












EARLY BUDDHIST ILLUSTRATED PRINTS IN HANGZHOU

Shih-shan Susan Huang

I. Introduction

In 1073 in the Northern Song capital Kaifeng 開封, the Japanese monk 
Jōjin 成尋 (1011–81) visited the Chuanfa yuan 傳法院 (Institute for 
Propagation of the Tripitaka) set up by the government in conjunction 
with the Buddhist Monastery Taiping xingguo si 太平興國寺 (Mon-
astery of the Great Peace and Prosperous State). 1 He and his assistants 
borrowed the woodblocks of Wubai luohan moyin 五百羅漢模印 
(Five Hundred Lohans ) and of Damo liuzu mo 達摩六祖模 (Six Chan 
Patriarchs of the Bodhidharma Sect )—both sets of woodblocks bearing 
Buddhist illustrations—from the repository to print more copies on 
paper. Although Jōjin stayed in China, he sent the prints back to Japan 
by boat as soon as the printed copies were made. 2 

This episode retrieved from a Japanese source highlights religious 
illustrated prints as a new aspect of Chinese print culture at that time, 
a topic that has not been fully explored. In this chapter, we will shift 
the focus from the textual sources to the visual dimensions of early 
religious printing, drawing on extant Buddhist illustrated prints pro-
duced in the Hangzhou 杭州 area as primary sources. 

 It is widely recognized that Buddhism was a driving force behind 
printing in the Tang Dynasty (618–907), and that large-scale reli-
gious printing projects, Buddhist and Daoist alike, were sponsored 
by the courts and the elites in the Wu-Yue 吳越 (907–978), Song 宋 
(960–1279), Liao 遼 (907–1125), Jin 金 (1115–1234), and Xi Xia 西夏 
(1038–1227) states. Nevertheless, the mainstream scholarship on Bud-
dhist printing has been based thus far primarily on texts, and studies 
on Buddhist illustrated prints have focused on comparing different 

1 Hirabayashi Fumio, San Tendai Godaisan ki , 201, 205. 
2 Nakano Genzō, “Sō shōrai zuzō no denpa,” 33. The Japanese drawing of Six Patri-

archs of the Bodhidharma Sect  was said to be based on the Six Chan Patriarchs print 
Jōjin acquired in Song China; Fontein and Hickman, Zen Painting , 2–4.
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versions and assessing the correlation between texts and accompany-
ing illustrations.3

When evaluating prints made during the tenth through thirteenth 
centuries, modern scholars have followed the lead of the Northern 
Song book collector Ye Mengde 葉夢得 (1077–1148) and acknowl-
edged the superior quality of prints made in today’s Hangzhou, 
Zhejiang 浙江 Province, a flourishing printing center in south China 
for centuries. 4 Ye’s evaluation remains valid with regard to Buddhist 
illustrated prints dating to this period, which are among the richest 
extant visual databases of such prints. 5 

The following study will explore the visual vocabulary and visual 
logic underlying the making of illustrations in early imprints. The first 
part will focus on the printed frontispieces and the single-sheet prints 
commissioned under Wu-Yue rule in the tenth century. The study will 
then move on to the eleventh-century sutra frontispieces, published by 
some of the earliest commercial publishers ever recorded in Chinese 
printing history. Finally, we will examine a Southern Song set of sutra 
frontispieces designed by a recorded illustrator. From this visual angle, 
we will begin to see the process of standardization and the nascence 
of a local tradition of visual printing culture in Hangzhou. The wide-
ranging visual vocabulary deployed by the Hangzhou Buddhist prints 
complements the established database of Chinese print visual culture 
of this period, which consists of technical images concerning agricul-
ture, architecture, maps, medicine, military arts, etc. 6 This study also 
adds to the scholarship on Chinese visual culture, which has been 
expanding its scope from painting and calligraphy by famous masters 
to anonymous printed matter and religious artifacts. 

3 For studies of early Buddhist and Daoist printing, see Fontein, The Pilgrimage of Sud-
hana; Loehr, Chinese Landscape Woodcuts; Edgren, “Printed Dharani-Sutra of A.D. 956” 
and “Southern Song Printing at Hangzhou”; Miya Tsugio, “Sō-Gen hampon”; Naka-
mura, “Sō Fukushûhan daizōkyō kō”; Su Bai, Tang Song shiqi ; Drège, “De l’icône”; Li 
Jining, Fojing banben ; Saliceti-Collins, “Xi Xia Buddhist Woodblock Prints”; Van der 
Loon, Taoist Books in the Libraries of the Sung Period , 39–63; Strickmann, “Seal of the 
Law” and “The Longest Taoist Scripture,” 342–46; Barrett, “Feng-tao k’e”, “Rise and 
Spread of Printing”, and Woman Who Discovered Printing .

4 Ye Mengde, Shilin yanyu , 8.6b. 
5 Another unexplored repository of early Buddhist illustrated prints is that associ-

ated with the archaeological discovery in Khara Khoto, a site related to the medieval 
Xia Kingdom; see Ecang Heishuicheng wenxian . 

6 For selected scholarship, see Bray, Dorofeeva-Lichtmann, and Métailié eds., 
Graphics and Text ; Hegel, Reading Illustrated Fiction . 
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II. Royal Patronage under the Wu-Yue Rule 

The tradition of mass-produced Buddhist prints in Hangzhou can be 
traced to the tenth century, when the area was under Wu-Yue rule, 
which governed today’s Zhejiang and parts of Jiangsu and Fujian 
in south China. Literary records highlight Qian Shu 錢俶 as a ruler 
involved in the mass production of Buddhist material culture. 7 
According to the thirteenth-century Buddhist text, Fozu tongji 佛祖統
紀 (A comprehensive account of Buddhist patriarchs ), he imitated the 
compassionate deed of the Indian King Ashoka, who mass-produced 
84,000 stupas in gold, bronze, and iron. 8 Outside China, he  had his 
envoys deliver diplomatic gifts of similar stupas to Japan in vast quan-
tities.9 Furthermore, Qian’s Buddhist advisor, Monk Yanshou 延壽 
(904–975), who was closely associated with temples in Hangzhou, com-
missioned 140,000 prints of Mituo tatu 彌陀塔圖 (Charts of Amida 
stupa) for public circulation. 10 Although there is no way to attest to 
the overwhelming quantity associated with these productions, both 
printed illustrations published in later books and physical specimens 
of the miniature stupas unearthed in archaeological sites help to shed 
light on the visual dimensions of the Buddhist material culture spon-
sored under Wu-Yue rule. 11 

Dharani Frontispieces 

Fozu tongji  tells us that Qian not only commissioned 84,000 stupas, 
but also an equal number of printed Dharani sutra scrolls, and had 
each scroll inserted inside a stupa before distributing them to different 
places in his state. 12 Archaeological excavations undertaken in Hang-
zhou and nearby Wuxing 吳興 and Shaoxing 紹興 have yielded fruitful 

 7 Zhang Xiumin, “Wudai Wu-Yueguo de yinshua,” 74. 
 8 Zhi Pan, Fozu tongji , 43.394c. 
 9 Zhang Xiumin, Zhongguo yinshua shi (Chatu zhencang zengding ban) , 33. 
10 Zhang Xiumin, “Wudai Wu-Yueguo de yinshua,” 75. 
11 For more visual examples, see Leifeng yizhen , 97, 99–101, 112–13, 121, 130–58; 

Edgren, “Printed Dharani-Sutra of A.D. 956,” 144, fig. 1. Past scholarship has noted a 
type of printed scroll illustrated with multi-storied stupa imagery deposited in selec-
ted bricks of the Leifeng Pagoda, although no such image has been published; Zhang 
Xiumin, Zhongguo yinshua shi (Chatu zhencang zengding ban) , 35. 

