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Profile

by Liu Jinglong

Cave 712 of Longmen Grottoes is located in the middle of the west hill. Being adjacent to Cave 669 (named Laolong
Cave) in the north, Cave 712 is one of the large caves of Northern Wei Dynasty. It is only smaller than Cave 1443 (named
Guyang Cave), Cave 140 (named Middle Binyang Cave) and Cave 1519 (named Huoshao Cave). Because of a large lotus-
flower sculpted on the ceiling, traditionally people have called Cave 712 Lotus Cave.

Being as same as the Guyang Cave, Lotus Cave is enlarged on the base of a natural limestone cave, then formed. It is
5.9m in height, 6.22m in width and 9.78m in depth. The cave is of a little narrow U-shaped plane. The floor in the cave is
not level and the southern side is higher than the northern side. The cave is of a little elliptic roof, just between the vaulted
and the arc roofs. The back wall is occupied by a-Buddha, two-disciple, two-bodhisattva, and all standing. The north and
south wall surfaces are covered with many niches, not in uniform design. The cave lintel is of pointed arch with flame pat-
terns. An animal-head shaped knocker was engraved in the center of the flame patterns. And two heads of dragons were re-
spectively engraved in the north and south side of the lintel (The south one was unfinished). One sculpture of guardian exists
on the south side (right side) outside the entrance whose head is incomplete. The left hand, outstretched, is put before the
breast and the right hand is incomplete. It seems that there should have been a vajra holding in the right hand. The guardian,
with naked upper part of body, is in bodhisattva’s garment. The north side by the entrance is not level, which is regarded
through analysis that it has no carving work, just keeps the shape of the natural limestone cave. There are some niches carved
in the late years of Northern Wei Dynasty, Northern Qi Dynasty and Tang Dynasty on the outside wall of the entrance.

In the cave, the large lotus-flower on the ceiling is very remarkable. The center of the flower is lotus seedpod surrounded
by multiple petals. Three flying devatas were respectively engraved in the north and south side of the lotus-flower. The six
slender flying devatas, with naked upper part of body, in long skirts, with corollas on heads and invisible feet, are flying to
the chief Buddha. The flying devatas and the quiescent lotus-flower combined together, which is an excellent decorative works
from Northern Wei Dynasty.

On the main (west) wall was carved the chief Buddha Sakyamuni, standing, 5. 1m in height, with slim neck, narrow
shoulder and flat breast, in loose cassock. The face, head, foot and lotus-flower under the feet are all incomplete. The halo
behind the chief Buddha is boat-shaped, whose top can reach the edge of the lotus-flower on the ceiling. There are several par-
allel lines of arc surrounded by flame pattern in the halo. In the halo behind the head of the chief Buddha were carved lotus
petals surrounded by circles with the same center. The disciples and bodhisattvas beside the chief Buddha are all standing on
the lotus-flower. The disciple, Kasyapa, on the north (left) side, in relief, with naked feet, is standing on the lotus-flower.
His head was stolen (Now it is kept in France Guimet Museum). His left hand is grasping the cassock and the right hand
holding a Buddhist cane. The position, bony rib, thick cassock and the Buddhist cane in the head represent the character of
Kasyapa and show that he is a disciplinant ( The same sculpture can also be seen outside of Cave 1192). Ananda, on the south
(right) side, in relief, is another disciple following Sakyamuni, with a lotus-flower in his left hand putting before the breast.
His right hand and head are incomplete. Now there is a head of Ananda, in relief, 55cm in height kept in Liangsheng Tang in
Taiwan Province. It should be the head of Ananda in this cave.

Because of the turn of the wall surface, the two Bodhisattvas were engraved on the north and south wall. The left atten-
dant Bodhisattva on the north wall, with a corolla on the incomplete head, grasping a peach-shaped article in the left hand,

holding lotus petals in the right hand, with naked upper part of body, was dressed in the long skirt. The part below the knee
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is incomplete. The right attendant Bodhisattva on the south wall is kept well except for the incomplete head and left hand.
Holding a lotus-bud in the right hand, with naked feet, the right Bodhisattva is standing on the lotus-flower. There are many

small niches including the thousand Buddha images engraved on the surface among the five large sculptures.

The middle-sized and small niches are mainly distributed on the north (left) and south (right) wall. Because of the corro-
sion on the lower part of the north wall, here the niches are smaller and disorder. The miches on the south wall are larger, dis-
tributed orderly and engraved exquisitely for the better texture of the wall surface. In the Lotus Cave there are arc niches with
pointed arched lintel, niches with the curtain and pointed arched lintel and house-shaped niches. Among them the arched nich-
es with pointed arched lintel are most in number. And there are two heads of dragons that were respectively engraved in the
two sides of the dragon-shaped lintel (Niche 77 on the north wall, Niche 43 and Niche 60 on the south wall are engraved with
heads of phoenix). The niches on the north and south wall were mostly carved in Tang Dynasty except for some of Northern
Wei Dynasty.

