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Nepali Artist Arniko's Artistic Legacy

and its Influence on the Buddhist Art in China

Introduction

Arniko was born in Nepal in 1245.
Although we do not have enough literature
through which to glean his early life in Nepal,
we can form some ideas as to what kind of
man he was and what kind of work he did
while he lived in Nepal, i.e. the Kathmandu
Valley. Most information about his life and
works comes from the Chinese sources.

Because of his unmatchable artistic
skills he displayed in Tibet and China, it is
abundantly clear that he must have been a

-
]

Statue of Arniko in Beiging

Dr. Miroj Shakya, Ph. D.
University of the West

consummate artist in Nepal albeit very little
information is known about his life and work
for the Nepalese chronicles did not keep any
records of it. However, Chinese sources such
as “The Spirit-way Stele for Minhui, the Duke
of State of Liang” (Liangguo minhui gong
shendao bei) and “The Yuan History”
(Yuanshi) give more detail information about
Arniko's life and his legacy. In this paper, I
will explore the impact made by Arniko in
the Chinese art during his lifetime and
investigate his artistic legacy prevailed in
China as the Arniko School of art during Ming
and Qing Dynasties. And also seek answers
to the questions: Is the Arniko School of Art
just Pala-Himalayan art, or did he innovate
new styles of art, and if he did, what were
they like?

The Life of Arniko and his Works

According to the Yuan History,
Arniko aka A-ni-ge' in Chinese was born in
Nepal.> He is called Palupu in Nepal.? In early
age, he was able to read and recite the
Buddhist texts and skilled in painting,
modeling and casting metal.* He learned the
image making $astra, and then he married a
Nepalese girl named Jakadalaksmi.’

In Tibet, Lama Phagspa (1238-1280
CE) of Sakyapa Buddhist tradition had the
vision to erect a Golden pagoda in the
Monastery. Such dream became a reality after
the Kublai Khan appointed Phagspa as the
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imperial preceptor.® Phagspa ordered to select
one hundred artists from Nepal to build a
golden pagoda in Tibet.” But he was able to
recruit only 80 best artists from Nepal during
King Bhima Malla reign (1258-1271CE).®

The main reason for selecting
Nepalese Artists was the Tibetan admiration
of Nepalese and Indian Art. Anning Jing
highlights that “the Pala-Sena artistic tradition
and its ramification in Nepal were particularly
admired by the Tibetans. The iconographies
and artistic values of the Tibetans had a close
affinity with those of the Indian tradition.
Therefore, it was natural for 'Phags- pa to turn
to Nepal and India for 'gifted artists'.”®
Among those best artists, Arniko, at the age
of seventeen became the leader of that group
and led the group to central Tibet where they
constructed a golden pagoda.'® After seeing
Arniko's outstanding skill in casting metal
sculptures, painting, and weaving, the Lama
Phagspa planned to present Arniko to the
Imperial court. Then Arniko became a monk
and became a disciple of Lama Phagspa.!!
After that, Lama Phagspa took Arniko to
Mongol court and introduced to Kublai Khan
in 1262."

As a first assignment, Kublai Khan
had ordered Arniko to fix bronze acupuncture
and moxibustion image. Arniko cautiously
restored the acupuncture points, veins and
arteries of the image in 1265."* He impressed
Kublai Khan and all Metal workers with his
repair work and excellent craftsmanship.
Afterward, he solidified his position as a
skilled artist in the Yuan Court.

Immediately, he was given a position
as Director of All Artisan Classes in 1273."
Arniko was still maintaining his monkhood
after his arrival in Beijing. However, he had
not lost his contact with his family in Nepal.
He had sent a large amount of gold to Nepal
in order to support his family and bringing
his wife to Beijing in 1276." In 1279, he was
asked to give up the monastic robe and

returned to the laity.'® It is not clear about
the cause of disrobing of Arniko. It may be
the arrival of his wife or any other reasons. It
is likely that Kublai Khan or his precept
master did not want him to break the celibacy
vows. Later he became a controller of
Imperial Factories.!"” Arniko served as the
highest art official in Yuan court, which was
equivalent to a prime minister.!® He
supervised many projects during his tenure.
He had created many monuments, Stiipas,
sculptures, and paintings of the Emperor
Kublai Khan and Empress Chabi dated 1294,
the rock carvings at Feilai Feng, near
Hangzhou."” Then he oversaw many projects
and built nine major Buddhist temples three
Stupas, two ancestral shrines, one Daoist
temple and others. Arniko made Confucius
and his ten scholar disciples' images for
Kublai Khan in 1274 that is located in Shandu
(Mongolia)®® and Pavilion in the park at Ta-
tu.?!