12 Zhi Pan, Fozu tongji  43.394c.
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discoveries of such prints, which are among the earliest Buddhist illus-
trated prints ever unearthed in south China. 13 

To date, the most intriguing find remains the tiny printed Dharani 
scrolls unearthed from the ruins of the Leifengta 雷峰塔 (Thunder 
Peak Pagoda) near Xihu  西湖 (West Lake), Hangzhou. 14 According 
to Yu Pingbo 俞平伯, when the pagoda first collapsed in 1924, local 
people found small printed scrolls deposited inside some hollowed 
bricks among the ruins. Each scroll was rolled up and wrapped in 
yellow silk and blue brocade strips in a sutra bag before being placed 
into a hollowed brick. 15 There were more than one thousand copies 
of these Dharani scrolls discovered in situ , but most of them had 
rotted.16 Those which were still legible were soon looted,17 resulting in an 
enthusiastic illicit market for them, where at first “one yuan could buy 
many, but afterwards they [the prints] became as costly as 100 yuan 
per roll,” to quote Hu Shi 胡適.18 

Extant specimens of the Leifengta Dharani scrolls are now in various 
collections (though some scrolls may be modern forgeries). Slightly 
different versions exist, and thus several sets of woodblocks—perhaps 
even more than five–were used to produce the scrolls.19 The specimen 
in the National Palace Museum in Taipei is a good example (Fig. 4.1).20 
This scroll is composed of four pieces of paper pasted in consecutive 
order. A colophon at the beginning of the scroll reads, “The Great 

13 Zhang Xiumin, “Wudai Wu-Yueguo de yinshua;” Zhongguo yinshua shi , 44–48; 
Zhongguo yinshua shi (Chatu zhencang zengding ban), 33–39; Edgren, “Printed Dharani-
Sutra of A.D. 956.” 

14 Each scroll is 200 cm long and 6 cm high; Leifeng yizhen , 70–71. The complete 
title of the sutra is Yiqie rulai xin mimi quanshen sheli baoqieyin tuoluonijing 一切如
來心祕密全身舍利寶篋印陀羅尼經 (Dhārani of the seal on the casket of the secret 
whole-body relic of the essence of all tathāgatas ).

15 Yu Pingbo, “Ji Xihu Leifengta,” 122; Wang Guowei, Liangzhe gukanben kao, juan 
shang, 22; Leifeng yizhen , 14, 17. 

16 See the colophon by Lin Lang’an 林朗庵 on the version in the Zhongyang 
tushuguan 中央圖書館 collection (#08807); Leung and Wu, “Qiantan Songban 
fojing,” 267–68. 

17 Yu Pingbo, “Ji Xihu Leifengta,” 122.
18 Li Shuhua, Zhongguo yinshua shu , 155; Edgren, “Printed Dharani-Sutra of A.D. 

956,” 142; Daguan: Songban tushu tezhan, 195. Lin Lang’an paid high prices to acquire 
three copies of the Dharani scrolls in the market; see Leung and Wu, “Qiantan Song-
ban fojing,” 268. The sold price for the Leifengta Dharani scroll was more than three 
hundred thousand dollars; see Lu Jintang, “Ji Leifengta,” 155.

19 Lu Jintang, ibid., 155–56; Edgren, Chinese Rare Books , 50–51; Duoyu, “Qiannian 
gudian,” 53; Yu Pingbo, “Ji Xihu Leifengta,” 126–28.

20 Daguan: Songban tushu tezhan , 193, 196–97, plate 22. 
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General of the Army under Heaven, King of Wu-Yue, Qian Shu, has 
made 84,000 copies of this sutra and interred them in the brick pagoda 
at Xiguan 西關 as eternal offerings. Recorded in the eighth month 
of the yihai 乙亥 year [975 ce].” 21 Scholars still debate whether the 
number 84,000 refers to the actual number of prints, or is merely a 
symbolic number referring to the story about King Ashoka.

At the beginning of each printed Dharani scroll is an illustration 
composed within an elongated panel. It represents a pictorial format 
known as the frontispiece, whose earliest example dates back to the 
ninth century.22 Since this is a new illustrative format in Buddhist art 
which has much to do with the spread of Buddhist scriptures, it will 
be of special interest for us to consider its newly-formulated pictorial 
logics and schemes. 

The Leifengta frontispiece refers directly to the content of the sutra 
printed in the same scroll, which recounts the miracle of a ruined stu-
pa-mount returning to radiance—a parable attesting to the efficacy of 
Buddhism witnessed by the Buddha on his way to visit a brāhman’s 
house.23 According to Eugene Wang, this frontispiece “shows the 

21 Ibid., 195. 
22 Drège, “De l’icône” and “Du texte à l’image;” Murray, “Evolution of Buddhist 

Narrative Illustration,” 136–38; Hegel, Reading Illustrated Fiction , 164-66. 
23 Yu Pingbo, “Ji Xihu Leifengta,” 126–28.

Fig. 4.1. Frontispiece of the Dharani scroll excavated from Leifengta, Hang-
zhou. Dated 975. Woodblock print on paper. National Palace Museum in Taipei. 
(Reproduced with permission from National Palace Museum, Taipei.)
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Buddha present at the ruined mound and causing it to emit radiance. 
Behind the Buddha is the treasure stupa in its original form. The 
graphic demonstration of the decaying of what was initially a splendid 
structure is a rather sobering visual parable.” 24 

To better evaluate the local features of the Leifengta frontispiece, 
we can compare its compositional scheme and pictorial elements with 
other frontispieces found in northwest China, such as those discov-
ered in the Dunhuang library cave. One of the well-studied Buddhist 
printed frontispieces from Dunhuang is the 868 Diamond Sutra , the 
earliest dated extant specimen of its kind. 25 This frontispiece shows a 
scene of the Buddha preaching to his entourage, with him positioned 
diagonally, facing west. As Julia Murray notes, this scene is rather 
generic and does not have any specific links to the Diamond Sutra .26 
Similar generic features apply to the tenth-century Buddhist painted 
frontispieces from the same region. 27

Compared to the Dunhuang specimens, the Leifengta frontispieces 
reflect a more complex visual plot and a more organic composition 
blending the general preaching scene with narrative motifs more 
specifically related to the Dharani sutra. On the right, the Buddha is 
seated on a lotus seat, flanked by two attendants, with a lay devotee 
kneeling in front of the triad and an elongated offering table. These 
elements are arranged in a diagonal fashion in the picture plane. Near 
the center of the frontispiece, the miracle of the ruined stupa-mount 
radiating light is illustrated in the foreground. A symbolic image of the 
stupa is shown just a little above the radiating mound. On the left, a 
diagonal architectural motif appearing at the border of the frontispiece 
may refer to the brāhman’s house, which the Buddha is about to visit. 
Notably, the frontispiece is decorated with two arch-shaped tasseled 
curtains, which add a theatrical flavor to the design. The motif of the 
tasseled curtains appears again in a number of Hangzhou frontispiece 
designs of The Lotus Sutra in the tenth and eleventh centuries, which 
we will examine later in this chapter. 

The Leifengta frontispiece compares closely to two other versions 
of similar Dharani frontispieces made under the Wu-Yue regime. The 
whereabouts of the 956 version, excavated in 1917 in Tianningsi 天寧寺 

24 Wang, “Tope and Topos,” 492.
25 Whitfield et al., The Silk Road, 300, fig. 262.
26 Murray, “Evolution of Buddhist Narrative Illustration,” 136. 
27 Drège, “Du texte à l’image,” 108, 110, 114, 117, 161, 168.
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in Huzhou 湖州 (Zhejiang Province), had been lost since the excava-
tion until Sören Edgren published the only known extant specimen in 
the royal collection of the King of Sweden in 1972 (Fig. 4.2). 28 Another 
version dated 965 was discovered in a construction site in Shaoxing in 
1971 and was initially packed in a wooden sutra box inside a miniature 
bronze stupa (Fig. 4.3). 29 

28 Edgren, “Printed Dharani-Sutra of A.D. 956.” For an identical copy discovered in 
a Song Dynasty pagoda in Anhui province, see “Wuchan jieji,” 77. 

