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Cave 285 of the Mogao Grottoes, which 
was completed around 539 CE, contains 
some of the most striking imagery of 

all the Dunhuang caves [Fig. 1].  Of particu-
lar interest here are the murals on its western 
wall.  While for the most part the iconography 
in the cave is Buddhist, the fact that many of 
the images on the west wall can also be found 
in Indian myths or the Hindu pantheon has led 
most scholars to think they derived from Hin-
duism. However, some of those images do not 
correspond precisely to any 
extant Hindu imagery, a fact 
which has posed many ques-
tions. What was the source 
of the unique features of the 
paintings, and who might have 
introduced this particular ico-
nography?  What do the imag-
es signify? Why do they exist 
only in Cave 285?  The ex-
tensive literature on the cave, 
which has unraveled many of 
its mysteries, has yet to pro-
vide satisfactory answers (He 
1990; Jiang 1990; Duan 1994; 
Jiang 2004).

This article will explore the 
possibilities of multiple ori-
gins of these images in the 
context of the broad historical 
and cultural background of the 
ancient Silk Road. We shall fo-
cus on the three guardian deities (the Buddhist 
“devas”) — Maheśvara, Sun Deva (Āditya ) and 
Moon Devi (Candra).  The author has compared 
these images, analyzed their historical back-
ground and studied the ethnic backgrounds of 
the cave patrons.  Of particular importance is 
the possible Sogdian influences on these imag-

es, which raises the question of whether Sog-
dians even participated in the building of this 
cave.  

The three guardian deities on the west 
wall

On the top part of the south side on the west 
wall is a long blue rectangular belt with a white 
circle and six white ovals (from south to north) 
[Fig. 2, next page]. In each oval is a figure rep-

resenting members of Sun Deva’s family. Sun 
Deva rides in a chariot drawn by four horses 
inside the circle, has a nimbus, wears his hair 
in a high bun, and joins palm to palm. The four 
horses are harnessed as pairs running in oppo-
site directions away from the chariot. This image 
is said to symbolize Sun Deva (Sūryaprabha) 

Fig. 1. Interior of Mogao Cave 285, the west wall on 
the left. Photo by Wu Jian (吴健), copyright © The Dun-
huang Academy, published with permission.
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patrolling everywhere in heaven all day and 
night. Under the circle of Sun Deva, there is a 
chariot drawn by three phoenixes, which ap-
pears to run quickly towards the main niche. In 
the chariot are two strongmen, the one in front 
holding in his left hand a shield decorated with 
a human face, and with his right hand raised as 
if he is driving the chariot. The other man has 
both his arms raised above his head as if he is 
supporting the sun circle.

Correspondingly on the north side of the west 
wall there is also a long blue rectangular belt 
with a circle and seven ovals (from north to 
south) [Figs. 3, next page; 14, p. 40]. They con-
tain Moon Devi (Candraprabha) and her family. 
Because this section of the mural is poorly pre-
served, we can barely make out in the circle 
a figure with the hair tied in a bun, both arms 
crossed in front of her chest and sitting in a 
chariot. Next to the south side of the chariot 
wheel are heads of two birds and some wings. 
Under the circle of Moon Devi is a chariot drawn 
by three lions, in which there are two strong-
men, the one in front with arms raised as if he 
is supporting Moon Devi. The pose is analogous 
to that of the figure on the south side. 

On the main part of this wall, there are three 
niches, with various guardian deities painted 
on the space outside the niches. The mural be-
tween the main niche and the smaller one on  
the  south  side  depicts  Nārāyana-deva (那罗

延天) and his family in 
three registers [Fig. 4]. 
He is the equivalent of 
Vishnu, the Primordial 
Man, originally one of 
the three main gods in 
Hinduism, and then a 
guardian in Buddhism.  
One of the figures be-
low him represents In-
dra (因陀罗), who has 
the third eye in the 
middle of the forehead. 

Like Vishnu, he became a Buddhist guardian. 
On the bottom register are two of the four 

Fig. 2. The southern up-
per corner of the west 
wall, Cave 285, depicting 
Sun Deva and his family. 
Photo by Sun Zhijun (孙志军), 
copyright © The Dunhuang 
Academy, published with 
permission.

Fig. 4. Nārāyana-deva and his family, mural 
to the south side of the main niche, west wall, 
Cave 285. Photo by Wu Jian, copyright © The Dun-
huang Academy, published with permission.
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Guardian Kings, which 
represent the four di-
rections.

There are also three 
corresponding registers 
between the main niche 
and the smaller one on 
the north side [Fig. 5]. 
On top is Maheśvara, 
whose image with a 
crown is the only exam-
ple at Dunhuang from the period of the Northern 
Dynasties (420–589 CE).  He wears a hide skirt 
and sits on a blue bull in lalitāsana (half-lotus 
position). Maheśvara originally was Śiva, one 

of the three great gods in Brahmanism, who 
was considered the creator and the destroyer of 
the universe. He was later absorbed into Bud-
dhism also as a guardian deity, belonging to the 
same class of deva as Mahāmaheśvara, and is 
called Maheśvara in Buddhist sutras. Usually 
he is “three eyed and eight armed, riding on 
a white bull.” We can see his three faces: the 
central one looks dignified like a guardian, the 
right one looks elegant like a Bodhisattva, while 
the left one looks very ferocious like a yaksa. 
His two upper arms hold the sun and the moon 
respectively. The right arm in the middle seems 
to hold a bell and the left one seems to hold a 
short arrow. The lower two hands are in front 
of the chest, with something like a bow in the 
right one, while an indistinct object is in the 
left. Below are images of his two sons, Kumāra, 
who looks like a child,  and  Vināyaka  (毗那夜
迦, the Hindu god Ganeśa) who has an elephant 
head and human body. And correspondingly, on 
the lowest register are the other two of the four 
Guardian Kings. 

