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Evolution of General Appearance of the Buddhist Cave-temples

Li Chongfeng

Abstract: The Buddhist cave-temple of India is an imitation of a free-standing Buddhist temple
or monastery constructed in timber, or a petrified version of the contemporary brick-and-timber or the
wattle mud-and-thatch structures of Buddhism. A free-standing vihara is a prototype of a rock-cut /éna,
and a rock-hewn chétivaghara is a petrified form of a frees-standing caityagrha. The style of architecture
employed in the rock-cut temple is a very significant and evocative character. It took the form of
reproduction of the original structure, the general shape of such a wooden building as well as some details
were exactly imitated in the natural rock. Fagade of the great chétivaghara at Bhaja, which was hewn out
in the 2nd century B.C.E., is an accurate reproduction of the gable end of a timbered caityagrha chiseled
in the rock-face, though it has now become a great open archway, bringing the entire interior of the hall
into view. The whole open space was originally filled in with an appropriate wooden construction, which
completely screened the lower portion and affected to no little extent the appearance of the upper parts
of the fagade. The large chaitya arch here has a very wide span, with rafter-end decoration on the soffit
and paws of the arch being of the projecting type. It is crowned at the top with a rising pointed pinnacle.
The fagcade of wood was, in fact, ornamented in the same manner as the rock-cut oriels still existing on
each side, with lattices and brackets in keeping with the remainder of the scheme. The earliest examples
of the chétivagharas make clear that the process was practically half-timbered, and this timber-and-
rock conception is an architectural composition of considerable merit, ingenious in its construction, with
present of artistic effect.

In terms of the Cave Temple Complex at Yungang, Cave 19, the largest of the Five Caves of Tanyao,
was hewn out in the early Heping period (460 ~ 465 C.E.), with outside wall being cut deeper into the
cliff than that of the fronts of Caves 19A and 19B. The uppermost part of the very outside wall contains
two sloping incisions which extend to the outside walls of both Caves 19A and 19B, giving an impression
of the outline of a gable-end. Just beneath the apex where the two sloping incisions meet, a rectangular

hole is visible and this may once have been intended to support the end of a ridge-pole. These remains



R b S A R 3

indicate a large wooden roof was once constructed above, adjoining the front of the cave. The accurate
reproduction of the gable end of a wooden structure chiseled in the rock-face at Yungang is very similar
to that of the Indian cave-temples, such as Lomas Rishi Cave and the great chétivaghara at Bhaja, and
the construction was also half-timbered. The appearance of Caves 18, 7 and 8 surely followed that of
Cave 19. These early cave-temples show a definite influence from their land of origin. However, the
exteriors of Caves 9, 10, and 12, which were hewn out between 484 ~ 494 C.E., are the petrified versions
of a contemporary timbered Buddha—héll, which completely imitated the traditional Chinese architecture.
Therefore, the cave temple complex at Yungang indicates the caves built at the very beginning technically
followed that of the Indian prototype, with a gable-end appearance and half-timbered methods. Shortly
after that the carving of the cave-temples were gradually Sinicized, because the gable facing front
seems to be a work of foreign origin. All the cave-temples were hewn out from rocky cliffs according to
their own designs and most of them were carried out totally in stone-work. The exterior of each cave-
temple, which looks like a three-bayed temple hall (Cave 12) or even a six-bayed hall (Caves 9 and 10)
in elevation, has preserved in stone faithful copies of a hip-roofed wooden architecture of their time. The
mode and style of the cave temple complex at Yungang, which were half-timbered or hewn out on the
basis of the cliff structure according to Li Daoyuan (466/472 ~ 527 C.E.), had influenced the cave-temples
carved out in northern and central China thereafter.