29 Zhang Xiumin, Zhongguo yinshua shi  (Chatu zhencang zengding ban) , 35. 

Fig. 4.2. Frontispiece of the Dharani scroll discovered in the Tianning si, 
Huzhou, Zhejiang. Dated 956. Woodblock print on paper.

Fig. 4.3. Frontispiece of the Dharani scroll discovered in Shaoxing. Dated 
965. Woodblock print on paper.
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A comparative examination of the 956, 965, and Leifengta (975) ver-
sions sums up the shared design and pictorial repertoire of early Bud-
dhist printed frontispieces produced in tenth-century south China. All 
three versions bear colophons at the beginning of the scrolls to indicate 
Qian Shu’s commission of 84,000 copies, although the phrases used 
in the colophons vary slightly. The three frontispieces share certain 
compositional principles, with the Buddha triad arranged diagonally 
at the right of the picture plane, the miracle of the radiating mound 
in the central foreground, and the stupa motif assuming a central role 
at the upper central part of the composition—a compositional scheme 
which continued to be used in later frontispieces of the Lotus Sutra  
made in Hangzhou. Architectural motifs also appear at the left border 
of the composition as an effective device to frame the narrative scene. 
As we shall see later, architectural motifs continue to play a popular 
role in the Hangzhou frontispieces made in the Song period; they are 
frequently placed at the upper and lower right corners of the fron-
tispieces as a framing device, no matter what specific scenarios the 
frontispieces depict. 

Single-sheet Print of Yingxian Guanyin 

Qian Shu’s patronage of Buddhist illustrated prints marks an impres-
sive legacy in medieval Japanese visual and material culture. A twelfth-
century monochrome ink drawing, which bears a title tag at the 
central top reading “ Yingxian Guanyin 應現觀音” (Ōgen Kannon , or 
Manifestations of Guanyin ) (Fig. 4.4) is a Japanese copy based on a 
tenth-century Chinese single-sheet print mass-produced by Qian Shu, 
its original dated just a year before the Leifengta Dharani frontispieces 
were printed. 30 The drawing of Yingxian Guanyin serves as a valu-
able visual document attesting to the media transfer from printing to 
painting (or drawing) in medieval East Asia. This complements the 
better-documented transfer from painting (or drawing) to printing at 
that time. It also suggests the impact of printing in the transmission 
of ideas across cultures and regions. 

30 This drawing is in the collection of the Daitokyu Kinen Bunko 大東急記念文庫, 
Tokyo. A reproduction is included in Chūgoku kodai hanga , 83, fig. 6. For a study of 
this drawing, see Uchida Kei’ichi, “Sō shōrai hanga.” 
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Fig. 4.4. Yingxian Guanyin  (Ōgen Kannon, or Manifestations of Guanyin ). 
Japanese drawing after a 974 Chinese single-sheet print on silk mass-produced 
by Qian Shu. Twelfth century. Ink on paper. The collection of Daitokyu Kinen 
Bunko, Tokyo. After Chūgoku kodai hanga ten , 83, fig. 6.
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At the bottom of this drawing, the copied inscription spells out exactly 
the names of the aforementioned twenty-four efficacious visions.31 It 
goes on to praise the efficacy of Guanyin’s magical charms (shenzhou 
神咒), noting that “[if one] practices [Guanyin’s magical charms] 
secretly ( mimi shouchi 祕密受持), [one would] receive boundless 
luck.”32 Five sets of true words ( zhenyan 真言) or charms follow. An 
important colophon at the end of the inscription gives the date of 
974 and states that Qian Shu, the Great General under Heaven, King 
of Wu-Yue, ordered twenty thousand copies of Yingxian Guanyin, all 
printed on plain silk. 33 The use of silk as the printed material calls to 
mind the literary record of Monk Yanshou’s commission of 20,000 
copies of Ershisi yingxian 二十四應現觀音 (Twenty-four manifesta-
tions of Guanyin Bodhisattva ) printed on plain silk. 34 

Many stylistic characteristics reflected in Yingxian Guanyin, includ-
ing the rounded facial features, the slightly downward gaze, and 
the intensely applied long and fluent drapery lines, recall the well-
published Maitreya print now in Seiryōji 清涼寺, Kyoto (Fig. 4.5). 35 
Designed by the Northern Song court painter Gao Wenjin 高文進 
(ca. 950–after 1022), it was carved by Monk Zhili 知禮 in Yuezhou 越
州, near Hangzhou, and was dated 984, just ten years after Qian Shu’s 
Yingxian Guanyin .36 The painterly quality of the Yingxian Guanyin  
drawing and the Maitreya print attests to the sophisticated standard 
of printing in this region during the tenth century.

Further visual evidence concerning the framing design of the Yingxian 
Guanyin drawing suggests that it is a copy based on a single-sheet 
illustrated print—a printing format which came into vogue in China, 
including the Wu-Yue region, during the tenth century. The con-
vention of dividing image and text into upper and lower panels 
respectively is a compositional feature commonly shared by extant 
single-sheet Buddhist illustrated prints, such as the 1005 single-sheet 
Dharani print discovered in the Ruiguang Pagoda (Ruiguang ta 瑞光塔) 

31 Uchida Kei’ichi, ibid., 41. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 40; Zhang Xiumin, Zhongguo yinshua shi , 47–48. 
34 Zhang Xiumin recorded 914 as the date of such productions, see Zhang Xiumin, 

“Wudai Wu-Yueguo de yinshua,” 75.
35 Henderson et al., “The Buddha of Seiryō-ji”; Uchida Kei’ichi, “Sō shōrai hanga,” 44. 
36 For a recent study of Gao Wenjin, including the Seiryō-ji print and Monk 

Zhili, see Heping Liu, “Empress Liu’s Icon of Maitreya ,” esp. 131, 148 (footnote 84), 
170–74.
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Fig.  4.5. Maitreya Bodhisattva. Illustrated by Gao Wenjin. Dated 984. Northern 
Song Dynasty. Woodblock print on paper. 54.4 × 28.4 cm. Seiryōji, Kyoto. 
After Higashi Ajia no hotoketachi , 125.
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in Suzhou 蘇州.37 Moreover, the outermost framing design running 
through the borders of the drawing is marked by elegant bands con-
sisting of double-contour lines and various symbolic patterns that fill 
in the bands. This design compares closely to the framing design of the 
Maitreya print (Fig. 4.5). 38 Nevertheless, the copyist of the Yingxian 
Guanyin drawing seemed to ignore some details of the decorative 
patterns, as the motifs of a jingang chu 金剛杵 (a ritual tool for Esoteric 
Buddhism) filling in the upper and left bands are missing in the lower 
and right bands, and the motif of a wheel that usually occupies the 
upper right, left, and lower right corners is also absent from the lower 
right corner. 

In terms of iconography, Yingxian Guanyin  features the twelve-
headed and six-armed Guanyin standing at the center, flanked by an 
array of twenty-four efficacious visions signifying Guanyin’s multiple 
responses and manifestations. Since it is rare to represent Guanyin 
as a twelve-headed and six-armed deity, Chün-fang Yü has suggested 
that this may be a localized iconography uniquely associated with the 
tenth-century Hangzhou area. 39 On the left of the title tag, the effi-
cacious visions feature a stupa, a seated icon of Guanyin, a golden 
lotus, auspicious clouds, a treasure pearl, a golden lion, Buddha’s feet, 
a golden drum, a bell, a golden turtle, and a stone Buddha. On the 
right of the title tag are the Water-moon Guanyin, auspicious grasses, 
a golden sparrow, a golden chime, a golden elephant, a golden dragon, 
Buddha’s hand, a golden bridge, a golden wheel, a golden well, and a 
numinous halo.