Iconographic origin of the three images 

1.  The image of Maheśvara 

Images of Maheśvara are also known from the 
Yungang Grottoes and Khotan. In Cave 8 at 
Yungang, sculpted images of Maheśvara and 
Kumāra flank the entrance to the main cham-
ber. One of Maheśvara’s hands even holds 
grapes [Fig. 6, next page]. There are three 
works with the image of Maheśvara discovered 

Fig. 3. The northern upper 
corner of the west wall, 
Cave 285, depicting Moon 
Devi and her family. Pho-
to by Sun Zhijun, copyright 
© The Dunhuang Academy, 
published with permission.

Fig. 5.  Maheśvara and his family, mural to the 
north side of the main niche, west wall, Cave 
285. Photo by Wu Jian, copyright © The Dunhuang 
Academy, published with permission.
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at Dandan-Uiliq, a Buddhist site in the north-
east of Khotan.  The best-known one is on 
the obverse of a wooden panel dated ca. 6th 
century CE, discovered by Aurel Stein in 1900 
(Stein 1907, Vol. 2, pl. lx; Whitfield and Farrer 
1990, p. 163, no. 134; Whitfield 1984,  pl. 70-
1). It depicts the three-headed and four-armed 
Maheśvara seated with ankles 
crossed on two back-to-back 
crouching bulls [Fig. 7]. He has 
a piece of tiger skin tied around 
the waist and exhibits the fea-
tures of male images in Indian 
murals. The upper two hands 
hold the sun and the moon re-
spectively, and the lower two 
hold jewelry and a thunderbolt. 
A second example is a mural 
discovered at Dandan-Uiliq in 
1998, dated to the 8th centu-
ry, where Maheśvara has been 
identified as the figure on the 
left, with three heads, three 
eyes and four arms, seated on a 
black bull with legs crossed. Of 
his three faces, the central one 
looks like a Bodhisattva and the 

other two look like boys (Baumer 2000, p. 89; 
Whitfield and Sims-Williams 2004, p. 159, fig. 
13). The third image is a badly-preserved pan-
el, also discovered by Stein, which seems to de-
pict a three-eyed, three-faced, and four-armed 
deity seated with ankles crossed, but without 
Vahara, the bull (Lahore Museum D.X.8, Stein 
1907, Vol. 2, pl. lxii/1). As with the other im-
ages from this site near Khotan, presumably 
this also is Maheśvara, a guardian deity of Bud-
dhism (Williams 1973, pp. 142-143). 

There are both literary and iconographic mate-
rials which suggest that Maheśvara became a 
Buddhist guardian deity not only via Hinduism 
but also via Zoroastrianism.  One of the earli-
est Chinese materials which record Maheśvara 
clearly as a Zoroastrian deity is Tongdian (通
典), edited in the 8th century, which mentions 
“the coordinator of the Sabao Department (薩
寶府祆正),”  and explains,  “the so-called Xian 
(祆) is the heavenly deity of the Western Re-
gions and that which the Buddhist sutras term 
Maheśvara. In the 4th year of the Wude period 
(621 CE), the Zoroastrian temples and related 
offices were established, where the foreigners 
always worship with a fire altar” (Du 1988, Ch. 
200: 40).

Archaeological discoveries show that Maheś-
vara was the wind god in Zoroastrianism. In 
the 1960s, fragments of a mural depicting 
Maheśvara were discovered in Panjikent (in to-
day’s Tajikistan). The image is depicted in ar-
mor, three-headed and four-armed, with two 

upper hands holding a bow and 
a trident respectively. On his 
right leg, there is a Sogdian in-
scription which has been deci-
phered as “Veshparkar,” denot-
ing the wind god.  Zoroastrian 
deities were greatly influenced 
by Hinduism: for example, the 
three great gods Zurvan, Adbag 
and Veshparkar in Zoroastrian-
ism correspond respectively to 
the three main gods Brahma, 
Indra and Śiva in Hinduism, 

Fig. 6. Image of Maheśvara in Cave 8, Yungang Grot-
toes, 5th century. After: Li, 2004,  pl. 32.

