from the major versions. Liang Liling’s梁麗玲 research suggests that
the stories were initially retold by Ji Jiaye based on memory and later translated by Tanyao and
the others. The first category of the sūtra is about filial piety, which includes four specific topics.
TheŚyāma jātaka is the second story listed in this category. The story itself alsounderwent certain
modifications, as the introductory section discusses the offering of flesh to parents, which is not
part of the storyline of the Śyāma jātaka. As proposed by Liang Liling, such an emphasis on
filial piety is not seen in any other contemporaneously translated sūtras of Buddhist narratives
(Liang 1998, pp. 117–25).

The direct religious and political context that influenced Tan Yao’s emphasis on filial piety
in the sūtra is understood to be the persecution of Buddhism in the 450s. Emperor Taiwu太武
(r. 423–452) issued the persecution, motivated by a conglomeration of interests, including the
fear of social and economic disruption brought about by the expansion of the Sangha. Follow‑
ing the Taiwu persecution, Tao Yao’s translation project likely highlighted Buddhist stories that
expounded on filial piety, a traditional Confucian moral teaching, in order to defend Buddhists
against Confucian criticism. One of the main criticisms of Buddhism focused on the Buddhist
ideals of renouncing family duties for a life of celibacy, which posed a possible threat to the
Confucian emphasis on lineage continuity and social stability (Ch’en 1968, 1973). Considering
Tan Yao’s influence in promoting Buddhism in court, the sūtra’s interest in filial piety would
inherently have a significant impact in the capital area.

Another factor contributing to the rise of prominence of the Śyāma jātaka at Pingcheng can
be attributed to the overall promotion of filial piety by the Northern Wei emperors since the
early fifth century. Especially since the 460s, Emperor Xiaowen’s preference for the Xiao Jing
孝經 (Sūtra of Filial Piety) is evident in historical records.18 Xiaowen frequently quoted from
the Xiao Jing19, likely influenced by his study with the chief master Feng Xi 馮熙, who was
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the elder brother of the Empress Dowager Wenming and known for advocating theXiao jing.20
Several court orders regarding filial piety were issued in the 480s (Zou 2015, pp. 124–28, and
chart 7). Zou Qingquan attributes this extravagant emphasis on filial son stories to the Dowager
Empress regent Feng馮太后, who endorsed these policies to indoctrinate the juvenile Emperor
Xiaowen with Confucian values, ensuring his obedience to the Dowager Empress.

A recent study conducted by Xing Guang contributes another factor that highlights the im‑
portance of the Śyāma jātakabefore the Tang dynasty. Guang argues that the Fumu en nanbao jing
父母恩難報經, an earlier translated text on filial piety, appears to conflict with Confucian filial
piety by advocating leaving household life.21 In comparison, such a direct tone is not found in
the story of the Śyāma jātaka. The frame story found in Śyāma jātaka’s Pāli version, about Śyāma’s
parents leaving their household life for ascetic practice, is not absent in the story’s surviving
Chinese versions.

4. From Pingcheng to Luoyang: Śyāma Jātaka’s Replacement by Sudāna Jātaka
Considering the particular importance of the Śyāma jātaka in the fifth‑century Northern

Wei in Pingcheng, its decline of popularity in the art scene in the early sixth centuryNorthChina
is indeed surprising. Why and how did the tradition of depicting the Śyāma jātaka completely
disappear at the turn of the sixth century? What does this disappearance reveal about how Chi‑
nese Buddhism views filial piety? The above section examined the social context surrounding
the Śyāma jātaka’s rise to prominence in the late fifth century, highlighting the sudden decline
in its popularity by the beginning of the sixth century. In the following two sections, I argue for
two historical factors that contributed to the waning popularity of the story: the new preference
for other jātakas that embody teachings on generosity in early sixth‑century North China, and
the revival of the pre‑existing visual tradition that depicts local Chinese filial paragons.

In terms of the immediate historical context, a pivotal event occurred in 494 CE when the
Northern Wei court relocated its capital from Pingcheng to Luoyang. This shift marked a new
phase of artistic production in various aspects. Following the establishment of the new capital,
Buddhist steles experienced a flourishing period in the Luoyang region.22 Carved reliefs depict‑
ing jātakas can be found in Luoyang and its adjacent areas. Notably, the pair of the Mahasattva
jātaka and the Sudāna jātaka emerged as the most popular theme, overshadowing the depiction
of the Śyāma jātaka (Lee 1993; Hsieh 1999; Li 1996, 2016). No early or mid‑sixth‑century steles
from the region have been found featuring any depiction of the Śyāma jātaka.