The niche of Song Jingfei on the north wall (the Cave 54), carved in the third year of Xiaochang reign of Northern Wei
Dynasty (527 A.D.), below the left attendant bodhisattva, can be regarded as a representative works. It is a niche with the
curtain and pointed arched lintel. ”Seven Buddhas” were carved on the lintel. On either side was respectively engraved one
born child. On both sides of the niche girder were carved heads of dragon, beside which was respectively engraved one offering
bodhisattva. There was the veiling hung on the lintel, below which was engraved with the relief of Vimalakirti. In the niche
were carved five sculptures. The chief Buddha, Sakyamuni, cross-legged, long-faced (incomplete), with a slim neck, flat
Breast and narrow shoulder, was dressed in loose cassock. The hands’ gesture showed that he was expounding Buddhist doc-
trine. The two disciples and two bodhisattvas, with naked feet, were standing by the chief Buddha. On the either side of the
Buddha seat was respectively engraved one lion, which is similar to that of Cave 1181.

The relief of Vimalakirti often appeared on the niche lintel or inside the niche in the Lotus Cave. Vimalakirti was a fa-
mous and rich lay Buddhist. He mastered Buddhism and was especially good at arguing. Therefore it was difficult for him to
find an opponent. According to the sutra, when Sakyamuni came to Vimalakirti’s hometown for to advocating Buddhism, Vi-
malakirti pretended to be sick and refused to interview. So Sakyamuni asked his disciples to visit Vimalakirti. The delegation
was led by Manjusri, who mastered wisdom. “The Bodhisattvas, disciples and heavenly-kings all thought that the debate be-
tween Manjusri and Vimalakirti must be very wonderful, so everyone wanted to follow Manjusri. ” “ When Vimalakirti knew
that Manjusri would come to visit him, he only left one bed in the room and lied on it.” Manjusri and Vimalakirti argued in-
tensely.' The image showing the plot is called the story of Vimalakirti. In the Longmen Grottoes this subject is very popular-.
[t was also engraved on the niche lintel, or on the front wall of the cave (for example, in the Middle Binyang Cave) , or in the
halo of the chief Buddha (for example, Niche 43 in Lotus Cave). It appeared in all the large and middle-sized cave of Northern
Wei Dyansty (Guyang Cave, Lotus Cave, Tangzi Cave, Weizi Cave, etc. ). The number of the relief of Vimalakirti at Long-
men is the largest in all the grottoes in China. Only in Lotus Cave, such images were found out in 37 niches.’

In October 2001, we found out a pagoda-shaped niche (Niche 92) when cleaning up the limestone magma on the north
wall. It is quadrate, 59cm in height, and 30cm in width and 3cm in depth. Inside the niche, there was engraved a quadrate
pagoda, with a reverse bowl-shaped top. On both sides of the pagoda were decorated flowers. The top of the pagoda is 10cm
in height. On the body of the pagoda was carved an arch niche with pointed arched lintel, where a Buddha was cross-legged.
Beside the niche were respectively engraved two bodhisattvas, exquisitely and vividly. There is the mark of the stolen inscrip-
tion below the niche. According to the inscription from A Study of the Buddhist Cave Temples at Longmen by Mizuno Seiichi
& Nagahiro Toshio, 1941, it was carved by Nun Daohui in the year of Jianyi of Northern Wei Dynasty (528 A.D. ). The
niche and Niche 726 on the south wall outside the cave are the same style. In the archeology field, it was often regarded that
this kind of pagoda began to appear in Northern Qi Dynasty, but now Niche 94 with inscription can prove that this kind of pa-
goda started in Northern Wei Dynasty.
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The niches on the south wall could be divided into three layers: the high, middle and low layer. There are four or five
niches in each layer. These niches have the typical shape and style from the late years of Northern Wei Dynasty in the Long-
men Grottoes. Among them Niche 41 on the low layer is the representative works. It is a niche with the curtain and pointed
arched lintel. The veiling is hung on the lintel. And on the surface between the veiling and the lintel was engraved with the re-
lief of Vimalakirti. On the left side are Vimalakirti and his followers. On the right side are Manjusri and monks. The lintel
was decorated originally and exquisitely. On the lintel were engraved flying devatas, and two of them in the middle formed in-
to a peach-shaped pattern. On the surface among flying devatas was decorated with cloud and flowers. On either side of the
lintel was engraved with the head of dragon, holding up and with a lotus-flower in the mouth. In the niche were carved five
seated sculptures. On the left and right wall surface inside the niche was engraved Buddhist legends in low relief or by line
carving. The two pictures are similar and symmetrical. Under the Bodhivrsksa sits Prince Siddharta, in bodhisattva’s dress,
appearing thin and lean. One leg is hung down and the other is crossed. He has two fingers hold his head. In front of him
stand several people. The left one is holding a bowl in the palm to Siddharta. Behind him are three followers. The right one is
a king wearing a crown, putting his hands together upright. Behind the king are four bodyguards, holding flags or weapons.
According to the sutra, Siddharta left his family and became a monk. When he came to the capital of Megadha, Siddharta met
the king, who wanted to give the whole country to Siddharta, but was resolutely refused. The right picture tells the story
above mentioned. After Siddharta became Buddha, he was invited by heavenly-kings to advocate Buddhism. And the four
heavenly-kings respectively held a bowl to Sakyamuni. The left picture tells the story above mentioned. In the cave the sixth
niche from northwest was also engraved such legends. It is smaller, but kept well. Below Niche 41 there is an inscription,
which should be for Niche 41, but the niches of Eastern Wei and Tang Dynasty have destroyed it. Beside the inscription the
group of benefactors, in low relief, could still be found. On the left are seven male benefactors, led by a monk with a censer,
serious and pious. On the right are female benefactors. Several ones in front have been destroyed, and only four are kept well.
They are in the dress with wide sleeve, which was very popular in the late years of Northern Wei Dynasty.

