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ONLY A MASTERFUL
HAND CAN
DEPICT THE ESSENCE

Many years ago, in an afternoon with fallen petals covering the ground, I took
a visit in misty rain to Qinglian (the Green Lotus) Temple and Yuhuang (the
Jade Emperor) Temple, which are renowned historical sites under national
preservation. Built in Tang Dynasty, Qinglian Temple is known for its life—
like statues with majestic style of that ancient time. And Jade Emperor Temple
always demonstrates its earthliness and delicacy of Song Dynasty. Its keeper
told me that the god statues of the Twenty—eight Lunar Mansions there were
the works of Liu Yuan, the tamous sculptor in Yuan Dynasty. For years, I had
no doubt about that until recently, Ms. Zhao Xuemei came and showed me
her manuscript titled Beauty of Tang and Song. She asked me to preface it.
I have known her for a long time. When she was administrating Lingchuan
County, I worked as the chief editor of the literary supplement of Shanxi
Daily. At that time, several officials published their essays through my edition.
But only her The Red Leaves in Lingchuan caught my particular attention.
Later, I was transferred to Shanxi Evening as its chief editor and found that
she wrote more frequently and became well recognized. With her respectable
efforts for learning, she attended the classes of classical Chinese literature on
the branch campus of Henan University in Jiaozuo after she assumed the vice—

mayor of Jincheng City.

With her works at hand, I am amazed at her appetite for historical verification,
since I know her only as an accomplished essayist. She advocates that the
god statues of the Twenty—Eight Lunar Mansions were formed in Song
Dynasty. The opinion that sculptor Liu Yuan created them prevails among
the local people. Yet, the experts, though doubt it, are too prudent to date
them back generally to Song and Yuan Dynasties. This is far from satisfactory.
Nevertheless, Jade Emperor Temple was established in an unknown
countryside and noted few in county annals, not to mention the national
record. The only proofs are the inscriptions on the dozens of broken steles that

survived in the temple. However, the inscriptions cover mostly the sceneries,

the reforms and renovations, the donors and the remarks of nobles, but usually
blur or omit the details of the construction process. Without a keen and critical
eye, no one can manage such a subject. Jade Emperor Temple in Fucheng is a
Taoist site and Qinglian Temple in Jueshan a Buddhist one. Qinglian Temple
was founded by Hui Yuan, the eminent monk, during the Tianbao reign of
Northern Qi Dynasty. And after acceding to the throne, Emperor Wendi of
Sui Dynasty asked Hui Yuan to dominate the Buddhist affairs in his empire.
Later, he even pended his court for three days to honor Hui Yuan after his
nirvana. Since then, Qinglian Temple enjoyed a nationwide prestige in Sui and
Tang Dynasties. Jade Emperor Temple was but a village temple. However, it
has been well-known among the art and history community for the treasured

statues preserved there for a millennium.

In a word, these two temples deserve a historical clarification among the
countless heritages of Jincheng City. Madam Xuemei has shouldered this
responsibility with courage and great efforts, though she is not one of the
historians. The culture in Han Dynasty still reserved the innocent and abstract
features of the very ancient times. Yet in Tang Dynasty, the art style became
more majestic and lofty under the influence of Buddhism, as demonstrated in
poetry, calligraphy, singing, dancing, drawing and sculpture. Thanks to the
prolonged stability, developed economy, and freedom to believe in religion,
the Tang society continued to prosper and gave birth to free, open, grand and
unbounded artistic creativities which was the artistic characteristic of that era.
The arhat statues in Qinglian Temple are full in shape, solemn and magnificent
in air, presenting a typical spirit of Tang Dynasty. Similarly, the god statues in
Jade Emperor Temple meet the art taste of Song Dynasty. As China progressed
into the post—feudal period in Song Dynasty, the rulers wanted to curb the
liberalism which originated from the contention of a hundred schools during
the Spring—and—autumn Period, grew in the non—interfering governance

of Han Dynasty, developed in the desultoriness and solitude of Wei and Jin



Dynasties and flourished in the free expansion of Tang Dynasty. Hence, the
Neo—Confucianism was born to meet the requirements of the ruling class.
Although it advocated following the heavenly principles and riding the human
desires, this school still admitted that natural desires were not against the
ethics and thus could only be suppressed but not uprooted. As a result of this
trend, the rationality overwhelmed romanticism, and administrative power
manipulated thoughts. The art creation became more rational and secular,
featuring more delicacy and imitating more the daily life. Similarly, the god
statues of the Twenty—eight Lunar Mansions in Jade Emperor Temple meet

the art taste of Song Dynasty.