TheMahasattva jātaka is known tobe carved in apairwith theŚyāma jātakaon thebackscreen
of statues in the previous tradition in fifth‑century Pingcheng (see Figure 4). Therefore, the ab‑
sence of the Śyāma jātaka in the early sixth century is accompanied by the rise of the Sudāna jātaka
to prominence. In other words, since the early sixth century, the Śyāma jātaka was replaced by
the Sudāna jātaka in forming a pair with the Mahasattva jātaka.

The first pairing of Sudāna jātaka and Mahasattva jātaka was found in the Binyang Central
Cave賓陽中洞 at Longmen龍門, the most significant Buddhist cave temple site in present‑day
Henan Province (Figure 10). Together with two other cave temples, Binyang Central Cave was
a project supported by the imperial‑sponsored project (ca. 508–523 CE) during the late North‑
ern Wei.23 It was sponsored by Emperor Xuanwu (r. 499–515 CE), Xiaowen’s son and succes‑
sor, to commemorate his deceased parents. Binyang Central Cave includes fascinating images
of exquisite craftsmanship. The cave’s entrance wall is divided into multiple horizontal regis‑
ters, from top to bottom portraying the debate between Mañjuśri (Mile彌勒) and Vimalakīrti
(Weimojie維摩詰),24 the Sudāna and Mahasattva jātakas, the imperial processions,25 and spirit
kings. The paired composition of the two stories became widely spread in the next several
decades, not only in North China but also in cave temples located along the Hexi Corridor
(Li 1996, 2016).
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men龍門 cave temples. Luoyang洛陽, Henan河南. Northern Wei, 520s. (Mizuno et al. [1941] 1980,
Figures 18 and 19).

Why was the Śyāma jātaka replaced by the Sudāna jātaka? It is necessary to examine the
didactic and religious significance of the three jātakas in the context of when and where they
were depicted. It is because the Sudāna jātaka can serve two purposes that it rose to prominence
and substituted the Śyāma jātaka. The two purposes include the teaching of generosity and the
emphasis on transcendence seeking in two aspects.

Firstly, generosity, the virtue of gift‑giving, one of the six pāramitāsof Buddhism, is the fun‑
damental teaching imbued in both the Sudāna jātaka and the Mahasattva jātaka. The Mahasattva
jātaka tells the story of how the prince Mahasattva offers his own body to feed a hungry tigress
and her seven cubs so that the tigress would not have to eat her own children. In case the tiger
wouldnot eat himalive, theprince jumpsoff from the edgeof a cliff. In termsof theSudāna jātaka
(also called the Vessantara jātaka in major versions), the protagonist and his family are banished
to exile after he gives away his kingdom’s magic elephant to Brahman emissaries from another
region.26 After Sudāna settles down in the forest, a Brahman from a distant land finds Sudāna
and makes the request of his two children.27 A visual representation of the Sudāna jātaka’s first
occurred in India around the first century BCE in reliefs adorning monumental stūpas and was
disseminated at major Buddhist sites across South Asia and Central Asia in the following cen‑
turies (Schlingloff 1988, 2013; Dehejia 1990).28 Thepair of the Sudāna andMahasattva jātakascan
be understood as a site for the generation of merit, given the stories’ embodiment of charitable
giving (McNair 2007, pp. 49–50).

The second factor contributing to the Sudāna jātaka’s rise to prominence derives from its
newly coined teaching on the seeking of transcendence. Illustrations of jātakas from this period
depict only a few select scenes to represent the story. In the case of the Sudāna jātaka, the most
frequently depicted scenes shift from the act of giving to Sudāna’s exile. In previous South
Asian and Central Asian traditions, as well as the Northern Wei reliefs from the fifth century,
the selected scenes often center on Sudāna’s act of gifting, either an elephant, a chariot, or chil‑
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dren. However, in the sixth‑century Chinese cases, we found the outstanding emphasis on the
scenes of exile. The perception of the knowledge, teaching, or message that is embedded in
each group of episodes typically changes as the story focus changes from one set to the next
(Dehejia 1990; Shih 1993; Murray 1995, 1998; Brown 1997). In the current case, the selection
of the exile scene implies that the exile scenes grew significant enough to take the place of the
previous emphasis on scenes of gifting.