Fig. 7. Image of Maheśvara, ob-
verse of wooden panel excavated 
at Dandan-Uiliq by Aurel Stein. Col-
lection of the British Museum, OA 
1907.11-11.71 [D.VII.6]. Source: 
Stein 1907, Vol. 2, pl. lx.
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both in their functions and graphic features.  
Citing such evidence, Markus Mode has identi-
fied the images on another panel discovered by 
Stein at Dandan-Uiliq as the three great gods 
in Zoroastrianism, Ahura Mazda, Nana and 
Veshparkar (BM OA 1907.11-11.72, depicted 
in Whitfield and Farrer 1990, p. 160, no. 131; 
Mode 1991/1992, pp. 182-183; cf. Stein 1907, 
Vol. 1, pp. 260-261, and Williams 1973, pp. 
140-142). The latest discovery of an image of 
Maheśvara which may be connected with Sog-
dians and Zoroastrianism is that found in 2003 
on a sarcophagus relief at Xi’an on the tomb 
of Shi Jun (史君), a Sogdian who died in 579 
CE [Fig. 8]. Here, Maheśvara is depicted as rid-

ing on three bulls, with a trident in his right 
hand (Yang 2005). This discovery suggests that 
Maheśvara had been brought into China as the 
wind god in Zoroastrianism not later than the 
end of the 6th century.

Of particular interest here is a Turfan text writ-
ten in 535 CE, that is, almost precisely at the 
time Cave 285 was being painted. The text in-
cludes sentences describing “presenting offer-
ings to Fengbo” (風伯,the wind god), “present-
ing offerings to Dinggu tian” (丁穀天,possibly 
an alternate name for the god of victory 
Verethraghna), and “presenting offerings to 
Dawu Amo” (大塢阿摩,Ahura Mazda). Thus we 
find in the same text mention of the Zoroas-
trian main god Ahura Mazda and the god of 
victory. Since Zoroastrians in Central Asia usu-
ally worshiped a trinity of gods, the third one, 
Fengbo, may well be the wind god Veshparkar 

(= Maheśvara) (Zhang 1999). 

In general there is evidence to show that, as 
early as the 6th century, the Sogdians adopted 
the iconography of Indian gods to represent 
their own divinities, although the mechanism 
of this phenomenon is not completely clear. At 
least one scholar considers that the Indian ico-
nography of the Sogdian gods is evidence of 
the diffusion of Hinduism in this part of Central 
Asia (Compareti unpubl.). 

Returning to the figure of Maheśvara in Cave 
285, we note one feature in particular, the im-
age in the god’s crown [Fig. 9]. While there are 
Indian images of Śiva with a figure on his hair 
dress holding the sun and the moon dating at 
least back to the Kushan period, no similar ex-
ample has been found outside India except  in 
Cave 285. At one time, this figure was previ-
ously regarded as a celestial musician mani-
fested from Maheśvara’s hairline, the evidence 
being in the instructions laid out in the Sadhana 
Maheśvara Kala Devi Japa [摩醯首羅大自在天王神
通化生伎藝天女念誦法]): “First, paint Maheśvara 
with three faces and six arms and in special and 
fearful appearance. A celestial girl with various 
decorations and devi’s garment is manifested 
from his hairline” (Taishō 1924-1932, Vol. T 
100: 21, no. 1280).

However, in 1997 Sasaki Ritsuko identified the 
figure in Maheśvara’s crown in Cave 285 as the 
wind god (Sasaki 1997). She determined that 
the depiction is that of a non-Han male hold-
ing the two sides of an inflated bag (or scarf). 
Analogous images cited by Sasaki are the wind 
god in Kizil Cave 38 [Fig. 10, next page] and 
a painting in Cave 155 at Bamiyan (see also 
Zhu 2003). In contrast, the image of wind god 

Fig. 8. Maheśvara depicted on the sarcophagus in 
the tomb of Shi Jun (史君). After: Shi Anchan 2004, 
p.193, pl. 119.

Fig. 9. The figure in the crown on the head of 
Maheśvara, Cave 285. Photo by Wu Jian, copyright © 
The Dunhuang Academy, published with permission.
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in Mogao Cave 249, which was constructed at 
nearly the same time as Cave 285, is horned 
and beast-headed with a human body, like the 
images in Chinese mythology [Fig. 11].  There 
is additional evidence to strengthen Sasaki’s 
argument. Similar images of the wind god, 
running with arms raised and holding a curved 
scarf, can be seen on the silver coins of  the 
second-century Kushan rulers Kanishka I and 
Huvishka. Tanabe Katsumi indicates that this is 
the wind god Oado worshipped in the Kushan 
Dynasty, and believes that these coins have the 
earliest depictions of the wind gods in Central 
Asia (Tanabe 1990). Such evidence suggests 
that the figure of the wind god in Maheśvara’s 
crown in Cave 285 derived from western ico-
nography. However, the inclusion of this im-
age suggests that the iconographic model for 
Maheśvara was not directly Hinduism. Neither 
was the image in the crown a simple copy of 
the image of  Veshparkar from Zoroastrianism.  
The designers or painters of Cave 285 must 
have had a clear understanding of Maheśvara’s 
characteristics in Zoroastrianism, Hinduism and 
Indian Buddhism, and added a figure of the 
wind god well known in Hinduism or Buddhism 
to emphasize strongly his characteristics.