III. Standardizing the Frontispiece Art of 
the Lotus Sutra

During the Northern Song period, Hangzhou publishing firms attained 
such a reputation for quality that they were commissioned to pub-
lish books for both the central government and international patrons 

37 Huqiu Yunyan sita , 158. Cf. the 980 Dharani single-sheet print from Dunhuang 
(Ch.xliii.004) in Whitfield et al., The Silk Road, 206, plate 127; the tenth-century single-
sheet print of Dizang bodhisattva from Dunhuang (Pelliot chinois 4514) in Monnet, 
Chine, 82, plate 53. 

38 Uchida Kei’ichi, “Sō shōrai hanga,” 45.
39 Yü, Kuan-yin, 229. 
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such as the Korean government. 40 Lay Buddhists’ sutra-reciting prac-
tices in the growing repentance rites of the Song period created great 
demand for sutra copies. 41 Probably as a result, private publishers in 
Song Hangzhou frequently published the text of Miaofa lianhua jing  
妙法蓮華經 (the  Lotus Sutra ).42 Compared to earlier illustrations of 
this sutra, which existed in large-scale murals of jingbian tu 經變圖 
or bianxiang 變相 (paintings of the sutra tableaux) in Buddhist caves 
at Dunhuang,43 printed frontispieces of the Lotus Sutra produced from 
the eleventh to the thirteenth century demonstrate new visual features 
which reshaped the art of the  Lotus Sutra  in the age of printing. 

When designing the large-scale wall paintings of the  Lotus Sutra  
tableaux, the artists took liberties in freely composing illustrations of 
selected narrative episodes (pin 品) related to different chapters (juan 卷) 
of the sutra. They blended the pictorial episodes into a grand com-
position, which usually consisted of a series of vignettes flanking the 
peripheral areas of the square-framed central scene which featured the 
Buddha’s preaching.44 

The art of The Lotus Sutra experienced a renaissance in post-Tang 
frontispiece art. 45 One sees in these printed products an ambitious 
attempt on the part of the makers to establish a pictorial repertoire 
of recyclable and ‘movable’ motifs, which can be combined freely and 
effectively to compose new frontispieces for different contents. This 
trend of standardization in the making of frontispiece art, therefore, 
marks an important new development in Buddhist illustrated prints 
in the Song period. 

Northern Song Frontispieces by the Qian and the 
Yan Family Publishers 

The most important specimens of the Lotus Sutra frontispieces printed 
in Northern Song Hangzhou are the incomplete sets of folded scrolls 
discovered in the Song pagoda in Xin xian 莘縣, Shandong 山東 in 

40 Edgren, “Southern Song Printing,” 17. 
41 Chikusa Masaaki, “Chūgoku kohankyō,” 16. 
42 Watson, Lotus Sutra .
43 For studies of the art of the  Lotus Sutra  in the pre-Song period, see Shi Pingting 

and He Shizhe, “Dunhuang bihua”; Fahua jing ; Wang, Shaping the Lotus Sutra . 
44 For visual examples, see Fahua jing . 
45 For a list of episodes frequently illustrated in Song and Yuan printed Lotus Sutra 

frontispieces, see Miaofa lianhua jing tulu . For a classic study of the printed frontis-
pieces of the  Lotus Sutra , see Miya Tsugio, “Sō-Gen hampon.”
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1968 (Figs. 4.6–4.7). 46 Cui Wei 崔魏 first published five frontispieces 
from this excavation in 1986.47 Of the five published examples, the two 
frontispieces from the 1060 (Fig. 4.6) and 1063 editions were printed 
by the Qian family (Qian jia 錢家), and the three frontispieces from 
the 1068 and 1069 (Fig. 4.7) editions bear the commercial marking 
of the Yan family (Yan jia  晏家) publishing house. 48 The Qian family 
and Yan family were early examples of non-government publishers 
in Chinese printing history. Buddhist scholars and eminent monks 
appointed by the government in Kaifeng and Hangzhou collated the 
sutras printed by these families. 49 

The sutra frontispieces produced by the Qian and Yan families 
show stylistic similarities. Both feature seemingly coherent framing 
design at the upper border of the frontispieces. This framing design 
features a series of repetitive fringed and tasseled curtains made of 
fishnet textiles and pearl-like pendants. The prototypes for such cur-
tain motifs can be found in the 975 Leifengta Dharani print (Fig. 4.1) 
and another drawing frontispieces of the  Lotus Sutra  discovered in 
Ruiguang Pagoda in Suzhou, perhaps also tenth-century Hangzhou 
products (Fig. 4.8). 50 Similar fishnet patterns of the tasseled curtains 
also appear in the dripping design of the canopy engraved in the 984 
Maitreya print (Fig. 4.5).51 Another decorative motif commonly shared 

46 Cui Wei, “Shangdong sheng.” 
47 These frontispieces include juan 4 of the 1060 set, juan 7 of the 1063 set, juan 1 of 

the 1068 set, juan 1 and juan 3 of the 1069 set; see Cui Wei, ibid. For a glimpse of what 
may be lost regarding the incomplete 1069 set of Yan family Lotus Sutra, see the com-
plete series of the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) painted frontispieces of the  Lotus Sutra, 
whose designs may be based on the frontispiece templates established in the Northern 
Song Yan family Lotus Sutra . For plates, see Miaofa lianhua jing tulu , 88–89. 

48 Cui Wei, “Shangdong sheng.” Two frontispieces associated with the Yan family 
are dated 1069 and they may be from different sets. For the 1069 frontispiece not pub-
lished in this chapter, see Su Bai, Tang song shiqi de diaoban yinshua , figs. 32, 145. 

49 Chikusa Masaaki, “Chūgoku kohankyō,” 16. 
50 According to the conservation report, the seven scrolls of the illustrated Lotus 

Sutra bear a repair date of 931, suggesting that the original productions may be of a 
Tang or Five Dynasties date. Among the Ruiguangta deposits, there is a 1001 printed 
Dharani sheet whose block was initiated (kai 開) by Zhao Zongba 趙宗霸 from Hang-
zhou. Scholars speculated that all the deposited treasures were put in the pagoda 
around 1017. See Xu Mingqi, “Ruiguangta gu jingzhi de yanjiu,” 34–35; Zhongguo 
huihua quanji, vol. 1, 145, plate 122; “Suzhoushi Ruiguangta,” 24, plates 7.1, 7.2, figs. 
14, 15; Huqiu Yunyan sita , 156–57, 159–63.

51 For the legacy of the framing design of the tasseled curtains developed from the 
tenth-to-eleventh-century Hangzhou Buddhist frontispiece art, see the Ming Dynasty 
(1368–1644) Lotus Sutra  frontispieces executed in silver pigment on indigo paper in 
Miaofa lianhua jing , 46–47, 88–89; the twelfth-century Korean frontispiece painted in 
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by the frontispieces of the Yan family and the Qian family is a cluster 
of fully-leaved botanical branches sticking out of the Buddha’s seat as 
‘stage props’ (Figs. 4.6–4.7). 

The designers deploy repetitive and standardized templates to com-
pose different pieces. The best-known such template places the Buddha 
and his entourage diagonally on the right side of the frontispiece, a 
compositional convention for frontispiece art first seen in the 868 
Diamond Sutra from the Dunhuang library cave, and one which con-
tinued to be produced for centuries. 52 Although it is a generic scene, 
to place this template in a west-bound fashion at the beginning (that 
is, on the right side) of the scroll with Buddha facing the picture 
plane makes an effective visual link between the imagery of Buddha’s 

gold pigment on indigo paper (in the collection of Danzan Jinja 談山神社, Nara) in 
Meech-Pekarik and Pal, Buddhist Book Illuminations , 263.