A recent study shows that this shift in focus to the exile of Sudāna was partly shaped by
the strengthened pursuit of practicing asceticism in early sixth‑century Luoyang (Zhao 2021).
According to the research, the depiction of Sudāna in exile echoes the elevated status of seeking
transcendence in mountainous settings, a mentality shared by both Buddhists and Daoists at
the time. This transition is interpreted through the study of new visual elements and selected
scenes that were not developed until the early sixth century but exerted a huge influence in
the following two decades in North China. The most crucial new visual element in reliefs of
the Sudāna jātaka is the seated meditative monk, or sometimes a Daoist figure, in reliefs from
sixth‑century North China.29 A textual episode of the exile scene in two third‑century Chinese
translations sheds light on the current inquiry by revealing the identity of this figure in question
as a rhetorical adaptation of Chinese immortals by translators.30 In both Taizi Xudana jing and
Liudu ji jing, the figure sitting in the mountains is named Azhoutuo 阿州陀/阿周陀, who is
famous for his virtue and longevity of five‑hundred years, and his important role in guiding
Sudāna during his exile in the mountains. His characteristics literally borrow lines describing
Chinese immortals in contemporaneous writings such as Liexian zhuan and Baopuzi, rather than
any earlier jātaka texts.31 Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that theSudāna jātaka’s prominence
in the sixth‑century visual tradition partly stems from the concept of ‘seeking transcendence,’
which had been developing as an underlying religious mentality ever since the third century. It
was likely further advanced by the flourishing of Buddhist meditation practices at the time,32
a common interest in seeking transcendence at that time also connecting Buddhist and Daoist
traditions (Poo 1995).

Furthermore, it is crucial to acknowledge that illustrations of these jātakas can be modi‑
fied to fulfill ritualistic and symbolic purposes, underscoring the significance of shifts in the
visual realm. Previous research on Buddhist narrative tales has demonstrated that the visual
depictions could also serve the needs of various ritual practices (Wu 1992; Brown 1997). At
the Central Bingyang Cave, an important imperial project being undertaken at Longmen, the
mural illustration of Sudāna, the protagonist, alongside the ascetic figure in meditation, is posi‑
tioned above the panels depicting an imperial procession. This arrangement carries particular
significance during the late Northern Wei period. Not only does this composition speaks to the
careful choice made in selecting the Sudāna and Mahasattva jātakas, but it also serves as a model
and exemplar for future jātakadepictions in the subsequent decades. While not all Buddhist im‑
ages from Northern Wei Luoyang can be directly attributed to court designs, the prominence of
the pairing of the Sudāna andMahasattva jātakas in the following years suggests that the artwork
in Longmen acted as a pervasive model across the North. The imperial endeavor thus stands
as a prototype or precedent for the later representations of jātakas in North China.

5. Filial Piety in Sixth‑Century Funerary Context
The decline in the Śyāma jātaka’s popularity in the early sixth century can be attributed, as I

argue, to a second factor: the resurgence of the pre‑existing visual tradition of filial paragons in
the Luoyang region. Concurrent with the disappearance of the Śyāma jātaka during this period,
depictions of Chinese filial sons engaged in virtuous deeds experienced a revival within the
funerary context in North China. This resurgence provides additional evidence to comprehend
the perception of filial piety in the sixth century (Figure 11).33 At the new capital Luoyang in
the early sixth century, the enhanced co‑existence and equal importance of Buddhism and Han
tradition inexorably encouraged the necessity of defining the ritual space as governed by the
two traditions, respectively.
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As I argue, the ritualistic and symbolic significance of filial piety as propounded in the
Śyāma jātaka in the realm of Buddhism was challenged by the preference for filial paragons of
the local tradition. The separation of the function of the Chinese ritual space from the Buddhist
cave‑temples was a natural outcome of the court’s supervision of constructions and designs,
adhering to the traditional Han practices prevalent in Luoyang during the early sixth century.
Against this historical backdrop, the Confucian moral teaching and ancestral worship inherent
in filial piety predominantly found expression through traditional Chinese filial paragons in
the funerary space. Conversely, the Buddhist cave temples were reserved for representing the
teachings of Buddhism, emphasizing generosity and the pursuit of transcendence through the
stories of Mahasattva and Sudāna.