Another iconographic detail in this section of 
the west wall mural suggests a Sogdian con-
nection. Maheśvara’s son Kumāra, placed just 
below him in Cave 285 holds a cluster of grapes 
in his right hand.  Grapes were a characteristic 
crop of the Sogdians. The Hou Hanshu (後漢書) 
recorded that Sogdiana produced a wealth of 

fruits including grapes (putao, 葡萄) and won-
derful grape wine (Fan 1965a, 90: 78; Hill, tr. 
2003, sec. 17). The grape motif may be seen 
on the sarcophagus reliefs of the Sogdians An 
Jia (安伽) at Xi’an and Yu Hong (虞弘) at Tai-
yuan.  In noting that the image of Maheśvara 
in Yungang Cave 8 [Fig. 6, above, p. 36] holds 
a cluster of grapes, Éric Trombert concluded 
that the depiction was of Sogdian origin. He 
regards that the Yungang Grottoes contain the 
only exact evidence for the contribution of the 
Sogdians to art and techniques of the Northern 
Wei (Trombert 2005). Since there is no Zoro-
astrian or Buddhist textual evidence claiming 
that the grapes are attributes of Maheśvara (or 
Veshparkar) and Kumāra (the Zoroastrian god 
of victory), the only explanation for this motif is 
that it shows Sogdian influence.

2.  Image of Sun Deva (Āditya)

The earliest extant Indian example of Sūrya, 
the sun god of Hinduism, was made in the 3rd 
century BCE. Indian scholar Shanti Lal Nagar 
has documented that in most cases the god is 
depicted on a seven- or four-horse chariot (Na-
gar 1995, pp. 133-134). The most famous such 
image is on a railing at Bodh Gaya dated to the 
first century BCE. There Sūrya stands, flanked 
by two female deities in shooting postures, on a 
chariot drawn by four horses. The four horses, 
two on either side, run in opposite directions 
with the front legs raised high. The two exam-
ples in India most similar to that in Cave 285 
were made in the Kushan Dynasty. The first is 

Fig. 10. The wind god in Cave 38, Kizil Grottoes, Xin-
jiang. Photo © Sun Hongcai (孙洪才), published with per-
mission.

Fig. 11. The wind god in Mogao Cave 249, Dunhuang, 
6th century. Photo by Wu Jian, copyright © The Dunhuang 
Academy, published with permission.
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a pseudo-Corinthian capital with solar quadriga 
found in Abarchinar, Swat, and stored in the 
Peshāwar Museum. On it the half-length im-
age of Sūrya appears facing forward in a two-
wheeled chariot drawn by two horses moving 
in opposite directions away from the chariot. In 
each side of the chariot is a servant who grabs 
the rein to drive the horse (Rosenfield, 1967, 
fig. 88).  The second example is the one most 
similar to that in Cave 285. This half-length im-
age of Sūrya, sitting and facing forward in a 
four horse chariot, has a nimbus.  His thick hair 
is shoulder length and each hand holds an ob-
ject [Fig. 12].  A similar image is also found 
in Kizil Cave 17, 
where Sun Deva 
is depicted in the 
form of a bodhi-
sattva or deva, sit-
ting cross-legged 
in chariot, whose 
horses face in op-
posite directions 
[Fig. 13] (Zhu 
2003).  

There are several 
different expla-
nations regard-
ing the source of 
the image of Sun 
Deva in Cave 285.  
Duan Wenjie sug-
gests that it can 
be traced back to 
that of the sun 

god Apollo touring Paradise in a four-horse 
chariot as described in Greek mythology. He 
Shizhe considers that it derives from Sūrya, the 
sun god in ancient India. Among the most in-
triguing hypotheses is that of Jiang Boqin, who 
suggests that the image is that of the Zoroas-
trian Mithra, the god of the 16th day of the Sog-
dian calendar whose worship as the sun god 
in the Iranian Middle East can be traced back 
to around 1500 BCE. He argues that the im-
agery of Mithra was brought to Dunhuang by 
the Heph thalites. A weakness in all of these in-
terpretations is that their authors have focused 
either on the Sun Deva image or that of the 
strongmen in the phoenix–drawn chariot below 
it but not considered the images as part of a 
unified iconography.

Moreover, it is unnecessarily limiting to suggest 
a single point of origin or transmission of the 
image. For example, Penelope Riboud suggests 
that Sūrya borrowed characteristics from Ira-
nian gods and that Mithra inherited some from 
Apollo (Riboud 2005).  In his research at Bami-
yan Tanabe Katsumi concludes that “the Sog-
dian and Tocharian influences are so obvious in 
the costumes of Sūrya and the surrounding do-
nors, it is more credible to think that this style 
was brought to Bamiyan via the Sogdian–Toch-
arian region” (Tanabe 2001/2002). In particular, 
he notes the wide stripes on the Mithra image 
at Bamiyan, which resemble the typical folds 

of clothing of the 
Sogdian nobles, 
and the design of 
three round pen-
dants which were 
also widespread 
in Sogdiana. While 
Sun Deva is not of 
equal importance 
in various reli-
gions, his essen-
tial functions and 
basic iconographi-
cal elements have 
not changed.

I conclude that 
Sun Deva in Cave 
285 combines 
charac te r i s t i c s 
from various cul-
tures. Common 

Fig. 12. Sūrya, Mathura Museum. Kushan period. Af-
ter: Nagar 1995, pl. 5.

