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Iconizing the Daoist-Buddhist
Relationship: Cliff Sculptures in Sichuan
during the Reign of Tang Xuanzong

Christine Mollier

Abstract

This essay focuses on a specific type of dual Daoist and Buddhist iconography
found in cliff sculptures in Sichuan. It examines the visual and epigraphical
evidence of three major sites where paired images of Sakyamuni and Laojun
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(or Tianzun) as well as other Daoist/Buddhist compositions are particularly
prominent: the Daoist cliff of the Xuanmiao monastery (Xuanmiao guan % Vi)
in Anyue %, the Buddhist cliffs of the Feixian Pavilion (Feixian ge éf{IlIf4])
in Pujiang 3# YL, and the Daoist cliff of Niujiaozhai 4 f4%£ in Renshou county
{=7%%%. Significantly, the inscriptions and steles that are preserved in situ
demonstrate that all the Daoist/Buddhist combinations of images depicted in
these sites were made during the same period, namely under the reign of Tang
Xuanzong (r. 712-756 C.E.) who favored Daoism as a state religion. These local
examples clearly reflect the politico-religious ideology that then prevailed. The
hypothesis that is advanced here is that this specific imagery can be interpreted
as a visual expression of the revival of the huahu fL# (conversion of the
barbarians) theory at that time. Both epigraphy and iconology lend their support
to this interpretation. The Buddhist and Daoist icons in these compositions are
of equal dimensions and are posed symmetrically, but their positions relative to
one another—the Buddhist images being consistently situated to the right of the
Daoist—indicate an intention to underline Daoism’s superiority over its rival.
Far from being arbitrary, this left/right iconographic convention appears to be
based on the doctrine of “the religion of the left (yang) and the religion of the
right (yin)” elaborated by early Daoism to define its relationship to Buddhism.
Created less than half a century after all huahu depictions had been officially
banned in the Empire, these images of Sakyamuni and Laojun seated side by
side, in spite of their seemingly moderate and “ecumenical” demeanor, could
certainly never have been exhibited if it were not for the pro-Daoist religious
policies of Tang Xuanzong.
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