While one could argue that the resurgence of filial paragons in Luoyang’s funerary art
may not be directly responsible for the disappearance of the Śyāma jātaka in Buddhist art, both
traditions derive their didactic significance from the focused teaching of filial piety. The Śyāma
jātaka’s rise to fame in the fifth century in Pingcheng was influenced, to some extent, by the im‑
perial court. Therefore, a comprehensive understanding of the sudden decline in the popularity
of the Śyāma jātaka in the sixth century in Luoyang necessitates the consideration of the broader
historical context of Sinicization (the assimilation of non‑Han people into Chinese culture) and
the rulers’ perception of filial piety during the Northern Dynasties.

The circulation of traditional Han filial stories dates back to at least the Warring States pe‑
riod and their maturity during the Han dynasty has been researched. Depicting the stories of
historical personages, these filial paragons emerged as one of the most widely represented sub‑
jects for narrative illustrations alongside Buddhist stories in early medieval China. They were
revered as embodiments of the quintessential Confucian morality. Although rich visual evi‑
dence in the form of relief carvings from the Han period has been unearthed in archaeological
discoveries over the past few decades, very few visual remnants of these filial stories have sur‑
vived from the subsequent two centuries. However, a notable shift occurred in the early sixth
century in the Luoyang area, where stories of filial sons suddenly became the predominant
subject depicted on stone funerary structures.

Filial stories were carved primarily on stone funerary structures, including stone coffins,
mortuary couches, and house‑shaped sarcophagi. The tradition of stone coffins, which
prevailed during the Han dynasty, disappeared between the third and fifth centuries, only
to be revived under the reign of the Northern Wei in Luoyang (Cheng 2011, pp. 191–218;
Huang 1987). It is believed that the textual source for these stories during that time was the
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Xiaozi zhuan孝子傳 (Accounts of Filial Offspring), a collection of popular didactic texts com‑
piled in the early medieval period (Knapp 2005, pp. 46–82; Xu 2015; Xu 2017, pp. 105–12).34

According to recent scholarship, the reintroduction of stone mortuary equipment during
the Northern Dynasties served not only as a symbol of political status but also as a means for
non‑Han Chinese to negotiate and establish their cultural and religious identities. Most of the
surviving stone coffins belong to higher‑ranking officials in the court of the Northern Wei. The
elaborate illustrations of filial paragons on stone sarcophagi indicate the rapid popularity these
tales gained within a relatively short period. The diverse pictorial programs showcased on the
mortuary equipment serve as primary visual aids. Considering the historical backdrop of the
state policy of Sinicization, the revival of stone coffins in Luoyang becomes more comprehensi‑
ble (Huang 1987; Wu 2002).

The focus on Confucianism and the art and culture of the contemporaneous Southern
Dynasties, which were founded by the Han Chinese, exemplify the process of Sinicization em‑
braced by the rulers of the Northern Dynasties.35 The reform that took place during the Taihe
太和 period (477–499 CE) in Pingcheng redefined crucial aspects of the empire’s administra‑
tion and laid the groundwork for localized court ceremonies and rituals. A more systematic
and refined new style further developed after the Northern Wei court relocated to Luoyang
in 494. According to the History of the Northern Wei, officials undertook construction and de‑
sign projects for architecture and art that aimed to represent a more Sinicized concept of power.
The newly constructed palaces and residences were meticulously planned in accordance with
ancient ritual codes and drew inspiration from traditional styles and techniques (Tsiang 2002).

The profound impact of Sinicization on the art world has been extensively explored in
recent scholarly works, illuminating that the Northern Wei was not a passive recipient of the
new Han tradition. On the contrary, the magnitude of changes in the visual vocabulary and the
rapidity with which they took place indicate a dynamic and active campaign to develop new
imagery. Through historical records and the examination of stone and bronze artistic remains,
scholars have demonstrated that late Northern Wei Luoyang Buddhist art was notably influ‑
enced by traditional Chinese sources, particularly the art of the Han dynasty and its contempo‑
rary counterparts in the Southern regions, which often featured an integrated and courtly style.
Katherine R. Tsiang, for example, has conducted detailed research on the celestial or holy space
within Luoyang Buddhist art, providing valuable insights into this specific area of investigation
(Tsiang 2002).

