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How Buddhawas b@m dgamrm

Agroundbreaking exhibition
time-travels back to the

early centuries BCtotell

how Buddhism spread
across Asia. lola Lenzi finds
enlightenment at the ACM

‘On the Nalanda Trail: Buddhisnyin Inclia,
Chinaand South-East Asia’— mitsfinal
weeks at the Asian Civilisations Museum
signalsa sea change inSingapore’s
approach toculture, Aswellas boast
ing world-class art, theshow confirms
thecity-state’s new-found confidence
in‘made-in-Singapore’content. This
exhibition, unlike many that have made
headlines in the last few vears (suchas
the current Greek display at the National
Museum, or the Tyler Print Institute’s
Picasso etchings last year), has been
researched and pul together entirely by
ACMsown teamof arthistorians, The
resull is impressive, combining accessi-
ble mformationabout Buddhismand the
spread of the religionwith new analysis
af the relationship between South-Fast
Asian, Chineseand Indian Buddhist
expression, If that'snot enough, a sacred
Buddharelicis also on display.

Sel inadarkened gallery at the
rear of The museun's second toar, the
exhibit mghlights Buddha's lifeand the
importanceof Nalanda,oneof the first
predt universities,” asacenire
for Buddhist teacling more than 800
s i, and served asi hub formonls
ling from the farthest reaches of
sti's Buddhist world.

The journey herestarts chrone
logically, presenting several superh
examplesof very early Buddhistart
from India. Oneof the star piccesis the
2ncl-century BC Sunga-period sandstone
reliel depicting anempty throne undes
the bodhi rree (Buddhistart refrained
from representing DBuddhain the human
formuntil the 1stcentury BC), on loan
from the Indian Museun, Kolkata. This
sculpture - uniqueevenin India - sets the
tone of theexhibit, which brims over with
abjects that areseldom, if ever, allowed
out of their respective permanent
collections, IU'sa rare opportunity tosec
fragile sitk paintings from Dunhuang
oithe Sitk Road, orsomeof theearliest
representationsof Buddha from
Gandhara (i today’s Pakistan),

Obtaiming somuch loanmaterialisa
coup for the ACM and its international
credibility. "'We have been very lucky
tosecure so many priceless pieces
from prestigious private and public
collections, mcluding numerous fragile
and light-sensitive works that never leave
their home institutions, never mind (he
country, says Dr Gauri Krishnan, exhibit
curator and senior curatorol the South
Asiagallery and Researchat the ACM.

But beyond its exceptional display, 'On
the Nalanda Trail’ breaks new ground
by lighhghting indigenous Buddhist art
from South-E: 1, suggesting that

Rock-hard [Jon'l mess with dvarapala, a door guardian from the Tang dvnasty

ourregion was more than just a recipient

of Chinese and Indian influences.
“Though scholarship centering on
the relationship between Chineseand
Indian Buddhist artistic expression is
well estalilished in the academic world,
there s far less about the Indian/South-
IZast Asian Buddhist connection,
says Krishnan, Asaresult, we wanted
to tackle this theme in particular by
illustrating the India/South-East Asia
link materially. The show, among other
things, pu1slndi<nmnd\nulh [ast Asian
Buddhistartside by s i
the cultural and aesthetic cross-
fertilisation that existed.”

Warking with the seldom-trawv
Indonesian national collection, Krishnan

highlights the relationship between the

artistic expression of Indian Buddhism
and that of Srivijaya, the little-known
maritime kingdom that flourighed
onSumatra from the 7th tothe Ldth
century. Rather thana far-Hung oul post
of Buddhism, Srivijaya was i itsell
acentre, astronghold of Vajravana
3uddhism; the kingdom not only sent
its own peaple to Nalanda, hutalso drew
pilgrims and scholars from other parts
0 1. S0 the relationship defimtely
worked in both directions, says
‘As wellasSouth-Fast Asia gravitating
toward India and China, the Chinese

and Indians were cullurally fertilised by
South-East Asia. Thisareaof history has
nol been muchargued befor

Crishnan.
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The hyhrid of cullures isevident
ina bronze torso of the Iimihi-:.‘nl\'a
Maitreya (dated &th o Othcentury)
from Palembang, southern Sumaira,
onloan from the National Museum of
Indonesia. The sculpture shows elements
of indigenous Indonesia, butalsothe
markmgsof Nalanda (e headgear and
factal features). A Sanskrit-imscribed
copper plaque (dated 9thcentury ) shows
the close bilateral relationship between
Indian and Sumatran kings of the pvrnxi

‘We have been very
Iucky tosecure SO
many priceless
pleces...that never
leave their home

mstltutlons
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Buddhist monasteries in India around the
timeof the kingdom's apotheosis, Found
at Nalanda i 1916, and now housed in
the National MuseuminNew Delhi, the
plagueisa key document for historians
researching Srivijaya.
Through thecombined display

of extraordinary works of artanda
skilfully structured storyline, 'On the
Nalanda Trail’ explores the complex
history of the disseminationof
Buddhism through Chinaand South-Last
Asia, Bevond the breathtaking beauty of
itsart, thisshow speaksof the dynamics
of exchangeand the culture of tolerance
that still characterises our region today.
‘On the Nedanda Trad: Buddhism in
India, Chinter aneed Sonth-Fast Asia " af the
Lsaan Cloilisations Museum vloses on
23 M A catalogue published by the
Astan Cietlisations Musewm accompanies
(e shone