52 Murray, “Evolution of Buddhist Narrative Illustration,” 136. 

Fig. 4.8. Frontispiece of the Lotus Sutra . Tenth century (?). Tang Dynasty 
to Five Dynasties. Drawing in golden pigment on blue paper. Discovered in 
the Ruiguang Pagoda, Suzhou. After Zhongguo huihua quanji , vol. 1, 145, 
plate 122.
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preaching and the content (the scripture that follows the frontispiece) 
he preaches.53 

The designers further standardize frontispiece art by recycling indi-
vidual motifs and arranging them in similar positions in compositions. 
For example, the motif of a stupa, which appears in a central scene of 
different versions of the Dharani scrolls commissioned by Qian Shu 
(Figs. 4.2–4.4), continued to play an important role in the Northern 
Song frontispieces. The latter also showcase the stupa in the central 
position near the right side of the Buddha’s entourage (Fig. 4.6). 54 
Similarly, the theme of a preaching monk seated on a raised platform 
appears in a similar place in different frontispieces (Figs. 4.6–4.7).55 In 
the Southern Song frontispieces (see below), this motif is transformed 
into an even more elaborate and standardized form and appears in a 
similar location near the center of the picture plane (Figs. 4.12–4.13). 

Because the aforementioned recurring motifs and compositional 
scheme (such as placing a stupa and a monk preaching on a high 
platform at the center of the picture plane) are not seen in the sutra 
frontispieces produced in eleventh-century North China, 56 it seems 
reasonable to identify them as elements of the local designs popularly 
shared by carvers or designers working in Hangzhou and the neigh-
boring area in the tenth and eleventh centuries. 

Zhang Xiumin has examined copyright in the Song, noting that 
Song publishers copied or recreated editions of books printed by other 
publishers and popular in the market. Even though some publishers 

53 I would like to thank Alex Chermside for sharing his observation on this with me.  
54 The placement of a stupa in the 1060 frontispiece of the fourth volume compares 

to the placement of a stupa in the 1063 frontispiece of the seventh volume. The stupa 
in the 1060 frontispiece refers to the eleventh episode of “Jian boata pin” 見寶塔品 
(Emergence of the Treasure Tower). The stupa in the 1063 frontispiece refers to the 
twenty-fourth episode of “Miaoyin pusa pin” 妙音菩薩品 (The Bodhisattva of the 
Wonderful Sound). For more discussions of these episodes, see Miaofa lianhua jing , 
32–34, 55–56; Watson, Lotus Sutra , 170–81, 290–97. 

55 The motif of a seated monk preaching on a high platform derives from an ear-
lier pictorial convention traceable to a Dunhuang mural; see the mural of the Tang 
Dynasty Mogao Cave 159 in Fahua jing, 102, fig. 94. The motif in the 1060 frontispiece 
refers to the tenth episode of “Fashi pin” 法師品 (The teacher of the law). The motif 
in the 1069 frontispiece refers to the seventh episode of “Huacheng yupin” 化城喻品 
(Parable of the phantom city). See Miaofa lianhua jing , 22–27; 30–32; Watson, Lotus 
Sutra, 117–42, 160–69. 

56 Cf. extant specimens of the Lotus Sutra frontispieces produced under the Khitan 
Liao rule and excavated from the Shijia timber pagoda (Shijia muta 釋迦木塔) at 
Fogongsi 佛宮寺 (Monastery of the Buddhist Palace) in Yingxian 應縣 (Shanxi 山西 
Province); see Yingxian muta , 109, 116, 173.
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would claim their authority by getting governmental endorsement to 
prevent their own productions from being copied by others, it was 
largely a copyright-free market. 57 Although there is no literary record 
of the operations of the Qian and the Yan family publishers in elev-
enth-century Hangzhou, the similarities of their frontispiece designs 
may reflect such an unregulated and free competitive printing market. 
It also suggests that these two publishers might have shared their pic-
torial repertoire because the carvers or artisans were working for both 
publishers. 

An under-explored aspect of the Northern Song Hangzhou frontis-
pieces is their circulation beyond south China. One such specimen, the 
TK 167 frontispiece, was excavated among the vast amount of Bud-
dhist prints in Khara Khoto (Heishuicheng  黑水城) (Fig. 4.9), 58 an 
archaeological site in Inner Mongolia which was part of the medieval 
Xia 夏 Kingdom (referred to as Xi Xia 西夏 in Chinese sources) estab-
lished by the Tangut people. 59 

The TK 167 frontispiece features the twenty-fifth episode of the Lotus 
Sutra, “Guanshiyin pusa pumen pin” 觀世音菩薩普門品 (“Chapter 
on the Guanshiyin Universal Gate”). It bears an incomplete colophon 
at the right that reads, “Hangzhou Yanjia chongkai dazi Guanyin” 杭
州晏家重開大字觀音 (Large-character Guanyin [episode] re-printed 
by the Yan family from Hangzhou). 60 This frontispiece stages the 
Guanyin Bodhisattva in the frontal seated pose at the center. At the 
upper left corner of the composition, it depicts a figure standing on 
an overhanging cliff, which refers to the story of an evil-doer push-
ing people off the mountain. On the right side of the Guanyin icon, 
it depicts a thunderstorm at the upper right corner, and the scenario 
of encountering a snake in the mountains below the storm scene. The 
overall composition compares closely to a 1069 Yan family frontis-
piece not illustrated in this chapter. 61 

57 For a discussion of copyright in the Song, see Zhang Xiumin, Zhongguo yinshua 
shi (Chatu zhencang zengding ban) , 143. 

58 Ecang Heishuicheng, vol. 4, TK 167. For a text of this episode, see Miaofa lianhua 
jing, 56–58; Watson, Lotus Sutra , 298–306. 

59 For recent studies of the Xi Xia Buddhist illustrated prints excavated from Khara 
Khoto, see Saliceti-Collins, “Xi Xia Buddhist Woodblock Prints;” Hu Jinshan, “Xi Xia 
wen kanben.” 

60 Ecang Heishuicheng , vol. 4, TK 167. 
61 This 1069 frontispiece is one of the five frontispieces discovered in the pagoda 

in Xinxian. Its composition is awkwardly divided into eight vignettes, with the one in 
the upper right corner depicting a generic scene of Buddha’s sermon, and the other 
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In her study of the Xi Xia Buddhist illustrated prints excavated in 
Khara Khoto, Anne Saliceti-Collins draws stylistic comparisons between 
the twelfth-century Xi Xia Lotus Sutra frontispieces commissioned by 
the Xia Emperor Renzong 仁宗 (r. 1139–1193) with the Qian and 
Yan family prints discovered in Shandong, and concludes that the Xia 
prints have adopted stylistic features from the Northern Song prints 
from Hangzhou. 62 The presence of the Yan family print in Khara 
Khoto provides a further substantial link between the Song prints 
from Hangzhou and the Xi Xia prints. It also suggests that what have 
been conventionally classified as the Xi Xia prints may preserve some 
lost features of the Hangzhou prints, and deserve further study from 
this perspective. 

seven scenes referring to different chapters of the sutra. The seventh vignette at the 
lower left corner of the frontispiece compares to the TK 169 frontispiece. For a plate, 
see Su Bai, Tang Song shiqi , fig. 32, 145. 

62 Saliceti-Collins, “Xi Xia Buddhist Woodblock Prints,” 52–63. 

Fig. 4.9. Frontispiece of the twenty-fifth episode of the Lotus Sutra, Guan-
shiyin pusa pumen pin  (TK 167). Yan Family Publisher, Hangzhou. Eleventh 
century (?). Northern Song Dynasty. Woodblock print on paper. Excavated in 
Khara Khoto. After Ecang Heishuicheng wenxian , vol. 4, TK 167.
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Painterly Imagery in Southern Song Frontispiece Art: 
The Wang Yi Edition 

Building on such an illustrious local tradition, printing at Hangzhou 
saw even further advances during the Southern Song period. 63 Previ-
ous scholars identified extant printed frontispieces of the Lotus Sutra  
as products associated with Southern Song Hangzhou, although only 
few prints could be linked to specific publishers.64 The blockcarvers of 
these projects were itinerant craftsmen active in Hangzhou and the 
neighboring Ningbo area, who usually worked in teams. 65 

According to Miya Tsugio, the Southern Song Hangzhou printed 
frontispieces demonstrate a common repertoire and a higher level of 
standardization.66 He compares the Southern Song frontispieces from 
two seven-volume large character sets ( dazi ben  大字本), one by the 
Ningbo blockcarver Chen Zhong 陳忠 (active 1146–1164) and his fel-
low carvers in the Rikkoku-an 栗棘庵 collection, and the other by 
Qin Meng 秦孟, Bian Ren 邊仁, and other carvers from the collection 
of the Palace Museum in Taipei. 67 He dates these two editions to the 
mid-twelfth century based on other recorded activities of the carvers 
involved in the projects. 

