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Representations of the Vimalakirti NirdeSa Stitra in the
Northern and Southern Dynasties

Lee, Yu-min
Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan University

Abstract

From the fourth to the sixth century, the belief in Vimalakirti achieved immense
popularity in China. However, due to the cultural differences between the South and the
North, representations of the Vimalakirti Nirdesa Siitra were diverse in these two regions.
According to the siitra, Vimalakirti, a layman of Vaisali, was a brilliant debater; thus, in
the South, chingtan literati of the Jin and the Southern Dynasties considered him as a role
model. The portrait of Vimalakirti as a layman in a Chinese robe was more popular in the
South. The representations of the Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sitra in the North usually present
Vimalakirti and MafijusiT as a pair, and early representations of Vimalakirti either show
him as a Bodhisattva or a layman in “barbarian” dress. Evidently, early representations
of the Vimalakirti NirdeSa Sitra in the North diverged from those in the South. After the
Northern Wei moved its capital to Luoyang in 494, the Northern Wei vigorously carried
out a policy of Sinicization. Under the influence of culture in the Southern Dynasties,
Vimalakirti in the North began to be portrayed as a slender layman, wearing a Chinese
scholar’s robe and sitting in a relaxed posture leaning on a stand in front or a pillow at
the back. In the Northern Dynasties, the depiction of Vimalakirti and Maifijusri seated on
either side of a niche or a Buddha was the most commonly seen and became widespread.
In addition, representations of the Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sitra with narrative elements were
found in Honan, Shanxi and eastern Gansu; however, the details of these works varied.

Keywords: Southern and Northern Dynasties, Vimalakirti, Mafijusri, representation of the
Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sutra, interaction between the North and the South
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