Meanwhile, this remarkable preference for filial illustrations in Luoyang can be better com‑
prehended by considering the geographical distribution of these illustrations. Although they
were discovered in the north, most attributed authors of the Accounts of Filial Offspring hailed
from the territory of the Southern Dynasties. This indicates a significant interaction and ex‑
change between the Northern Wei and the Qi court in the South, as evidenced by recorded
regular embassies between the two.

Furthermore, the Sinicization process in Luoyang not only facilitated the revival of filial
paragons in the mortuary space but also suggested a deliberate separation of the roles and sym‑
bolic significance between the mortuary visual world from the Buddhist space. Through visual
representation, the teachings of filial piety were potentially transferred from the Buddhist realm
back to the context of ancestor worship within burials.

A crucial element in shaping this division between the mortuary and the Buddhist, as I
argue, lies in the heightened significance of filial piety within the realm of rituals. The hier‑
archical structure within families is believed to be divinely sanctioned (孝悌之至，通于神明).
Recent research conducted by Xu Jin highlights that filial illustrations on the mortuary equip‑
ment from Luoyang are often arranged in accordance with two principles: the family member
principle and the principle of life and death. This theory diverges from the previous one that ar‑
gues for a sequential order based on the textual references, indicating deliberate and thoughtful
visual design choices. The principle of life and death distinguishes between stories that empha‑
size nurturing the living and those that focused on the deceased, underscoring the importance
of these stories within the mortuary context. Additionally, the careful sequencing of these fil‑
ial stories prominently features the parents’ scene at the center, reminiscent of the tradition of
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depicting portraits of the deceased couple to serve as the focal point of ancestral sacrifice and
worship within the tomb space (Xu 2017, p. 172; Lin 2003, p. 222).

In addition, the emphasis of state policy on standardizing the visual representation of fil‑
ial piety is further supported by the disappearance of filial paragons immediately following
the division of North China between the Eastern Wei (534–550 CE) and the Western Wei (535–
556 CE). From the mid‑sixth century onwards, new pictorial programs featuring immortals
and gatherings of nobility replaced the filial paragons on mortuary equipment (Xu 2017, Intro‑
duction). This transition, underscoring the evolving priorities and shifting cultural landscape
during that period, attests to the crucial role of court sponsorship in this age of turmoil.

Considering thedistinct symbolic and ritual significanceassociatedwith thesefilial paragons
within the funerary setting, a clear separation between the mortuary and Buddhist realms be‑
comes imperative. To put it another way, the need to impart the teachings of filial piety through
the Buddhist narrative of Śyāma faced a formidable challenge posed by the growing impor‑
tance of traditional Han filial paragons. As Keith Knapp aptly states, the prevalence of filial
paragon illustrations helps elucidate how Confucianism successfully permeated and assumed
dominance over the values and ritual practices of the literati, despite its waning philosophical
vigor (Knapp 2005, p. 8).

6. Conclusions: In between the Visual and Textual Traditions
This study demonstrates that the acceptance of Śyāma jātaka within local Chinese society

was not a straightforward and continuous procession. Its initial popularity in the fifth century
was subsequently followed by a period of silence in the early sixth century. The story’s later
revival in the second half of the sixth century was limited to the Hexi Corridor and executed in
a completely new compositional style.

These visual pieces of evidence present a challenge to the conventional discourse that at‑
tributes the tale’s popularity solely to its teaching of filial piety, highlighting the dynamic and
fluctuating nature of its reception and circulation within Chinese society. To a degree, the con‑
ventional discourse on filial piety was shaped by a preference of textual sources. My research
offers an illustrative example of the complexities involved in the interaction between textual
and visual mediums when transmitting Buddhist teachings in a changing cultural landscape.
By arguing for the “tension between the textual and visual traditions,” I aim to highlight the
different logic of transmitting didactic teachings to different groups of viewers, as well as the
distinct capacities of textual and visual evidence in representing historical transitions. This
study reveals the challenges associated with utilizing texts alone to reconstruct the popularity
of certain narratives after their initial translation era. However, often, studies of certain visual
representations of jātaka stories focus on aligning the images with surviving texts, treating the
visual tradition of these stories primarily as a static portrayal of specific texts and a pure em‑
bodiment of the teachings of filial piety, disregarding the intricate nature of images in terms
of dissemination, adaptation, and perception. In addition, it is important to recognize that
illustrations of jātakas possess inherent ritual and symbolic functions that are shaped by the
immediate political and cultural contexts in which they are created. By acknowledging the
historicity and materiality of these visual sources in this study, a wealth of evidence emerges,
providing a deeper understanding of how Buddhist jātakas were perceived and interpreted in
early medieval China.