After Miya Tsugio’s 1984 study, the National Palace Museum in Taipei 
published an important exhibition catalogue on the illustrations of 
the Lotus Sutra  in 1995, adding more unexplored specimens for fur-
ther study. 68 One of the highlights from this catalogue is a Southern 
Song set of seven volumes of the large-character printed sutra copied 
after the original manuscript written by Su Shi 蘇軾 (Su xieben  蘇寫
本) (Figs. 4.10, 4.11, 4.12, 4.13; hereafter referred to as the Wang Yi 
edition).69 It will be the focus of the following discussion. 

63 Some Buddhist and Daoist temples in Hangzhou also published religious or 
secular books, see Wang Guowei, Liangzhe gu kanben,  22–25. 

64 Miya Tsugio, “Sō-Gen hampon (Jō);” Miaofa lianhua jing tulu ; Weidner et al., 
Latter Days , 301–5; Rosenfield, “Sedgwick Statue.” 

65 For documentation of the blockcarvers, see Edgren, “Southern Song Printing,” 
46–54, 135-68; Wang Zhaowen, Guji Song-Yuan kangong .

66 Miya Tsugio, “Sō-Gen hampon, (Jō).” 
67 Although not mentioned by Miya Tsugio, it should be noted that the fifth, sixth, 

and seventh frontispieces of the Qin Meng/Bian Ren edition in the Taipei collection 
are later painted replacements; Miaofa lianhua jing tulu , 106. 

68 Miaofa lianhua jing tulu . 
69 Ibid., 19–23. According to Xu Yuanting 許媛婷, it is more common to see the 

Song printed sutras bearing the calligraphic styles of Tang Dynasty calligraphers such 
as Ouyang Xun 歐陽詢 (557–641) ( Ou ti  歐體) and Yan Zhenqing 顏真卿 (709–85) 
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Fig. 4.10. The seventh frontispiece of the Lotus Sutra . Designed by Wang 
Yi. Twelfth century. Southern Song Dynasty. Woodblock print on paper. 
National Palace Museum, Taipei. (Reproduced with permission from the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei.)

Fig. 4.11. The second frontispiece of the Lotus Sutra . Designed by Wang Yi. 
Southern Song Dynasty. Woodblock print on paper. National Palace Museum, 
Taipei. (Reproduced with permission from the National Palace Museum,  
 Taipei.)
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Fig. 4.12. The fourth frontispiece of the Lotus Sutra . Designed by Wang 
Yi. Southern Song Dynasty. Woodblock print on paper. National Palace 
Museum, Taipei. (Reproduced with permission from the National Palace 
Museum,  Taipei.)

Fig. 4.13. The fifth frontispiece of the Lotus Sutra . Designed by Wang Yi.  
Southern Song Dynasty. Woodblock print on paper. National Palace Museum,  
Taipei. (Reproduced with permission from the National Palace Museum,  
 Taipei.)
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The Wang Yi edition is associated with the Southern Song Hangzhou 
milieu. Recent research shows that its sutra paper is a Southern Song 
imitation of the so-called Jinsu 金粟 paper originally produced by Jinsu 
si 金粟寺 (Temple of the Golden Nut) in Haiyan 海鹽 in the North-
ern Song period. 70 From a visual perspective, its illustrative repertoire 
also compares closely to other Southern Song Hangzhou Lotus Sutra  
prints studied by Miya Tsugio. The repetitive images of two monks at 
the lower left corner of each frontispiece provide further visual cues 
that the clergy of a Buddhist temple may have commissioned these 
sutra scrolls.71 

What makes the aforementioned Lotus Sutra  print special is the 
rare documentation of a little-known illustrator Wang Yi 王儀, who 
‘signed’ his name in the final frontispiece (Fig. 4.10). The colophon 
on the seventh frontispiece reads, “Painted by Wang Yi from the Old 
Town” (“Guzhen Wang Yi bi” 古鎮王儀筆) (Fig. 4.10). 72 While it is a 
common practice to record the names of carvers, sutra copyists, pub-
lishers, and commissioners, surviving Song prints do not name the 
illustrators. Along with the court painter Gao Wenjin whose name is 
recognized in the single-sheet Seiryōji Maitreya print as the artist who 
initially illustrated and designed the print (Fig. 4.5), Wang Yi repre-
sents an exceptional case. 

Because the Wang Yi edition mentioned its illustrator, 73 it is rea-
sonable to assume that the illustrator played an important role in 
designing the frontispieces, a surmise further supported by the excep-
tional painterly images in this edition. The Wang Yi edition showcases 
painterly images commonly shared by artists of all media at that time; 
it also appears to be the most elaborate of all when judged against 
other similar versions of the Lotus Sutra  frontispieces created in the 
Southern Song period. The following examination will bring to light 
the basic compositional principles governing such a painterly design; 

(Yan ti 顏體), and less common to have a printed sutra in the style of Su Shi; Daguan: 
Songban tushu tezhan , 239, 241, 243.

70 See Xu Yuanting in Daguan: Songban tushu tezhan , 240. For a study of the Jinsu 
sutra paper, see Li Jining, Fojing banben , 48–52. 

71 Cf. the images of lay figures dressed in Mongolian fashion illustrated in the same 
position of the Yuan edition (dated around 1331–1346) frontispieces of the Lotus 
Sutra prints commissioned by lay devotees from Jiaxing 嘉興; see Miaofa lianhua 
jing tulu , 82–83. 

72 Ibid., 23. 
73 For documentation on Song and Yuan carvers, see Wang Zhaowen, Guji Song-

Yuan kangong xingming suoyin . 
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it will also identify selected pictorial motifs which travel across media 
and themes. 

Compared to the Northern Song Lotus Sutra  frontispieces by the 
Qian and the Yan families, the Wang Yi edition reveals a more stan-
dardized compositional template throughout the seven frontispieces. 
Its compositional scheme and pictorial repertoire reflect the lasting 
impact of Southern Song frontispiece art in East Asian art history, 
notably on the works produced in the Xia Kingdom, Yuan China 
(1279–1368), and Goryeo (Korea). 74 

In terms of composition, the generic scene of the Buddha’s preach-
ing now takes up a larger space; the elaborate balustrades framing the 
Buddha’s entourage extend to occupy almost three of the four fold-
ing panels that constitute each frontispiece. Within this standardized 
format, the seven frontispieces deploy a variety of decorative patterns 
to furnish the balustrades. These patterns include ones widely used in 
Song architecture, such as the floral, geometric, phoenix, and honey-
comb patterns seen in the first to the sixth frontispieces. Appropriately 
enough, the decorative patterns resembling the character wan (wan zi 
万字) or twisted rivers ( qu shui 曲水) are showcased in the seventh 
frontispiece to refer to the stereotypical Buddhist symbol of the Wheel 
of the Law (Fig. 4.10). 

None of these decorative motifs was invented by the illustrator; they 
were available for painters, architects, carvers, and carpenters in the 
1103 printed treatise on architecture entitled  Yingzao fashi 營造法式 
(Manual on architecture; Fig. 4.14), compiled by Li Jie 李誡 (1035–1110), 
the head of the Jiangzuojian 將作監 (Directorate for the Palace 
Buildings) under the reigns of Emperors Zhezong (r. 1085–1100) 
and Huizong (r. 1100–1125). 75 The publication of this highly artistic 
architecture manual benefited not only builders and carpenters, but 
also painters and illustrators, who translated the technical nuances  
of man-made things into the rich visual vocabulary that constitutes the  
so-called ruler-lined painting ( jiehua 界畫) tradition. 

