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This paper attempts to introduce a basic methodology to read the Buddhist mural paintings of the
Kucha Kingdom. There has been a growing interest in Kuchean mural paintings in recent years,
which are increasingly cited and studied by scholars in diverse fields of Eurasian cultural studies all
over the world. There is a critical problem, however, since there lacks a common line of the
understanding about the Kuchean visual language, which can lead a risk of an arbitrary interpretation
of the representations for selective discussion.

In order to deal with this problem, this small paper illustrates the visual syntax of the Kuchean
Buddhist paintings by comparing it to the structure of a language. An individual icon can be
compared to vocabulary of a language, which is composed of a certain pictorial grammar into a
sensible order onto the two-dimensional field for representing the whole sequence of a narrative
story.

To demonstrate how this visual language system works, this paper first introduces some of the
basic icons representing 1) personages, 2) location, 3) time frame, and 4) weather condition. Then,
the compositional principles of Kuchean paintings are demonstrated by featuring three of the
“Buddha’s sermon scenes,” the most popular pictorial topic of Kuchean Buddhist paintings. In these
sermon scenes, multiple events in the present tense, passive tense, and narrative tense can be
represented next to each other to visualize a “single sermon” of the Buddha, which typically consists
of multiple episodes or parables. This representation mode is comparable to Wickhoft’s
“komplettierende Darstellungsweise;” though the Kuchean mode is optimized for picturing the
unique narrative topos of the Buddhist literature.
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