Fig. 13. Sun Deva in Cave 17, Kizil Grottoes, Xinjiang. 
After: Fine Art Institute 1981, pl.  55.
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to images of Sūrya in the 
Hindu tradition and in Indian 
Kushan style, in the Zoroas-
trian Mithra and in the Sun 
Deva in Kizil Cave 17 is a 
chariot driven by two or four 
horses in opposite direc-
tions. As is the case with the 
image of Maheśvara, Sun 
Deva in cave 285 must have 
been designed or painted by 
artists familiar with the sun 
god in Hinduism, Mithra in 
Zoroastrianism and Sun Deva in Buddhism. 

3.  Image of the Moon Devi (Candra)

Unlike the Sun Deva’s images, Moon Devi’s 
image in a swan-drawn chariot [Fig. 14] can-
not be found in Hindu literature or sculptures.  
But outside India, her images can be seen on 
the ceiling of Cave 111 and in the painting of 
Mahāparinirvāna in Cave 330 at Bamiyan, the 
style similar to that in Mogao Cave 285. 

The origin of the image at Dunhuang has at-
tracted little scholarly attention: Duan Wenjie 
thought that its ultimate origin should be the 
image of Artemis, Apollo’s younger sister, in a 
chariot drawn by four swans in Greek mythology 
(Duan 1994). A Minoan sculpture, “The Mother 
of the Earth,” shows that in Greek pre-history, 
the goddess was accompanied by swans. It is 
our opinion that Sun Deva and Moon Devi in 
Cave 285 should be considered together and 
likely have the same origin. The same com-
bination of the two images is also found in 
Bamiyan Cave 111, 
where Sun Deva in the 
horse-drawn chariot 
and Moon Devi in the 
swan-drawn chariot 
are painted on the two 
upper corners out-
side the north niche.  
Although the mural 
is flaking badly, the 
contour of the deities 
standing in the cen-

ter of the chariots and the 
four swans in two groups 
are still visible [Fig. 15; Hi-
guchi 1983-1984, pl. 11]. 
Furthermore,  they can be 
seen in Bamiyan Cave 330. 
Judging from this evidence, 
I hypothesize that the im-
age of Moon Devi was ad-
opted in Sogdian Buddhism 
in Central Asia, where it was 
paired with Sun Deva. An 
interesting variant is at Kizil 
Cave 17, where the Moon 
Devi is depicted as a rabbit 
inside a circle. In fact, none 
of the images of Sun Deva 
and Moon Devi in Cave 285 
correspond exactly to depic-

tions in India, Central Asia or the Kizil grottoes. 

The lion-drawn chariot below Moon Devi also 
suggests significant connections with Sogdians 
and the West, since it reminds us of another 
important goddess, Nana, in Zoroastrianism. 
Originally in the Zoroastrian Avesta, the god-
dess who personified fertility was Anahita, but 
it seems that she was replaced later by Nana. 
Nana has many functions and visual forms. She 
is the moon god’s daughter at one time and 
the sun god’s sister at another (Jiang 2004, pp. 
254–255). One of her important iconographical 
features is the lion (Ghose 2006). There is a 
well-known image of Nana riding a lion in the 
mural in Hall No. 2 at Panjikent. Another image 
of Nana is that on a Sogdian sarcophagus dated 
to the Northern Qi period (550–577 CE) which 
is now in the Miho Museum in Japan (Whitfield 
and Sims-Williams 2004, p. 117, fig. j).  This 
Sogdian goddess with a wreath on her head 
holds the sun and the moon and is seated on 
a throne with two lion heads.  No exact corre-
spondence to these images has yet been found 

in Central Asia or at 
the Kizil grottoes.

Thus, the swan or 
lion chariot is one of 
the essential charac-
teristics of Moon Devi 

Fig. 14. The image of Moon 
Devi, upper north corner of 
west wall, Mogao Cave 285. 
Photo by Sun Zhijun, copyright © 
The Dunhuang Academy, published 
with permission.

Fig. 15. The sun god and 
moon god in Cave K (no. 
111), Bamiyan. After:  
<http://www.transoxiana.
org/Eran/Articles/Images/
TS_5b-Bamiyan-k.JPG>.
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Nana, whether in Buddhist art of the Sogdian 
area or in her native Zoroastrian art. The im-
age of Moon Devi in Cave 285 has no traditional 
Chinese symbols of the moon goddess, such as 
the bay tree, a jade rabbit or a toad, but has 
both the swan and lion. These comparisons and 
contrasts suggest that the artists blended char-
acteristics from both the Buddhist Moon Devi 
and Zoroastrian Nana.  

There are other examples to illustrate that this 
imagery existed in later Chinese Buddhist art, 
even if none of them are exactly the same as 
the paintings in Cave 285. Later Dunhuang 

paintings include images of 
Sun Deva sitting in a chariot 
drawn by four horses run-
ning in pairs in opposite di-
rections, and Moon Devi rid-
ing on swans.  For example, 
in Cave 384 (dated to the 
8th–9th centuries) Sun Deva 
is exactly the same as de-
scribed above, while Moon 
Devi rides on five swans [Fig. 
16]. A stele (now in the Xi’an 
Stele Museum) made in the 
8th century, with the inscrip-
tion “The Buddha is  convert-
ing  the heretics” (釋迦降伏
外道時) displays the sun and 
moon images, Sun Deva sit-

ting with ankles crossed riding on two horses 
running in opposite directions, and Moon Devi 
sitting on two swans running in opposite direc-
tions [Fig. 17].