This study also offers an opportunity to reflect on the Sinicization model employed in pre‑
vious scholarship to comprehend the concept of filial piety. In recent scholarship, the historical
issues associated with the Sinicization model have been critically examined. As pointed out by
John Kieschnick, the broad focus on Sinicization “is too crude to be useful”
(Kieschnick 2003, p. 19). Embracing this revisionist perspective, it becomes evident that the
transmission of the Śyāma jātaka in the visual culture is not solely a linear progression from
India to China, nor is it confined to the emphasis on the teaching of the filial piety. Rather, it
encompasses a multifaceted adaptation spanning various dimensions, including the geograph‑
ical transition from Pingcheng to Luoyang, the temporal shift from the fifth to the early sixth
century, and the constantly shifting interactions with the existing art tradition in China. By



Religions 2023, 14, 860 17 of 22

acknowledging the immediate pictorial, historical, and religious contexts, a more nuanced un‑
derstanding can be achieved, providing a more comprehensive analysis of this complex sub‑
ject matter.

Last but not least, another noteworthy aspect highlighted in this study is the importance
of considering jātakas in relation to one another in order to fully comprehend the reception and
localization of Buddhist narratives in China, especially the process of appropriating an unfa‑
miliar narrative from a different cultural tradition. It is essential to analyze how jātakas were
paired, which specific episodes were selected, and how the narrative emphasis of each story
was modified.
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Notes
1 A Jātaka is a storyaboutoneof apast life of theBuddha. Therefore, jātakasare also called thebirth storiesof theBuddha. Manysuch stories

form an important genre of Buddhist literature. See (Appleton 2020), https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/
obo‑9780195393521/obo‑9780195393521‑0020.xml, accessed on 13 May 2023.

2 So far, nopictorial remainsof jātaka tales survive fromtheSouthernDynasty. Overall, evidenceofBuddhist art of theSouthernDynasties
is extremely rare, with only a very small number of stone and bronze sculptures preserved in situ or discovered later. Yet, the influence
exerted by the art of the Southern Dynasties on that of the Northern Dynasties has been a crucial question in debate among scholars.
For a detailed discussion, see (Tsiang 2002, pp. 225–26.)

3 For more information of the storyline, also see (Wray et al. 1972; Shaw 2006).
4 Other than the two versions, another version is preserved in Dao’an’s道安 catalogue, as recorded by Chu Sanzang Jiji出三藏記集 by

Sengyou僧佑, T2145, vol. 3, pp. 17–18. This version is translated by an anonymous in the Western Jin.
5 HuijiaomentionsShan song睒頌 (Eulogyof Shanzi). SeeT50, 415. A recent studyofXingGuangalsodiscusses the reference of theŚyāma

jātaka inWeimo yiji (A Commentary on theVimalakīrti Nirdesa Sūtra), which was composed by Huiyuan慧遠 during the Sui dynasty. See
(Guang 2022, pp. 85–87).

6 See (Strong 1983; Schopen 1984, 1997). Guang Xing’s recent article combs through evidence in early Buddhist resources, the Nikāyas
and Āgamas. See (Guang 2016a, 2016b).

7 For the Pāli version, see (Fausbøll 1896, vol. VI, pp. 68–95). For the English translation, see (Cowell and Rouse 1957, vol. VI, pp. 38–52).
8 See (Ch’en 1968, p. 83; Liu 2020). Guang pinpoints the Pāli and the Mahāvastu versions particularly, but not contending for any direct

source text of the Chinese versions. See (Guang 2022, p. 90).
9 Surviving Sanskrit and Pāli texts are generally dated later than the earlier Chinese translations of Buddhist texts. For an overview, see

(Nattier 2008).
10 This is an abbreviated version based on Kenneth Ch’en’s translation. See (Ch’en 1968, p. 85). Additionally, see Foshuo Pusa Shanzi jing,

T03, no. 174.
11 It is a compositional feature that is unique at Ajanta to arrange murals based on locations where a plot takes place. In Cave 10, for

instance, the story is shown in two main sections, the section centered on the forest life on the left, and that of the palace on the right,
resulting in possible chronological difference among scenes taken place in the same location. See (Schlingloff 1988, 2013). The very
similar composition of the Śyāma jātaka by location is also found employed in Thai murals dated in much later periods. Elizabeth Wray
provided a focused study. See (Wray et al. 1972).