With her subtle sense, Madam Xuemei has tasted these changes in her
works although she has not carried out further discussion on this aspect. In
her individual understanding about the statues in the two temples, Madam
Xuemei adopted an upward human perspective to appreciate the glamour of
gods and probed the worship to them downwardly. She knows that religions
are the intellectual fruits of human beings beginning from the primitive
society and accompanying human beings until today. They were shared by
different nations, crossed over geographic boundaries, and brought peace to
the ignorant human minds. Religions are both the metaphysical ingredient of
history and the concrete part of daily life. In the author’ s eyes, the god statues
are no longer the art form of wood and earth. Moreover, they represent the
silent communication between the ancestors and descendants. Through them,
the ancient worshipers prayed for salvation, and the modern people asked
for comfort. The author wants this opportunity to elaborate that gods are
nothing but the sublimated image of mankind. Thus they should have human
feelings. And since they enjoy the earthly sacrifice, the gods above in heaven
cannot turn a blind eye to the miseries and disasters below. The belief in their
existence is closely connected to the hopes of people. If the god sculptures

in Sui and Tang Dynasties resembled the secluded aristocrats, those in Song

Dynasty were more secularized with the emerging social stratum of urban
residents. The ancient Chinese always admired and feared the gods, but they
also entertained them intimately. If necessary, a god could be created at once.

As a result, the number of gods worshipped in China is the largest.

How many gods are worshiped in Jade Emperor Temple? There is no specific
statistics. Maybe over 300 gods. Madam Xuemei wonders in the supernatural
world, listening to the disputes among gods and observing their exchanges
through eye contact. She tries to understand the development of ancient
human society through the changes in the parallel world of gods. Personally,
she feels the impulse and joy brought by religious art and the quiet and
solemnity in front of gods at the same time. She appreciates them in a peculiar
way, and I am never able to tell it right or wrong. Her work is original and
cannot be substituted or duplicated. Like all other works, this book will
manifest the author’ s accomplishment in arts. Meanwhile, it reminds her of

her own spiritual progress, which is a general rule for all kinds of arts.

In the major part of this book, the author verifies the forming time of the
god statues of the Twenty—eight Mansions in Jade Emperor Temple in
Fucheng as well as the name of the sculptor. For decades of years, there has
been an informal consensus but not a solid conclusion with textual proofs.
Madam Xuemei follows the clues of time and stele inscriptions and adopts the
apagoge method to rule out the possibility that the statues were built by Liu
Yuan in Yuan Dynasty. Furthermore, she proposes instead that the craftsmen
from Zezhou (present Jincheng) sculpted the gods in Song Dynasty. In her
conclusion, the forming time of the statues in Jade Emperor Temple is at
the Xining reign of Song Dynasty, over 200 years earlier than the Zhiyuan
reign of Yuan Dynasty. This is a meaningful and valuable result. With further
confirmation, it will add more value to the historical heritages in Jincheng

and be celebrated by the art community because sculptures in Song Dynasty



are scarce now. Zhao’ s theory is based on the established knowledge that
the handicraft industry prospered in Zezhou since Han Dynasty. Given the
numerous competent craftsmen and ample resources at that time, it was fairly
convenient for the local people to build a common countryside temple.
Inviting outside builders would be absolutely unnecessary. Of course, her
explanation is only one of all the possibilities but supported by a square
reasoning. I have gone through her argument with care and judgment, and
believe it logically convincing. Yet, it is not unusual to reach an imperfect
conclusion through a perfect deduction in historic researches. The equally
proper analyses on the same subject may lead to just the opposite results.
However, the forming time of the statues in Jade Emperor Temple had not
been studied until Madam Xuemei made her effort. Therefore, her verification
becomes an initiative to draw more experts’ attention. I am sure that she will

be pleased to see more grounded researches follow up.

The pictures take a large part of this book. As photographers know, it is
inconvenient to shoot the statues in temples, given the poor light setting,
limited space and the static objects, which bring a peck of difficulties for the
artists to create their works. Madam Xuemei did not take the photos of the
gods and arhats pointlessly but attempted to fully display their characteristics.
To that end, she employed everything she had to handle the light, select the
angles, specify the details and balance the composition. She may have less
expertise but more understanding about gods than the professionals. For artistic
pursuit, devotion values much higher than skills. In her case, this holds true.
As mentioned earlier, she has to understand and treat the god statues as friends
who live with emotions and voices. Showing both the general picture and the
well=chosen details, she succeeds in depicting with special care the stories and
characters of the gods. The statues, once silent and unapproachable, suddenly
come to life. They are pacing, nodding and frowning; their waving gowns

and rising hair buns also convey some messages. The gods seem to have anger,

Vi

complaints and troubles like humans, expecting to be respected, understood
and protected. After all, gods are copies of human images and bound to possess
human emotions and characteristics. This should be the greatest feature of the
photographs in this book.Madam Xuemei drew her inspiration from both
Buddhist and Taoist sources, and embarked on an objective research; and
meanwhile she rendered her book the artistic passion and decorated it with
telling pictures. I believe it is her own nature to drive her to produce such an

amazing combination, so let it be.

I am honored to read the manuscript before it turns into print, and also
impressed by Madam Xuemei’ s courage and diligence in her verification
work. To entertain the reader, I herein add my own understanding about arts
and culture. As is said by poet Wang Anshi, “The essence will become harder
to distinguish as time goes. Only a masterful hand can depict it from historic
blurs. The wisdom of the virtuous is never well expressed in words. Hence,
history is merely piles of old paper under dusts.” Since the essence can never
be fully conveyed by words, I have to stop here and present Madam Zhao

Xuemei and her works to her readers.

Yao Jian
Researcher of Shanxi Research Institute of Culture and History

from the house Yanyuzhai in Jincheng, Shanxi
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