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Longmen Grottoes
by Liu Jinglong

Longmen Grottoes, located in Luoyang, Henan Province, together with Mogao Grottoes,
Yungang Grottoes is known as the three great grotto treasure houses of China. However Longmen
Grottoes ranks first because of its suitable location, graceful environment and convenient traffic.

Longmen Grottoes is situated along both banks of the Yi River 13km south of Luoyang. With
the beautiful scenery, Longmen Grottoes was historically regarded as the first among “the eight
scenery spots of Luoyang”. Here the east hill and the west hill stand facing each other. The Yi
River washes its way northward through the gorge. Taken a distant view, it seems to be a natural
gate, therefore historically it was named “Yi Que”. During Warring States Period, Bai Qi, a fa-
mous general of Qin State, once defeated the allied forces of ‘Han State and Wei State and killed
over two hundred and forty thousand enemies here. In Yuanhe Annals of Prefectures and Coun-
ties it is recorded that Emperor Yangdi of Sui Dynasty once climbed on the Mang Hill north of Lu-
oyang. Watching Yi Que distantly, he said, “Does it look like the gate of the emperor? Why didn’
t the emperors before establish their capitals here?” One of his followers answered, “They also
think so. But they didn’t do that just for waiting for you.” Emperor Yangdi was very happy, then
established his capital here. The palace gate was just facing “Yi Que”, hence the name “Longmen”
(the emperor’s gate) .

The carving work on Longmen Grottoes began in Northern Wei Dynasty. In the seventeenth
year of Taihe (493 A.D.), Emperor Xiaowendi moved his capital from Pingcheng (now Datong
City, Shanxi Province) to Luoyang in order to control the northern area and ease the relationship
between the Han and Xianbei Nationalities. Emperor Xiaowendi carried out a series of reform poli-
cies and‘be'g‘an carving caves at “Yi Que”. However, from then on, constructions on caves had
been ca;rying on in Eastern Wei, Western Wei, Northern Qi, Sui, Tang and Song Dynasties dur-
ing more than 400 years. At present there are more than 2300 caves and niches, about one hundred
and ten thousand Buddhist Statues, over 80 Buddhist pagodas and more than 2800 pieces of inscrip-
tions. In 1961, the State Council promulgated it a key cultural relic unit for special protection. In
the year of 2000, at the 24th session of World Heritage Commission of UNESCO, Longmen Grot-
toes was listed in the “World Heritage List”.

[. The Character of statues and
Caves of Northern Wei Dynasty

The statues and caves of Northern Wei Dynasty take up 30 percent of the total. All of them

are situated on the west hills along the Yi River. Most of them were carved during the reign of



Emperor Xiaowen, Xuanwu, Xiaoming after moving their capital to Luoyang, because of the sta-
bility of North China and the popularity of Buddhism advocated by ruling class. Emperor Xiaowen
named Yuanhong, “liked reading very much”, and “was good at Taoism , especially at Bud-
dhism”. ( Book Wei History * Biography of Emperor Xiaowen ). During his reign Emperor Xi-
aowen worshipped Buddha, built temples and made pagodas and advocated Buddhism. Then the
succedent Emperor Xuanwu (500 ~ 515 A.D.) built Yongming Temple for foreign Buddhist
monks living in Luoyang. The temple had thousands of rooms and can hold thousands of foreign
Buddhist monks who translated Buddhist Scripture there. Luoyang Jialanji recorded that, from
the eleventh year of Yongping of the reign of Emperor Ming, Eastrn Han Dynasty (68 A.D. in
this year the first temple of China, Baima Temple was built) to the years of Yongjia of the reign of
Emperor Huai, Jin Dynasty (307~312A.D.) there were 72 Buddhist temples. Until the period
when Northern Wei Dynasty moved the capital to Luoyang, the number of temples increased rapid-
ly and could reach 1367 at its top. Until Emperor Xiaojing, Eastern Wei Dynasty, moved his capi-
tal to Yecheng in 534 A.D. there were still kept 421 temples in Luoyang.

The large-scaled Cave 1443 (Guyang Cave), is the first cave at Longmen. It was built in the
period when Emperor Xiaowen of Northern Wei Dynasty moved his capital to Luoyang. Hence it
brought out large-scaled carving work on caves and niches. In Book Wei History * Buddhism and
Taoism it was recorded that in the early years of Jingming Emperor Xuanwu ordered two caves
built to imitate Yungang Caves for his father Emperor Xiaowen and his mother Empress Wenzhao,
later one more cave was built for Emperor Xuanwu himself by director Liu Teng in the years of
Yongping. Therefore came the three Binyang Caves. Thus the first climax of carving caves ap-
peared at Longmen. Other main caves from Northern Wei Dynasty are: Cave 712 (Lotus Flower
Cave), Cave 1519 (Huoshao Cave), Cave 1609 (Huangfu Gong Cave), Cave 1381 ( Yaofang
Cave), Cave 1181 (Weizi Cave), Cave 1192 (Tangzi Cave), Cave 1038 (Zhaokeshi Cave) and
Cave 1034 (Putai Cave), etc.