12 Despite the Śyāma jātaka’s popularity in general, it is not found prevalently prominent in major Gandharan or Central Asian sites. Re‑
mains from Bamiyan in Afghanistan and some Buddhist kingdoms located along the southern edge of the Taklamakan Desert, such as
Khotan, do not show traces of the story.

13 Similar to early Buddhist reliefs in Sanchi, Kizil jātaka illustrations adopt a synoptic mode that encapsulates multiple elements of the
story into a single space with no chronological sequence. See Le Coq and Waldschmidt (1922–1933); Zhu (1993); Xinjiang weiwuer
zizhiqu wenwu guanli weiyuanhui et al. (1997); Schlingloff (2000).

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780195393521/obo-9780195393521-0020.xml
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780195393521/obo-9780195393521-0020.xml
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14 As Gao Haiyan observed, it remains in question if the statue dated to 427 is a fakery copied after the statue of 455 according to their
striking similarities, the scarcity of surviving statues from the early fifth century. See (Gao 2017a, 2017b). In addition, these statues,
bearing execution dates in inscriptions, date about two decades earlier than reliefs in Yungang Grottoes. Therefore, some recent study
that refers to Yungang reliefs as the earliest examples requires further revision.

15 The mural in Sui Cave 124 was brought away by the Oldenburg expedition of 1914–15 and is now in preservation in the Hermitage
Museum in St. Petersburg. No. Dh 197–198. See (Giès and Cohen 1995; Yagi 2012).

16 Tan Yao directly participated in the design of the five colossal cave temples, which were considered in honor of the five emperors of the
Northern Wei, from Taizu太祖 onwards. See (Su 1996; Yagi 1997; Hu 2005; Peng 2017; Yi 2017).

17 See Fei Changfang費長房, Lidai sanbao ji歷代三寶記, T49, no. 2034, 85b05. Daoxuan道宣, Xu Gaoseng zhuan續高僧傳, T50, no. 2060,
427c27. Da Tang neidian lu大唐內典錄, T55, no. 2149, 267b28.

18 On Xiao Jing, see (Cai 1970).
19 Such as “苟孝悌之至，无所不通” in his conversation with the official Mu Liang穆亮. Wei Shu, vol. 27, p. 669.
20 Wei Shou, Wei Shu, vol. 83, p. 1819.
21 A constant tension between Buddhist practices and the Chinese traditional virtues lies in the contrast between monastic order of ab‑

staining from household life and filial piety. See (Guang 2022, chp. 3, p. 83; Winston 2006).
22 For an overview of stele production in Henan in late Northern Wei, see (Wong 2004, chp. 6).
23 For a detailed study of the cave’s pictorial programme and relevant scholarship, see (McNair 2007).
24 The imagery represents the legendary discourse between the famous Buddhist layman Vimalakīrti and the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī. The

story was first translated into Chinese in the third century, whereas its artistic repertory developed without prototypes in southern
China around the fourth century. Two versions of the story were circulating at the time: the Vimalakīrti Sūtra and the Lotus Sūtra. Yet,
none of the temple paintings in the south have survived. Most surviving representations are stone reliefs from the north in the fifth
and sixth centuries. See (Bunker 1968). Many studies have debated this issue. For its textual tradition, see (Zürcher 1959, pp. 50–70;
Lamotte 1962).

25 The emperor’s procession relief is currently preserved in theMetropolitanMuseum, while the empress’s procession is kept at theNelson‑
Atkins Museum.

26 Surviving texts use different names to refer to the prince, indicating the circulation of various textual editions in both India and China. In
this study, Sudāna (Xudana須大拏) is used to refer to the prince, the other names for him being pointed out when relevant. Among the
eight surviving Chinese texts, the prince is called Xudana in the two texts from the third century CE and three Dunhuang manuscripts,
Yiqiechi一切持 in the pseudo‑Pusa benyuan jing of the sixth century, and Weishifu duoluo尾施縛多羅 in Yijing’s translation from the
seventh century. Xudana, the name most often used, derives from Sudāna in the early Indian texts. This is different from Vessantara
in the Pali tradition and Viśvantara, another name used in the Sanskrit tradition. For major studies on the story’s textual tradition, see
(Chen 2013a, 2013b; Nattier 2008; Bokenkamp 2006).