In 1271, Arniko began construction
of the fifty-one-meter tall White Stiipa in the
western part of Beijing and completed it in
1279. It is called Maioying Si Temple (Temple
of wonderful fulfillment).?* This Stipa was
ordered to build by Kublai Khan and Yuan
stele Inscription gives the detail about the
legend regarding the selection of this site.

“It was built on the site of a ruined
Liao Stupa dating from 1096. The Liao Stupa
was believed to have contained some relic of
the Buddha; in the dead hours of the night
local people often caught glimpses of
shimmer from the Stiipa. People soon realized
that the Stiipa was illuminated by the relics
of the Buddha. When Kublai heard about the
miraculous illumination, he ordered the Stiipa
be opened and indeed some golden-colored
relics were found in an iron reliquary in a
stone chamber at the foundation level,
together with Buddhist texts and other objects.
Kublai and Chabi viewed the relics in 1271,
and decided to build the present stupa to
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White Stupa Beijing City

enshrine the relics.”?

Arniko built two Buddhist temples on
Wautai Mountain, one at the foot of South Hill
called Wansheng Youguoshi (The temple of
Myriad Saints Safeguarding the State) and
another at the North Hill.** In the end, Arniko
completed another White Stiipa (seventy-five
meters tall) in the central part of Wutai
Mountain in 1301.% Arniko used the same
style of White Stiipa in Beijing to construct
Mount Wutai Stipa. As a result, it looks
identical.

White Stupa at Mount Wutai Shan

Arniko made some jewelry of gold
and jade for Empress Chabi. Chabi was
extremely happy to see his works. As a result,
Chabi arranged Arniko's marriage with
Chinese lady and awarded him some land.*
During his lifetime, Arniko married six
Chinese wives and two Mongolian wives
along with his Nepalese wife.?”” Because of
his outstanding achievements in Art, he had
earned an enormous amount of money and
property. As lain Sinclair highlights: “Anige
(Arniko) had thousands of artisans under him;
and his personal property grew to include
fifteen thousand acres of rice-farmland near
the capital, over one thousand farmers, one
hundred head of cattle, and various
accessories.”?

Before his death, Arniko spent most
of his time in Wutai Shan Mountain. At the
age of sixty-two, he passed away in 1306.
After cremation, a Stipa was built with his
ashes at Gangziyuan in Xianshan, Wanping
County.” He had six sons: two sons' names
were Asengko and Ashula.*®

Arniko's School of Art

During the Mongol rule, a unique
form of art had developed in China, which
comprises the traditional Chinese style and
Indo-Himalayan style of imagery.’! Arniko
has played a significant role in developing a
new artistic style of imagery during Yuan
Dynasty and beyond. Arniko's Art had the
blended three different traditions of arts that
including Pala, Chinese and Nepalese Art.

Jeff Watt lays out the main
Characteristics in Sculpture and Painting of
Arniko School of Art as follows:

Principal Characteristics: composition,
color palette, floral motifs, full bodied, well-
proportioned limbs & torso, Sung style hair
knots, large pointed nose, neck scarf, thick
& bold, ornaments, garlands, armlets, &
bracelets in high relief (in sculptures), top
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of skirt folded outward, belt tied with a
double loop & handing lengths, floral
drawing in distinctive flower patterns and
prominent lotus sculpture base with large
beads, larger upper facing petals and smaller
lower facing petal (in sculptures).’

Pala art had significant impact on the
art of Kashmir, Nepal and Tibet. It is obvious
that Pala art had made a huge impact on
Arniko's of style of art too. Such mixture can
be seen in his few surviving monuments. This
unique creative style can be seen in the
construction of white pagoda, one of his
outstanding works in 1271.3 It is the best
example of a study of Arniko's style of art.
White Sttipa located at the center of the plinth
and is surrounded with small shrines in four
corner which resemble Chinese style.** The
whole complex of the temple along with White
Sttpa was designed according to typical
Indian religious complex style called
Paficayatanas® (five-temple).* Jing pointed

L
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Bodhisattva Manjusri, Dated 1305
The Palace Museum Beijing

that “Anige's choice of paficiratha form of
the double base shows his tie with the Pala
artistic tradition.”?” It shows that White
Pagoda design followed the artistic style of
Pala-Sena schools of Stiipa which resembles
with the style of Bronze Sttpa of Kurkihar of
pala-Sena school.* “The design for the dome
“Anda” and the thirteen bhiimis above the
dome is in Nepali style.”* Hence, Arniko's
style was considered to be unique and
unmatched.