Influenced by the climax of carving caves by imperial family, carving caves and niches by ordi-
nary people were also very popular around Luoyang. Now there are kept many small-sized caves
around Luoyang, such as Wentang Caves at Shan County, Hongqing Temple Caves at Yima City,
Xiezhuang Caves at Mengjin County, Wanfoshan Caves at Jili, Luoyang, Shuiquan Caves at Yan-
shi County, Yaling Caves at Yichuan County, Luzhai Caves at Yichuan County, Pugou Caves at
Song County, Hutou Temple Caves at Yiyang County, Xiwo Caves at Xinan County and Gong
County Caves, etc. Most of them were built in the same period of the Southern Binyang Cave and
Huangfu Gong Cave at Longmen.

The caves of the early Northern Wei Dynasty are of U-shaped plane and with vaulted roofs,
which are same with that of Yungang Caves. Such of these caves are Cave 1443 (Guyang Cave),
Cave 104, 140, 159 (the three Binyang Caves), Cave 712 (Lotus Flower Cave), Cave 1519 (Hu-
oshao Cave), etc. The caves of late Northern Wei Dynasty are of quadrate plane, with large lotus-
flowers carved on the vaulted roofs. On the left and right walls in the caves are carved large niches.
Such of these caves are Cave 1034 (Putai Cave), Cave 1181 (Weizi Cave), Cave 1609 (Huangfu
Gong Cave), etc. The character of the caves of the late Northern Wei Dynasty can be said a unique



form of Longmen Grottoes. The subject of these caves is mainly the Trikala Buddhas. The statues
have slim figures and are dressed in loose garment. The capes of Bodhisattva are crossed and the
laps of their skirts are long. The apasaras are holding offering or playing different instruments.
They look graceful and elegant. In the caves of Northern Wei Dynasty are carved the group of pa-
trons, the story of Vimalakirti and legends of Buddha. The most representative work is Emperor
and Empress worshipping Scene carved in Cave 140 (the Middle Binyang Cave). The carving skill
inherited that of Yungang Grottoes and the style turned from the grandness of Yungang Grottoes
into the grace of Longmen Grottoes.

The form and style of Buddhist statues in China have changed in each dynasty since Eastern
Han Dynasty. The sculptures of Northern Wei Dynasty of Longmen Grottoes resulted from the fu-
sion of Chinese traditional art and Indian image style. The Buddhist statues of India are dressed in
naked shoulder garment or well-fit garment. The former can be seen in the chief Buddha from
Cave 17 to Cave 20 in Yungang Grottoes. The chief Buddhas of large niches on the upper north
and south walls in Cave 1443 (Guyang Cave) have inherited this style. The latter can be seen in
the Cave 8 and Cave 20. The two Buddhist statues standing beside the chief Buddha are dressed in
a thin and well-fit garment, they looks benevolent and handsome in a loose garment, typically in
the elegant and slim style of the Northern Wei. And this style of dressing is very popular in that
time. In Yungang caves of the second period, the chief Buddhas are dressed in loose garment,
with underclothes naked. It is a reflection of the policy of assimilation of Han nationality. The
Buddhist images of Northern Wei Dynasty at Longmen are mainly in loose garment, with slim fig-
ure and look elegant. This style is resulted from the fashion of the society at that time.

The turbulence of late Northern Wei Dynasty ended the first climax of carving caves at Long-
men. A few caves and niches from tens of years of late North Dynasty can be seen on the cliffs of
the east and west hills at Longmen. They have reflected the new fashion of Buddhist art from
Western Wei, Chang’an, the capital of Northern Zhou, Yecheng, the capital of Northern Qi.

o

~ [I. The Character of statues
and caves of Tang Dynasty

In Sui and Tang Dynasty, the Buddhists of the whole country communicated one another, and
finished concluding and generalizing the doctrine of each branch of Buddhism. The Chinese Bud-
dhist theory and Buddhist art were full of vigor and vitality.