How did those Buddhist guardian deities in 
Cave 285 (Sun Deva, Moon Devi, especially 
Maheśvara with a wind god in his crown) come 
to have Hindu and Zoroastrian characteristics? 
Who brought them to Dunhuang? Neither Dun-
huang natives without Hindu or Zoroastrian 
backgrounds, or Han artists from central or 
southern China could be expected to have pro-
duced them. Nor could Indian priests or art-
ists with only Hindu or Buddhist backgrounds 
do it. Those who created these images must 
have been familiar with Hindu and Indian Bud-
dhist art, as well as Zoroastrian art. The best 
candidates who meet these requirements are 
the Sogdians, who were active on the Silk Road 
when the decoration of Cave 285 was started in 
the early 6th century.

The background of the three images’ rep-
resentation in Dunhuang 

The activity of the Sogdians in China has re-
ceived considerable attention in recent scholar-

ship, cited elsewhere in this 
article, and need not be dis-
cussed here in detail. While 
in the first instance they were 
engaged in commercial ac-
tivity both as merchants and 
craftsmen, they also entered 
Chinese civil and military ser-
vice. Their surnames record-
ed in the Chinese texts attest 
to their having come from 
various centers in Central 
Asia. Among the most strik-
ing documentary evidence 
for their presence is the “An-
cient Sogdian Letters,” dating 
to the early 4th century, which 
Aurel Stein found in the ruins 
of a watchtower west of Dun-
huang. These letters make it 
clear that, while the “home 

Fig. 16. Sun Deva and Moon 
Devi, Mogao Cave 384, Dun-
huang, 9th century. Photo by Sun 
Zhijun, copyright © The Dunhuang 
Academy, published with permis-
sion.

Fig. 17. Stele with images of Sun 
Deva and Moon Devi. The Beilin 
Museum, Xi’an. 8th century. Af-
ter: Xi’an Museum 2000, p. 133.
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office” was in Samarkand, Sogdian colonies ex-
isted at Dunhuang and points further east all 
the way to the capital Luoyang.

And when the Northern Liang were defeated in 
439 CE, many local people, including Sogdians 
who had been living in the Hexi region and in 
Liangzhou (涼州),  were  moved  to  Pingcheng 
(平城), the capital of the Northern Wei Dynasty. 
During the reign of Emperor Gaozong (高宗) 
(452–465 CE), the Sogdian king sent envoys 
to ask the Emperor’s permission to buy back 
the captured Sogdians from the Northern Wei” 
(Wei1974, Ch. 124: 120). Yu Taishan docu-
ments from  the  official  annals,  the  Weishu 
(魏書), 19 instances of interaction between the 
Sogdian kingdoms and the Northern Wei. 

Cai Hongshen’s research on Sogdian marriages, 
based on evidence from the Sui and Tang pe-
riods, documents that some Sogdians married 
within their ethnic community, some intermar-
ried with non-Han ethnic groups, and some also 
intermarried with the Han (Cai 1998, pp. 22–
24). Futher evidence regarding the marriages 
may be found in recently–discovered inscrip-
tions and burials. For example, Shi Shewu (史射
勿) belonged to the Sogdian Kang family (from 
Kang [康國], Samarkand) and Shi Suoyan’s (史
索岩) wife had a Sogdian surname An (安). An-
other example is that An Jia’s (安伽) wife might 
be a Turk, judging from the, granted, problem-
atic evidence of her costume. 

Just as in their homeland the Sogdians seem 
to have been open to various religious influ-
ences, so also in China do we find that they 
professed various faiths or some syncretism of 
more than one. We recall that one depiction on 
Shi Jun’s tomb (dating from the Northern Zhou 
Dynasty, 557–581 CE) is that of Maheśvara (or 
Veshparkar), one of the main gods worshiped 
in Sogdian Zoroastrianism. If we just judge by 
Dunhuang documents, Buddhism and Zoroas-
trianism played the leading role in Sogdian reli-
gious life (Yu 2005). 

However it seems that the present studies on 
Buddhist beliefs of the Sogdians in China have 
been confined to the period of the Sui and Tang 
dynasties. If Cave 285 indeed has Sogdian con-
nections, then we should also look at the pre-
Sui period for evidence about Buddhist beliefs 
and related activities of the Sogdians at Dun-
huang. That the local Sogdians had accepted 
Buddhism as early as the 5th century is dem-