Among such collections, a sculpture
of the bodhisattva AvalokiteSvara from the
Metropolitan Museum of Art collection dated
1282 height 39% in (99.7 cm) is one of the
examples of such new art.*” This sculpture
of Bodhisattva's the floral pattern has shown
a distinctive feature of Chinese tradition, and
a slight twist in the torso, the musculature of
the chest and high cheekbones demonstrate
the Indo Himalayan style.*' Another excellent
example of Arniko's style of art is well
preserved in the Palace Museum in Beijing
dated to 1305. This is the gilt-bronze sculpture
of Manjusri in meditation posture holding two
lotus stems (but a book and a sword are
missing which are the attribute of Manjusri).
Here the statue of Manjusri is a square face,
and use of inlay demonstrates Nepali and
Tibetan tradition.*?

Anning Jing highlights that “the
stylistic principles seen in the Nepali painting
were derived from the late “Pala-Sena”
schools of India art in the Bihar and Bengal
regions around the 12th century, which
tended to crystallize Buddhist and Brahma-
nical images in formal embellishment.”*

There is another example, the image
of Sakyamuni or Aksobhya of the Palace
Museum; Beijing dated to 1336 shows the
synthesis of Chinese and Indo- Himalayan
imagery in late Yuan period. This Buddha is
in meditation posture touching the earth
(Bhumispar§a Mudra), which illustrates the
art of typical Pala period. However, Buddha
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has a rounded face and plump hand and feet
along with an unusual use of beading on the
robe which displays the Chinese Artistic
style.* Another example of Nepalese Artists'
work from early 13th Century can be seen at
the chapels of Ngor monastery with Mandalas,
Patas and portraits of the Sakya School.*
There are many witnesses of such arts
invented by Arniko continued to Ming and
Qing period.

Arniko's Artistic Legacy

Arniko's art style had set a standard
in Yuan Court. Other artists had used his
earlier styles as models.*® His two sons,
Asengge and Ashula among his six sons, had
continued his legacy. Ashula who took the
official position as a supervisorate in chief
of Artisans of various Ethics and Asengge
too took a high-ranking art official position
which was held by his father, Arniko.*” These
two sons had not developed any new style
of Art. However, they had played a
significant role in stabilizing the best model
for new images set by his father. Anning Jing
pointed out “The key-stabilizing factor for
the established style was reinforced by
Arniko's two sons, who looked back to their
father's model works for inspiration.”*

Arniko painted the portrait of Kublai
Khan, which became the model for later large
portraits supervised by Asengge according
to the Yuandai huasu ji.*

As a result, all the Yuan emperors'
portraits look identical to the portrait of
Kublai Khan. The best example of such
similarity can be seen between the portraits
of Ayurbarwada painted by Li Xianyan (?)
with Kublai Khan.”® However, there is
another political reason to make it similar.

Beside his sons, another great Artist
named Liu Yuan who had studied under
Arniko and learned Indian Buddhist
iconography. He produced some India style
art but those were mostly esoteric in nature.’!
Liu Yuan was renowned for his works on dry-
lacquer figures which were made for the
temple of two capitals.>

Such influence continued, and similar
example of Nepali-Tibetan style can be seen
at the archway of the Juyong Guan, north of
Beijing of Mid-fourteenth century.”® Robert
Fisher claims “Anige's achievements formed
a foundation for the distinctive Sino-Tibetan
Style that flourished in the early fifteenth
century and again in the eighteenth
century.” It can be said doubtly that Arniko's
Artistic legacy has been continued till today

Portrait of Kublai Khan

Portrait of Ayurbarwada
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in China and around the world and will
continue in the future.

Conclusion

Arniko who had an immense talent
left his home country Nepal and became quite
successful in the Yuan court and left his mark
on Chinese Arts by creating many art works

and imagery for Yuan court. Arniko had made
a unique contribution to the Buddhist Art of
World by inventing synthesized Artistic style
consist of Pala, Nepali and Chinese Buddhist
art traditions. Arniko had introduced
Nepalese art to the world and left behind his
world famous monuments like a white stupa,
which has become a symbol of inspiration.
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