This confidence in the jiehua tradition is further reflected in the heavy 
application of architectural motifs throughout the Wang Yi edition. 

74 For selected comparable specimens of Yuan frontispieces, see Miaofa lianhua 
jing tulu , 28–31; for the Xi Xia frontispieces, see Drège, “De l’icône;” for the Goryeo 
painted frontispieces, see Sagyŏng Pyŏnsangdo ŭi segye . 

75 Li Jie, Yingzhao fashi , 33.8. See Qinghua Guo, “Yingzao fashi”; Steinhardt et al.,  
Chinese Architecture, 187–89; Shiqiao Li, “Reconstituting Chinese Building Tradition.”
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Now serving as the ‘framing device’ at the border area of each fron-
tispiece, the architectural complexes effectively ‘enclose’ the picture 
planes. This visual strategy is evident in the episode of the burning 
house in the second frontispiece (Fig. 4.11), the episode of the phan-
tom city in the third frontispiece, the episode of the poor figure 
lying in bed in the fourth frontispiece (Fig. 4.12), and the episode of 
the King giving away treasures in the fifth frontispiece (Fig. 4.13). The 
same compositional strategy is applicable to the frontispieces of the 
Rikkoku-an edition and some of the original prints of the Qin Meng/
Bian Ren edition. 76 These architecture-oriented frontispiece designs 
thus reflect a local trend of the print culture in Southern Song Hang-
zhou. It forms a visual contrast with the landscape-oriented Buddhist 
frontispieces associated with the eleventh-century Northern Song or 
Liao specimens produced in the north. 77 

Relevant to this interest in architectural motifs is the painterly design 
of some furniture items in Southern Song Hangzhou prints. This is 
evident in a recurring ‘stock motif ’ in the Wang Yi edition, where it 

76 Miaofa lianhua jing tulu , 24–25, 79; Chūgoku kodai hanga , 84–85.
77 For the four 1108 imperially printed illustrations associated with Emperor 

Taizong’s (r. 976–997) Yuzhi mizang quan  御制秘藏詮 (Imperially composed expla-
nation of the secret treasure; hereafter referred to as Mizang quan ), which may be 
related to the Northern Song Buddhist Canon; see Loehr, Chinese Landscape. For the 
eleventh-century Korean Goryeo frontispieces based on this Song imperial edition, 
see Kim Kumja Paik et al., Goryeo Dynasty , 105, plate 25. For the three Liao frontis-
pieces of The Lotus Sutra, see Yingxian muta, 7, 109; Drège, “De l’icône,” 56–58, figs. 
13–15. 

Fig. 4.14. Decorative patterns of the character ‘wan’ or twisted rivers from 
Li Jie, Yingzhao fashi , 33.8. First printed in 1103, Northern Song Dynasty. 
Woodblock print on paper.
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features a special Buddhist furniture motif known as the gaotai 高台 
(Figs. 4.12–4.13), a raised couch-like stand on which a monk preaches.78 
Compositionally, it takes a central position in a frontispiece and 
appears right outside the balustrades flanking the Buddha’s entou-
rage.79 Placing a monk-preaching motif in a central position of the 
frontispiece may allude to the Lotus Sutra  teaching of accumulating 
merits by reciting and spreading the sutra. 80 

On the other hand, the elaborate design of the gaotai itself is not 
directly relevant to the content of the sutra and may reflect the aes-
thetic choice of an illustrator. Most screens framing the couches are 
covered with intricate painterly bamboos or mock cursive-script 
calligraphy, adding extra visual pleasure to the viewing of these fron-
tispieces.81 Such additions of pictorial or calligraphic motifs to a screen 
are comparable to other painterly renditions of domestic furniture 
depicted in Song paintings featuring indoor or garden scenes. 82 It is 
likely that such a visual convention, once established in local practice 
in Southern Song Hangzhou, was also transmitted to Xi Xia, as reflected 
in the 1196 Xi Xia frontispiece of The Avatamsaka Sutra (Huayan jing 
華嚴經).83

A pictorial motif of the thunder troops widely cited in medieval 
Buddhist and Daoist painting and sculpture also made its way into 
the printed repertoire of the Lotus Sutra  frontispieces. 84 The thunder 
troops are the mythological agencies of thunder, lightning, wind and 

78 Miaofa lianhua jing tulu , 20–21. 
79 This strategy calls to mind the positioning of a stupa at the center of the fron-

tispiece design in the Wu-Yue Dharani prints. A ‘revisionist’ gaotai motif in the sixth 
frontispiece shows the doubling of the raised-stand motif, with the slight variation of 
a layman preaching on one of the stands. This scene refers to the eighteenth episode 
mentioned in the sixth chapter; Miaofa lianhua jing , 21; Watson, Lotus Sutra , 246. 

80 Miaofa lianhua jing tulu , 25, 78–79; Chūgoku kodai hanga , 84–85.
81 Cf. the first frontispiece, where a painter is making a painting of the Buddha 

against a screen decorated with painterly images of rocks and flowers; Miaofa lianhua 
jing tulu , 19. Also, see the fourth frontispiece (Fig. 4.12), where a layman lies down 
on a couch bed with folded screen paintings of bamboo imagery. 

82 Cf. Daguan: Beisong shuhua tezhan , 216, plate 34. 
83 Ecang Heishuicheng , vol. 2, 360; Drège, “De l’icône,” 51, fig.7.
84 For selected examples of the thunder troops in tenth-to-thirteenth-centuries 

paintings and sculptures, see the tenth-century scroll from Dunhuang (EO 1142) in 
Mollier, Buddhism and Taoism Face to Face, fig. 5.4, 197; the twelfth-century paintings 
of the Five Hundred Lohans in Nihon Bukkyō 1300-nen no genryū, no. 104.19, 123; the 
thirteenth-century painting of the Daoist Official of Water in Huang, “Summoning 
the Gods,” figs. 3, 29 (unnumbered pages); the thirteenth-century Dazu relief carvings 
in Howard, Summit of Treasures , figs. 31–33, 28–29. 
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rain represented in various personified forms. Depending on the con-
text, the depiction of the thunder troops may signify either the posi-
tive or the negative power of a thunderstorm, ranging from a natural 
disaster, a heavenly punishment of evil deeds, 85 to the beneficial rain.86 
As the therapeutic thunder rite (leifa 雷法) became popular in twelfth-
to-fourteenth-century Daoist and Buddhist rituals, the visual repre-
sentations of the thunder troops may also refer to the magical thunder 
power summoned in ritual. 87 

In the seventh frontispiece of the Wang Yi edition (Fig. 4.10), 88 the 
thunder troops appear in the form of two semi-gods at the upper left 
corner: a boar-headed figure, symbolizing the thunder agency, strikes 
a chain of drums; another figure, symbolizing lightning, strikes two 
round gongs amid heavy clouds. In this context, the personified thun-
der troops signify the natural disaster that the Buddhist deity Guanyin 
(who appears at the left) is to disperse.89 This scenario compares closely 
to the 1189 (TK 90) Xi Xia printed frontispiece, which may be based 
on the Southern Song Hangzhou model. 90 

Viewed in this way, the frontispieces in the Wang Yi edition must 
have relied on refined drawings as the pictorial model for carving. It 
is also possible that the frontispieces are based on the traced copies 
of paintings designed by a master painter. One possible example to 
shed light on a preparatory painting for a printed frontispiece or a 
larger-scale mural is an exquisite Daoist drawing in the Wan-go Weng 

85 For example, see the punishing thunder god represented in the Southern Song 
Hangzhou divination prints in Huang, “Tianzhu lingqian,” figs. 33, 34 (unnumbered 
page). 