onstrated by manuscript No. 0343 in the Dun-
huang Academy, written by a Sogdian Buddhist 
devotee Kangna (康那) on the 8th day of the 4th 
month of the 2nd Year of Huanxing (15 May 468 
CE), the birthday of Śākyamuni. In addition, 
there are two manuscripts in the National Li-
brary of China (BD.09149 and No. 5961 sepa-
rately) dated the 3rd year of Zhenguang (523 
CE) containing copies of the Mahāparinirvāna 
and Saddharma-pundarīka sutras, with inscrip-
tions by a Buddhist devotee Zhai Ande (翟安
德). According to Zizhi tongjian (資治通鑒), the 
Zhai Family was an elite family in the Dingling 
and Gaoche regions. “The family of the Dingling 
Zhai Bin had lived for generations in Kangju; 
later they moved to China. When at this point 
he entered the court of [Later] Zhao, they gave 
him the title of Prince of Juding” (Sima 1957, 
Ch. 94: 2977).  The Zhai were a powerful fam-
ily of Dingling–Gaoche, and we find their sur-
name frequently in inscriptions related to the 
Sogdians in China. Some of them even became 
the Sabao (薩寶), who was a community leader 
and had responsibilities for Zoroastrian wor-
ship. Being linked by marriage, the Zhais were 
strongly associated with the Sogdians for sev-
eral centuries (Sasaki 1997). To a degree then, 
documents about the Buddhist activities of the 
Zhai family may support the opinion that the 
Sogdians at Dunhuang had accepted Buddhism 
and engaged in related Buddhist activities at 
least in the period from 439 to 535 CE. 

The donor figures depicted on the northern wall 
of Cave 285 provide important evidence which 
may help us to establish a connection between 
its construction and the local Sogdian commu-
nity in Dunhuang. The middle register of the 
cave’s northern wall depicts seven preaching 
scenes with rows of donor images below each 
scene [Figs. 18, 19, facing page]. Of the pre-
served inscriptions, counting from the west, two 
are of particular interest: a) Below the second 
preaching scene — “The female lay devotee Shi 
Chongji is making an offering [to the Buddha]”; 
“The male lay devotee Yin Angui is making an 
offering (清信女史崇姬所供養時; 信士陰安歸所供養
時); b) below the seventh preaching scene — 
“The female lay devotee He…”; “The male lay 
devotee Hua Heinu is making an offering” (清女
何囗; 清信士滑黑奴供養). 

What might we establish about the ethnic origin 
of these donors? Duan Wenjie considered that 
the female donor Shi Chongji (史崇姬) [Fig. 18] 
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came from a northern people. Zheng Binglin 
presumed, moreover, that hers is the earliest 
inscription at Dunhuang relating to a Sogdian 
(Zheng 2005). I feel that there are three rea-
sons to consider that she came from the Shi 
family of the Sogdians.

First, as Duan Wenjie has pointed out, the 
name of Chongji (崇姬) is indeed a non-Han 
name used among Central Asian peoples in 
northwest China at that time. Second, at least 
in the beginning of the Northern Dynasties, the 
Sogdians had settled down in Dunhuang and 
took their kingdoms’ names as their surnames. 
Yao Weiyuan has concluded that the people 
surnamed Shi (史) originally came from the 
Shi kingdom (史國) (Kesh, the modern Sahr-i-
Sabz) and took Shi as their surname (Yao 1958, 
p. 390). Sogdian families Shi living in the Hexi 
area in 6th century.  Among the important Sog-
dians with this surname was the Shi Jun (史君) 
whom we have mentioned earlier. The epitaph 
on his tomb, built in 579/580 CE in Xi’an reads: 
“Shi Jun came from the kingdom Shi, originally 
from the West…and was appointed to be Sabao 

of Liangzhou…” (Yang 2005). Another 
Shi, Shi Jingxiang (史敬香), is men-
tioned along with other individuals 
with clearly Sogdian names in a Dun-
huang religious manuscript S.0613(V) 
which dates to the 13th year of Datong 
period (547 CE). 

A third consideration here, of an indi-
rect nature, is that Shi Chongji’s hus-
band, Yin Angui, was probably from 
an  elite  Han  family in the Hexi (河西) 
region. Such marriages between the 
Sogdians and the local elite were a 
common means of strengthening con-
nections in local society.

In contrast to the case of Shi Chongji, 
to date scholars have paid no atten-
tion to the female donor He (何) [Fig. 

19]. In part  because of her  husband’s  sur-
name Hua (滑), I believe that He was also a 
Sogdian. The He family in the Western Regions 
has been documented as coming originally 
from the He kingdom (何國), a branch of the 
Kangju (康居), i.e. from an Iranian people who 
were distinguished as merchants (Yao 1958, p. 
389). He’s husband, Hua Heinu, was obviously 
from the Hua kingdom (滑國) (also known as 
the Heph thalites, 嚈噠) in Central Asia which 
had ruled the Sogdian region. Attacked in the 
6th century by the Sassanians and Turks, the 
Heph thalites were scattered around Central 
Asia, where they gradually integrated with the 
local population. Thus, a marriage between the 
Huas and the Hes might be expected. Because 
of the inscriptions left by the Hua family in Cave 
285, Jiang Boqin considers that the Zoroastrian/
Sogdian influences there should be ascribed to 
the Hephthalites (Jiang 2004, pp. 206-208). In 
my opinion though, the Huas would have come 
to Dunhuang along with the Sogdian caravans 
or integrated with the local Sogdian community 
rather than coming from the Hua kingdom di-
rectly. In these “non-Han communities” (Rong 

Fig. 18 (top). The female donor Shi Chongji 
(史崇姬) and her family, north wall, Mogao 
Cave 285.  Photo by Sun Zhijun, copyright © 
The Dunhuang Academy, published with per-
mission.