On the south wall, east close to the entrance there is a large stele, which may be the inscription of Lotus Cave. Now the
surface has been covered with the niches from Northern Qi and Tang Dynasty and it keeps no characters. On the west side
there is an arced niche (Niche 70), where a-Buddha, two-disciples and two-bodhisattvas are carved. The lines of the garments
are rare and the Buddha’s seat is like an elliptical barrel, which seems similar to the niche carved in the third year of Wuping,
Northern Qi Dynasty in Guyang Cave. So it is regarded the niche from Northern Qi Dynasty. The larger niches on the surface
are almost of U-shaped plane, with a vaulted roof and a ”[]”-shaped bed where is curved a-Buddha, two-disciples and two-
bodhisattvas or a-Buddha, four-disciples and two-bodhisattvas or two-Buddhas seated, two-disciples and two-bodhisattvas or
three-Buddhas and four-disciples. The smaller niches are of half moon-shaped plane and in the form of a-Buddha and two-disci-
ples or a-Buddha and two-bodhisattvas or a-Buddha, two-disciples and two-bodhisattvas or two Buddhas seated or a single
cross-legged Buddha.

There are three sutras carved in Lotus Cave. Two of them are on the upper part of North wall. One was carved in North-
ern Wei Dynasty, the other was written by Huangfu Yuanheng in the first year of Jiushi reign, Tang Dynasty (700 A.D. ).
The third sutra located on the right upper part out of the entrance was written by Buddhist Shi Yanfu in the year of Ruyi,
Tang Dynasty (692 A.D.). Later in the years of Longging (1567-1572 A.D.), Ming Dynasty, two characters, " ",
written by Zhao Yan, a governor of Henan Province, destroyed some parts of the sutra. These lapidarian sutras can be regard-
ed as important standard to check up the woodcarving sutra in the history.

On the west wall there are kept three inscriptions with chronological record, from the years of Xiaochang (525-527 A.
D.) and the year of Putai (531 A.D.), Northern Wei Dynasty. There are six inscriptions with chronological record from
Northern Wei Dynasty on the north wall. The earliest one is in the second year of Zhengguang (521 A.D.), and the latest

one is in the second year of Putai (532 A.D. ). There are four inscriptions with chronological record from Northern Wei Dy-
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nasty on the south wall. They are orderly in the sixth year of Zhengguang (525 A.D. ), in the second year of Yongxi (533 A.
D.) and in the third year Yongxi (534 A.D. ), Northern Wei Dynasty. These inscriptions with chronological record can show
that the niches on the walls in the Lotus Cave were built in the last ten years of Northern Wei Dynasty, except for the main
statues on the back wall.

" In the matter of the construction of Lotus Cave, according to the research, the ca‘ve was built later than Guyang Cave, a
little earlier than or at the same time with the Middle Binyang Cave.’ In the cave the chief Buddha, two disciples and two
bodhisattvas were carved firstly, then the niches on the two walls followed by plan. But the project stopped until in the late
years of Emperor Xiaoming. It is from the years of Zhengguang to the late years of Northern Wei Dynasty that the niches on
the walls were built. These niches are not orderly and haven’t the same shape and size, which shows that they were carved
planlessly. Lotus Cave is a large-sized cave of Northern Wei Dynasty, which should be built for imperial or noble families. It
was discontinued in midway, probably due to the political situation at that time. In the late years of Northern Wei Dynasty,
after Emperor Xuanwu died in the fourth year, Empress Dowager Hu gained the power. Then Liu Teng overthrew her by pal-
ace coup d’état revolution. Empress Dowager Hu regained the power until in the year of Wutai during the reign of Xiaoming
(528 A.D.). Dominators scrambled for power and profit, the political situation often changed and the insurgences broke out
frequently in the over ten years. So the capital LLuoyang was destroyed badly and the construction of the Longmen Grottoes
must have been influenced by the war. It also made Lotus Cave unfinished in midway.

Translated by Gao Junping

1 Kumarajtva translated, Manjusri visiting Vimalakirti at Sutra by Vimalakirti.
2 Yan Wenru, Chang Qing, "Niche 21”7 at Chapter 5 at A Study of Longmen Grottoes , Bibliography and Literature Press, 1995.
3  Wen Yucheng, Chinese Grottoes and Cultural Art, Shanghai People Art Press, 1993.
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