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In the first year of Shiguang reign, (Wenlang) ...... has declined to fill an officially
post for reasons of mourning and filial piety. He chooses instead to accumulate merit
by making an image of the Buddhist Way[or a Buddhist-Daoist image]for men and
woman....... May all the relatives, old and young, and all the sentient beings enjoy
similar prospects and prosper in the future.
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On The Wei-wenlang Stele

Miao Zhe

Ph.D Candidate in Art History
College of Fine Arts
Nanjing Normal University

This paper examines the inscriptions, motifs and iconography of the Buddhist
Stele of Wei Wenlang (424 C.E.) and argues that the scholarship on the subject
hitherto is based on a series of misreadings of the inscriptions, motifs and related
literatures. It concludes that instead of being a syncretic monument of Buddhist
and Daoist faiths as all previous scholarships believe, it is an exclusively Buddhist
monument. Through the discussion of this individual case, the paper explores the
typology of sinicization of Buddhist icons in the early and mid 5th century and
provides a method for distinguishing early Daoist icons from Buddhist icons. In
so doing, it cautions against the tendency prevalent among some oversea scholars
that tends to neglect literatures and typologies and places too much weight on “
intentionality”.

The paper is divided into four sections: 1. reading of the inscriptions, which
argues for the proper reading of some key words from the inscription on the Stele
such as “nan nii” and “dao nii”, hitherto used as evidence for the alleged syncretic
nature of the Stele, and corrects their misreadings found in Dorothy C. Wong and
Marylin Martin Rhie; 2. discussion of the motifs, which traces the evolution of
some crucial iconographical motifs on the Stele and corrects their misperception
found in Li Song as well as in Rhie and Wong; 3. interpretation of the meaning,
which analyzes the meaning of the iconography of the Stele and proves Eugene
Y. Wang’s interpretation of the Stele in a recent book to be based on misreadings of
the inscriptions and misidentifications of a number of crucial motifs of the Stele and
therefore to be groundless; 4. conclusion, which summarizes the paper and engages
in some methodological issues in the study of early Chinese art.

Keywords: Wei-wenlang, the first year of Shiguang, Buddhist stele, Daoist Stele,
The Lotus Sutra
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