86 See the rain-provoking thunder god and dragon depicted in the Liao printed 
frontispiece in Yingxian muta , 109. 

87 For studies of the thunder rites, see Liu Zhiwan, “Rijin shinko to raihō no tenkai,” 
69–71; Meulenbeld, “Civilized Demon;”  Chao, “Summoning the Thunder Generals.” 

88 Miaofa lianhua jing tulu , 23. 
89 The presence of the thunder troops threatens a traveler, who, deafened by the 

thunderstorm, is holding an umbrella in one hand and covering his ear with the other. 
This scenario refers to the twenty-fifth episode detailing Guanyin’s multi-faceted pow-
ers, including being able to disperse thunder. See Miaofa lianhua jing , 58; Watson, 
Lotus Sutra , 305. 

90 Ecang Heishuicheng, vol. 2, color plate 10; Drège, “De l’icône, ” 59, fig. 17. Cf. the 
printed images of the thunder troops in two Liao frontispieces illustrating different 
episodes in Yingxian muta , 7, 109; Drège, “De l’icône, ” 56, 58, figs. 13 and 15. In an 
utterly different context, similar if not more elaborate representations of the thunder 
troops crowd the 1333 Daoist frontispiece of Yushu jing 玉樞經 (The scripture of the 
Jade Pivot ). See Eichman, “The Art of Taoist Scriptures,” fig. 8a, 40–42; Little and 
Eichman, Taoism and the Arts of China , 237–39. 
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collection, executed in a minute monochrome ink-contour draw-
ing (baimiao 白描) style and resembling a sketch. 91 A neat signature 
that reads “[Your] Official Liang Kai” at the end of the scroll further 
suggests that this is a painting by Liang Kai 梁愷 (ca. 1140–1210), 
who may have briefly served as a court painter for the Southern Song 
court, and who painted Lianjing bianxiang 蓮經變相 (Lotus Sutra 
Tableaux).92 This drawing recalls the quality sketches (fenben 粉本) 
by the Southern Song court painters praised by later connoisseurs. 93 
Although the Liang Kai scroll depicts Daoist subject matter, its many 
motifs are comparable to those seen in the Wang Yi print. 94 

IV. Conclusion 

The exploration of the visual dimensions of early religious prints has 
highlighted the burgeoning of Buddhist illustrated prints in Hangzhou 
in a formative period from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries. Com-
parative multimedia visual materials, made both in Hangzhou and 
elsewhere, further allowed us to draw conclusions regarding the local 
characteristics of Hangzhou print culture as well as its potential links 
to a broader visual culture in East Asia. 

Archaeological finds of Dharani printed frontispieces and a Japanese 
drawn copy of a Chinese single-sheet Guanyin print revealed what 
seemed to be large-scale religious printing projects undertaken by the 
Wu-Yue ruler in tenth-century Hangzhou. This legacy of religious print 
culture fostered the local printing business at a non-governmental 
level in the following period. The eleventh-century commercial pub-
lishers who inherited the earliest extant printed frontispieces of the  
Lotus Sutra  were family-based Hangzhou publishers, who may have 

91 Recent scholarship re-identified the painting as Liberating the Soul from the 
Netherworld; see Lin Sheng-chih, “Nansō no dōkyō ni okeru”; “The Iconography of 
Daoist Salvation from Hell”; Jing Anning, Yuandai bihua, 77–79; “Descent of the Holy 
Ancestor”; Little and Eichman, Taoism and the Arts , 178–79. 

92 Yuesheng suocang shuhua , 727.
93 Li E, Nansong yuanhua lu , juan 1, 1606; Tang Hou, Gujin Huajian, “Za lun,” 902.  
94 These motifs of a painter and a sculptor making icons in the upper right corner 

of the Liang Kai scroll are comparable to the similar motifs depicted in the lower 
left section of the first frontispiece of the Wang Yi print. Moreover, both the first 
frontispiece of the Wang Yi print and the Liang Kai painting use similar motifs to 
picture hell with suffering souls; see Little and Eichman, Taoism and the Arts of China, 
237–39; Miaofa lianhua jing , 19. 
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sold their products to customers from afar, such as the royal clients 
of the Xia Kingdom. The on-going adaptation of pictorial and decora-
tive motifs from painting and printing enhanced the standardization 
and painterly quality of Buddhist printed frontispieces in the Southern 
Song period. A close look at a particular edition designed by an illus-
trator allowed us to further speculate on the active role of an illustrator 
in transmitting pictorial idioms from painting to printing.   

Although the predominantly visual approach deployed in this chap-
ter differs from the other chapters in this volume, which chiefly focus on 
textual sources, it similarly addressed the questions of the relationship 
among media and the recycling of past conventions in print. Printed 
imagery served as a new medium for religion in the age of printing. 
Recent scholarship on the relationship between media and religion 
interprets media not only as “instruments carrying a fixed message” 
but also as “sites where construction, negotiation, and reconstruction 
of cultural meaning” occur. 95 Seen in this way, the imagery imbedded 
in religious texts did not merely transmit the religious message stated 
in the associated text. Rather, it is a new “text” loaded with new mean-
ings created by the person(s) producing it. As a result, to read such 
a hybrid product combining text and image can hardly be classified 
as a purely religious act, for the frontispiece prompts the reader to 
be engaged in active “religious seeing,” which inevitably leads to an 
aesthetic experience.  

Two main types of printed illustrations, the frontispiece and the 
single-sheet print, set the trends for a new print visual culture in the 
Hangzhou region. In particular, the exuberant frontispieces in imprints 
of The Lotus Sutra  mark the high point of Hangzhou printing. Many 
recurring pictorial, decorative, and architectural motifs suggest that the  
makers of such prints recycled motifs from past conventions in order to  
develop standardized templates to further facilitate mass production . 

Sadly, nothing comparable to the impressive indexes of carvers, 
patrons, printers, and publishers of early Chinese print is available 
for illustrators or designers involved in the Buddhist illustrated prints 
studied in this chapter. The anonymous illustrators or designers may 
have been folk artisans and craftsmen who designed popular images 
such as New Year’s posters of door gods and auspicious symbols, bro-
chures of illustrated divinations (qian 籤) distributed by temples, paper 

95 See Horsfield, “Media,” 113. 
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money and “paper horses” ( zhima 紙馬) with pictorial or sculptural 
images of animals and deities for religious burning. 96 On the other 
hand, the illustrators may also be professional painters fully informed 
of the painting conventions and capable of incorporating trendy picto-
rial elements into printed designs. 

The study of Hangzhou Buddhist prints can be further developed 
in two directions, both regionally and transculturally, across time 
and space. Viewed regionally and temporally, it would be worthwhile 
to integrate the early religious specimens with the abundant visual 
sources retrieved from later Hangzhou prints on religious and secular 
themes. After the Southern Song, Hangzhou remained a printing cen-
ter in the Yuan, Ming, and Qing periods. Extant Yuan-Dynasty printed 
specimens of Lotus Sutra  frontispieces associated with the Hang-
zhou region demonstrate visual modifications of the Song models.97 
All these religious visual materials await further comparison with the 
popular “paintings of woodblock prints” ( banhua 版畫) imbedded in 
fictional works printed in Hangzhou.98 The mobility of people involved 
in print culture challenges the stereotyped perception of regionalism 
as a static condition and may stimulate new scholarship. Shifting from 
the regional to a broader geo-cultural viewpoint, ample visual exam-
ples from the Liao, Jin, and Xi Xia territories, as well as Korea and 
Japan contemporary with the Hangzhou prints studied in this chapter 
provide good comparative material to extend the study of early print 
culture to a transcultural East Asian context. 

96 Huang, “Tianzhu lingqian,” 290.
97 Even illustrated prints associated with the Quanzhen Daoism in fourteenth-

century north China were illustrated and printed in Hangzhou; see Lucille Chia’s 
study on the use of print in early Quanzhen Daoist texts in this volume.

98 Zhang Xiumin, Zhongguo yinshua shi (Chatu zhencang zengding ban) , 256–60. 
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