27 In some versions, to add to Sudāna’s problem, the god Śakra disguises himself as another Brahman and asks Sudāna for Mādrī. In the
Pali tradition, the story’s status in depicting the last incarnation of the Buddha also indicates its importance for achieving Buddhahood.
See (Kim 2009; Zhao 2017).

28 Its initial popularity at early Buddhist sites in India may have been related to the story’s sequence in the textual tradition, as it is con‑
sidered to be the last incarnation of the Buddha in the Pali canon. For an overview of its dissemination in early Indian tradition.

29 In Binyang Central Cave, the figure is located to the right of the panel, sitting in a mountainous setting, and wearing a robe that covers
his head (see Figure 10). His appearance is typical of representations of meditating monks in China since the late fifth century. See
(Chen 2016). A figure rendered in a very similar way also appears in the Xiahou Xianmu夏侯顯慕 Stele of the 560s. On excavation of
the Xiahou Xianmu statue, see (Han 1980). However, in a relief carving on the pedestal from the Penn Museum, the figure is rendered
completely differently in the look of a Daoist practitioner or laity holding a zhuwei麈尾 in their hands. See (James 1989; Liu 1997, 2001;
Abe 2001; Huang 2012).

30 Taizi Xudana jing, T. 171, 3. 421a. In Taizi Xudana jing, the episode starts with the following account: 山上有一道人名阿州陀，年
五百歲，有絕妙之德。太子作禮，却住白言：“今在山中何所有好甘果泉水可止處耶？”阿州陀言：“是山中者普是福地，所在可止
耳。” . . . . . . 道人問太子：“所求何等？”太子答言：“欲求摩訶衍道。”道人言：“太子功德乃爾，今得摩訶衍道不久也。太子得
無上正真道時，我當作第一神足弟子。”道人即指語太子所止處，太子則法道人結頭編髮，以泉水果蓏為飲食 . . . . . . There is an
ascetic named Azhoutuo in the mountains, who is five hundred years old and renowned for his excellent virtue. The prince paid
homage to him and said, ‘Are there any good places with fruits and springs where one can stay in the mountains?’ Azhoutuo replied,
‘All the places in this mountain are blessed land for residing.’ . . . The ascetic asked the prince, ‘What are you looking for?’ and the
prince replied, ‘I am looking for the Mahāyāna path.’ The ascetic replied, ‘The prince has good virtue. You will achieve the Mahāyāna
path soon. Once you achieve what you pursue, I would like to be your first follower.’ The ascetic showed the prince a place to reside.
The prince learned from the ascetic how to braid hair and survive on springs, fruit, and vegetables . . .

31 Azhoutuo’s defining characteristics—his good moral deeds and his longevity—intriguingly coincide with the works by local Chinese
authors about ascetics who seek immortality in the mountains. In indigenous Chinese writings on immortality, ascetics can live for
five hundred years. Similar accounts of immortals living for five hundred years longevity are scattered throughout Baopuzi抱樸子 and
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Shenxian zhuan 神仙傳. For major studies of Daoist ascetics and immortality, see (Kohn 1989; Poo 1995; Bokenkamp 1997;
Campany 2002, 2009). On Boapuzi and Shenxianzhuan, see (Baopuzi neipian jiaoshi, 80–81; Shenxian zhuan 153).

32 For a glimpse of recent studies on the importance of meditation in early medieval Chinese Buddhism, see (Chen 2014; Greene 2014,
2021a, 2021b). On artistic traditions related to meditation, see (Liu 1978; He 1980; Hsu 2002).

33 For an overview of filial paragons in medieval China, see (Wang 1999, 2003; Knapp 2005, 2012; Zheng 2002, 2012, 2013; Xu 2015, 2017).
34 These accounts were usually privately compiled collections ranging in length from one to thirty chapters. The current title serves as

a general reference. None of those dated to the Six Dynasties has survived. Most fragments were preserved in the Tang and Song
encyclopedia. Only three fully intact versions survive today. One is attributed to Tao Yuanming, and two manuscripts have survived
in Japan.

35 The southern influence in both style and subject matter on late Northern Wei art has long been a central topic of art historians.
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