Fig. 19 (bottom). The female donor He 
(何) and her family, north wall, Mogao 
Cave 285. Photo by Sun Zhijun, copyright © 
The Dunhuang Academy, published with per-
mission.
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2004), the non-Sogdians 
probably were assimilated 
into the Sogdian customs 
and religious beliefs. Hence, 
it is reasonable to consider 
that the female donor He, 
married to a Hua, was a 
member of the local Sogdian 
community, it would be rea-
sonable to hypothesize fur-
ther that culture of the Sog-
dian community influenced 
the decoration of Cave 285.

The Han-style costumes of 
the female donors in the 
two preaching scenes do 
not contradict this proposed 
identification of them as 
Sogdians. As Frantz Grenet 
has observed, “in the periods from the Northern 
Dynasties (420–581 CE) to the Sui (581–618 
CE) and the Tang (618–907 CE), the Sogdian 
female costumes had been misused, and be-
come the dress for the low class women, such 
as non-Han dancers. Therefore, the non-Han 
noble ladies who settled down in China were 
ashamed of their traditional costumes but be-
came fond of the Han-style noble ones used 
in the Southern Dynasties” (Grenet 2005; Fan 
1965b, fn. 1, p. 3521). We can see evidence of 
this fact on the sculpted panel of the sarcopha-
gus of An Jia (安伽), a noble in the Northern 
Zhou Dynasty (557–580). It shows the Sabao’s 
wife and her maids dressed in the same Han-
style costumes as are the donors on the north 
wall of Cave 285 [Fig. 20]. 

Assuming that we are correct in identifying 
Sogdian donors in Cave 285, we can then eas-
ily understand why Zoroastrian–Sogdian ico-
nography is to be 
found there. It would 
be reasonable to as-
sume that the culture 
and art of the local 
Sogdian elite would 
have influenced the 
construction of the 
caves. Scholars have 
noted that the first 
preaching scene on 
the west side of the 
northern wall in Cave 
285 depicts both 

male donors dressed in tall 
hats and official robes and 
female donors dressed in lo-
cal elite costumes of the Wei 
and Jin periods. This was 
clearly an important cave, 
and the Sogdians were part 
of this local elite, a situation 
that contrasts to their belea-
guered life reflected in the 
Sogdian letters of more than 
two centuries earlier. 

Moreover, there is evidence 
that the Sogdians partici-
pated in the construction of 

other caves at Mogao. Caves 294 and 297 were 
constructed in the second half of the 6th century 
(545–585 CE), about 20 to 30 years after Cave 
285. These two caves are on the same level 
and in the vicinity of Cave 285. Both caves have 
murals with donors in non-Han costumes, and 
scenes of musicians and dancers with Central 
Asian characteristics [Fig. 21]. The costumes 
and postures of the dances are very similar to 
those in the sarcophagus relief in An Jia’s tomb 
mentioned above [Fig. 22]. Similar scenes and 
figures appearing in different places in about 
the same period suggest that they reflect the 
same cultural milieu of the influential Sogdian 

Fig. 20. Sogdian women in 
Han-style costumes, Tomb of 
An Jian, Xi’an. After: Archaeology 
Institute Shanxi 2003, pl. 77.

Fig. 21 (left).  Dancers and Muscians, Mogao Cave 
297. Photo by Du Juan (杜娟) , copyright © The Dunhuang 
Academy, published with permission.

Fig. 22 (right).  Dancer, Tomb of An Jian, Xi’an.  Af-
ter: Archaeology Institute Shanxi 2003, pl. 65.
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communities in  northern China in the 6th cen-
tury.

Conclusions

As recorded in the Hou Hanshu (後漢書), ed-
ited in the 5th century, early in the Han Dynasty 
(206 BCE – 220 CE), “Dunhuang is a metro-
politan city consisting of multi-ethnic groups, 
Chinese and non-Chinese” (華戎所交，一都會也) 
(Fan 1965a, Ch. 90: 78). The Shilaozhi of the 
Weishu (魏書•釋老志) edited in the 6th century, 
notes, “Dunhuang touches upon the Western 
Regions, and the clergy and laity both acquired 
the old fashions.  The villages one after the oth-
er, had many reliquaries and temples” (敦煌地接
西域，道俗交得其舊式，村塢相屬，多有塔寺) (Wei 
1974, Ch. 114: 3032; tr. Hurvitz, p. 61). These 
texts indicate that in its unique location on the 
Silk Road Dunhuang could integrate East and 
West geographically and culturally. The flour-
ishing mural art reflects this historical reality. 

While Cave 285 is a “dharma center,” present-
ing a Buddhist message, the manner of that 
presentation is multi-cultural and the work of 
the Sogdians. The cave is special precisely be-
cause it combines motifs from Central China, 
the Southern Dynasties, Central Asia, India, 
Persia and even the Hellenistic world. The anal-
ysis above demonstrates that the images of the 
three deities in Cave 285 are neither directly 
from Hinduism, nor are they simple reproduc-
tions of images from Zoroastrianism. They 
record a dialogue among the different civili-
zations, with the Sogdian being the most prom-
inent. Research on the Sogdian elements of the 
deities in the cave will enable us further to ap-
preciate perceptually the Sogdian contribution 
to the mural art under the Northern Dynasties. 
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