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A Study of I-chang Kuan-shih-yin Sculptures

Lee Yu-min

Department of Painting and Calligraphy
National Palace Museum

In each of the collections of the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in the US, the
National Palace Museum in Taipei, and the Osaka Municipal Museum of Art in
Japan is a bronze bodhisattva of Kuan-yin (Kuan-shih-yin, Avalokite§vara), which
are shown holding a water vase in their left hand. Among the rich ornamentation
of the jewelry in front of their abdomen, one finds a roundel of a nirvana scene,
and in the leg area is a relief of a seated Buddha with two attendants. Judging from
the style, the author believes that these three bodhisattvas should date to the early,
middle, and late Ta-li Kingdom (937-1254), respectively. The research here points
out that this visually unique Kuan-yin is known as a “I-chang Kuan-shih-yin”,
which is currently only found among cultural artifacts of the Ta-li Kingdom. The
belief in and visual rendering of this Kuan-yin was brought by the eleventh ruler of
the Nan-Chao Kingdom, Ch’iu-lung (r. 860-877), to Yiinnan via Szechwan. From
then until the latter half of the 12th century, this bodhisattva circulated extensively
in the Ta-li Kingdom. Of particular note is that it received special emphasis by
the ruling clans in Yiinnan during the medieval era. In addition, since the five jina
Buddhas appear in the jeweled crown of this I-chang Kuan-shih-yin bronze, it
shows the spread of esoteric Buddhism to Yiinnan during the period of the Nan-
Chao (649-902) and Ta-li Kingdoms.

Keywords: Nan-chao Kingdom, Ta-li Kingdom, Yiinnan, Avalokitesvara,

I-chang Kuan-shih-yin, esoteric Buddhism
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