The time of Sui Dynasty was very short, but a lot of Buddhist temples and pagodas were built
at that time because of the advocacy of Buddhism. The cultural relics from Sui Dynasty in Dun-
huang Grottoes are kept most in number. In the Southern Binyang Cave of Longmen Grottoes were
also carved some niches from the years of Daye, Sui Dynasty. In addition, some small niches from
Sui Dynasty could be seen on the cliffsoutside of the Middle Binyang Cave.

In Tang Dynasty, with the developed economy and stable society, the culture and art stepped
into a prosperous new period. With the advocacy by ruling class, the Buddhist art developed rapid-



ly. In the nineteenth year of Zhenguan, during the reign of Emperor Taizong (645 A.D.), the fa-
mous Buddhist, Xuanzang returned from India. The imperial government provided space for him to
translate the sutra, which played an important role on the popularizing of Buddhism. Especially
during the reign of Emperor Gaozong and Wu Zetian, Buddhist art developed rapidly. Most of the
caves from Tang Dynasty at Longmen were carved in this period. The large-scaled Cave 1280
(Fengxian Temple) was also built at that time. Empress Wu Zetian donated a large sum of her own
money for this large project in the third year of Xianheng (672 A.D. ). Later in order to be emper-
or, Wu Zetian asked Buddhists Xue Huaiyi and Falang to falsify Dayunjing. In this book it said
that Wu Zetian was Buddha Maitreya and she should control the world. Then in every state a lot of
Dayun Temples were built. Now the statues of Maitreya kept in Dunhuang Crottoes and Xumishan
Grottoes should be related to the background. At that time, a lot of statues of Maitreya were built
in Longmen Grottoes, such as Cave 2055 (Dawanwufo Cave), Cave 565 (Huijian Cave), Cave
1955 (Jinan Cave), etc. In some caves the statue of Maitreya was placed in the chief postion,
flanked by Sakyamuni, such as Cave 435 (Moya Three Buddha Cave). With the advocacy of Bud-
dhism by ruling class, the second climax of carving caves and making statues appeared at Longmen.

The times of the caves and statues of Tang Dynasty at Longmen could be separated into three
periods.

The first period is during the reign of Emperor Taizong and Gaozong. The main caves are the
Southern Binyang Cave (Cave 159), the Northern Binyang Cave (Cave 104), and Qianxi Temple
(Cave 20). In addition it also includes the middle and small-scale caves and niches located around
Jingshan Temple (Cave 403). The caves during this period are of U-shaped plane, with vaulted
roofs and in the form of a-Buddha, two-disciple, two-Bodhisattva and two-warrior. The Buddha is
in the dress with collars drooped. The Bodhisattva wears a crown on the head, with naked upper
part of body or dressed with underclothes. Most of the statues have straight body, instead of well-
shaped figure.

The second period is from the time when Wu Zetian gained the power to Wuzhou period. The
large andfmiddle-scale caves with chronological records are more in number. Among them Cave
1280 4Fengxian Temple) finished in 673 A.D., Cave 565 (Huijian Cave) and Cave 543 (Ten
Thousand Buddha Cave) are the representative works. In addition other caves of the same period
are Cave 1608 (Bazuosi Cave), Cave 1931 (Longhuasi Cave), Cave 1896 (Beishicaiibohang Jingtu-
tang), Cave 2144 (Gaopingjunwang Cave), Cave 2194 (Kanjingsi Temple) and some caves of Es-
oteric Buddhism such as Cave 2050 (the South Leigutai Cave), Cave 2062 (the North Leigutai
Cave), Cave 2132 (the image of Avalokitesvara with one thousand hands and eyes) and so on. The
caves of the period have two chambers. The front is of square plane, with flat ceiling. The back is
of U-shaped plane, with round ceiling. In the cave a [“I-shaped plinth is carved along the back, left
and right wall. The Buddha is on the plinth, which is different from that of the first period. Stat-
ues in the cave are in the form of a-Buddha, two-disciple, two-Bodhisattva, two-heavenly-king.
The chief Buddha takes up smaller place and two heavenly-kings are carved outside. The chief Bud-
dha is mainly dressed a robe or a cassoéi: with two collars drooped. The Bodhisattva, with naked

upper part of body or a scarf, has well-shaped, plump and graceful figure.
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The third period is from the years of Shenlong, during the reign of Emperor Zhongzong to the
years of Zhenyuan, during the reign of Emperor Dezong (705~805 A.D.). The caves of this peri-
od are smaller in scale and fewer in number than that of earlier period. Most of the caves are carved
on the south part of west hill and east hill, with square plane and flat ceiling. Cave 1955 (Jinan
Cave) on the south part of west hill is a larger one of this period. According to the idea of Mr.
Wen Yucheng, it is made by the famous Prime Minister of Tang Dynasty, Yao Chong for his
mother. Other caves of the same period are Cave 2132 and Dangye Cave on east hill. In these caves
mostly house nine-statue group. The Buddha is in robe and most of Bodhisattva have the upper part
of body naked. The figures look a little wooden and inferior to that of the early years of Tang Dy-
nasty. 48 statues of standing Buddha carved later on the walls of Fengxian Temple are the evidence
for that.

The statues of Tang Dynasty have plump and graceful figures, which is different from that of
North and South Dynasty. The kind Buddha, honest Ananda, prudent Kasyapa, graceful Bod-
hisattva and strong heavenly-kings and warriors are all carved vividly and excellently. They look
gentle and kind, which is different from the solemn statues of Northern Wei Dynasty.

After Tang Dynasty, only a few small niches of Wudai, Song, Jin, Yuan and Ming Dynasties
can be seen at Longmen.

According to the stone inscriptions, the benefactors make statues for safe, power and money,
or to remove from illness, prolong life for the emperors, ancestors and families ( Collection of Stone
Inscriptions of Longmen Grottoes, 1994). Today these art treasures are not limited by their reli-
gious value. Offspring and we could not only enjoy beauty from the abundant and exquisite art, but
also communicate with ancient people and learn the history through the language of art.

Due to some historical reasons Longmen Grottoes has been destroyed naturally and artificially
during over 1500 years. Now many of the statues are incomplete. Both in Luoyang Historical
Relics by Guo Yutang and Longmen Grottoes by Sa Tianxi it is recorded that Longmen Grottoes
was destroyed in the history. In addition, Longmen Grottoes is located in the traffic main artery so
the passerby often lived inside the cave, which is also an important reason why Longmen Grottoes

P

was destroyed. Especially in 1930s foreign larceners of cultural relics colluded with some Chinese
profiteers stole the Longmen Grottoes purposefully. Therefore over 800 marks were destroyed ac-
cording to the statistics in 1965. The large reliefs of Emperor, Empress worshipping scene and Vi-
malakirti were stolen to America. After the People’s Republic of China was established, Longmen
Forest and Historical Site Committee was founded in 1950. Since LLongmen Cultural Relics Insti-
tute was established in 1953, Longmen Grottoes has been protected well. Since 1971 we have
adopted modern science and technique to protect Longmen Grottoes and build the steps to the main
caves for the work of research, protection and visit. Under the work of all the antiquaries, Long-
men Grottoes has still kept its own aspect and the achievements on the research, protection and en-
vironment are outstanding. -

In the past over 40 years I have committed Em'yself to the protection of Longmen Grottoes. Al-
though I have gained some achievements, the unmerciful fact tells us the development of the tech-

nique of protection on cultural relics can’t keep pace with the weathering. So from 1994 I began to



combine the work of protection and the work of collection of materials. I made use of the condition
of maintenance to measure, take pictures and make rubbings. I have tried my best to keep more
materials of Longmen Grottoes to later generations.

The publicity of the excellent heritage is not only a way of permanent protection, but also the
promotion of research to complement and publish the existing materials. In the past some large and
middle-sized books about Longmen Grottoes have been published. For example, Longmen Grottoes
in 1961 and 1981, Chinese Grottoes * Longmen Grottoes produced by Japanese and Chinese in
1985. In 1988 we began to number the caves and niches on the cliffs at Longmen. Later in 1994
we published Collection of Number of Caves and Niches of Longmen Grottoes , which established
the base of arranging and utilizing the materials scientifically and systemically. In 1998 we pub-
lished Collection of Stone Inscriptions of Longmen Grottoes. In 1999 we published an Owverall
Collection of Longmen Grottoes (12 volumes and 36 books), with words, measured drawings and
pictures in it, which satisfied not only the researchers, but also the appreciators. From the year of
2001 we tried to publish the book of the important cave, with larger format, which gave considera-
tion to the value of both material and art. Such of these books as Guyang Cave, Lotus-flower cave
were published.

This book is a series of collection of pictures with 10 volumes. It has recorded all the existing
statues of Longmen Grottoes with pictures fully and accurately and included the related stone in-
scriptions. The purpose is to offer readers the complete materials as possibly as we can. However
the words are brief and concise. The color pictures are the main body of the book. From the first
volume the large or small caves, niches and statues are introduced along the west hill according to
the order of numbers. Every volume has about 200 pages. In every volume there will be a brief
and concise introduction, which will indicate the range of the cliff in the book, the content, form
and character of the times of the statues in the caves and niches and introduction to some important

caves.
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