After an excavation being carried out at the site of Leigutai area, Longmen, in 2008, the cave-temple at
Leigutai was found to comprise a main cave, a timber-frame hall and a stairway. With regard to a large cave
temple complex, Emperor Gaozong (649 ~ 683 C.E.) of Tang Dynasty instructed a timber frame hall to be
constructed in front of the cave, closing to the rocky cliff, and the living quarters or habitable structures be
built at a different locations. The great samgharama of the Tang Empire, such as the Daciensi samgharama and
the Ximingsi samgharama in Chang’an, had imitated the Jetavanarama of Srﬁvasﬁ, Hinduka. The Buddha’s
courtyard in the Jetavanarama of Sravasti, according to Daoxuan (596 ~ 667 C.E.), has a front Buddha-hall
and a rear Buddha-hall in the premises. In this context, it can be inferred that the cave hewn out from the rocky
cliff at Leigutai is probably used for the rear Buddha-hall, with the Buddha image set up on the central altar
in the cave, while the timber-frame hall built on the stone platform in front of the cave might be used as the
front Buddha-hall, and stairway \connected with the platform is a typical set for a timber-frame hall of the large
samgharama. Such a new desigﬁ and layout of the cave temple is possibly a result of the imitation of a free-
standing Buddha-hall in the great samgharama of the Tang Empire. This new type of the rock-cut temple,
which had come to a climax of the Sinicization of the cave-temples, exercised a great influence on the large
wooden structures built in front of the caves at Mogao, Dunhuang.

Key words: free-standing temple, cave-temple, petrified version, imitation
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@ £ M. N. Deshpande. “The (Ajanta) Caves: Their Historical Perspective”, Ajanta Murals (Pages 14 ~ 21), ed. A.
Ghosh, New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 1967: 17 ~ 18.
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A1 EREE e R R A e T
([ Ancient India, No. 15, Pl. XLV1 )

il ( Nagarjunikonda ) % 24 stk P A4 55 JrEHEIT SR/ NEZ By EE/NE, DNEEES
SFEEAME AL (& 3-a) Y Hop, mORTTIE R /NG O BRI (), HAR R, XA EY, R
Wik SRR AR TRROR Z BT, RLITARZ Kk . BRI, = TR AERX, 9
S5 3 R AAEARE (1 2-b), KOy KT . JEIMH /NG KA S 3 SF ki S i bR AR L T
Bl eSS 16 RIS di A Js (P 3-b), JRHJER R BT, A FRESH R LSS 24 5 8t b 4
i, Rk, SCHRICER B9 AR s i 1 2 W)Y vihara (535 ), #0SCEARE lena (YR ) MR
B S22, RN [@na S 6655 b vihara 19 A 0IE R

WM R, 8 FR caityagrha 5 chaitygriha ( ¥ % S8, BRI ), A A8 R N G TE S %],
% Bl 5 9 4 chétiyaghara®, J& K22 BLIA6 200 il S 09 BE 3R AALAT ot . BN EE FRAT B A9 T R
B R B TR IS 2 R 3 2k 45l 52 S HLAFERIAY ( Bairat)® (45301 ( Bijak-ki-

(1) K. V. Soundararajan, ed. Nagarjunakonda (1954-60); Memoirs of the Archaeological Survey of India, No.
75, Vol. II (The Historical Period), New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 2006: 66 ~ 73, 182 ~ 183.
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() Brown. Indian Architecture, Plates I, VI, VIl, XVI, XXI.

(3 Z W, Sukumar Dutt. Buddhist Monks and Monasteries of India: Their History and their Contribution to Indian
Culture, London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1962: 138 ~ 161, esp. 139.

@ fERBEARESFR G, EEARSF RS REE AN ER EEH R, FFN AU IR AT
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WL ELT LR il &R rock-cut temples (James Fergusson). cave-temples 5 caves (James Burgess). rock-
hewn shrines and monasteries (John Marshall). rock-cut architecture (Percy Brown). guha-monasteries ¥, cave-monasteries
(Sukumar Dutt), rock-cut monasteries 5% rock temples (Vidya Dehejia) . rock-cut monastic architecture (S. Nagaraju) %, % hla
James Fergusson. “On the Rock-cut Temples of India,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland V111 (1846):
30 ~ 92. b. James Fergusson and James Burgess. The Cave Temples of India, London: W. H. Allen & Co., 1880: 163 ~ 398. c. John
Marshall et al. The Bagh Caves in the Gwalior State, London: The Indian Society, 1927: 3. d. Percy Brown, Indian Architecture,
24 ~ 38, 68 ~ 74. e. Dutt. Buddhist Monks and Monasteries, 138 ~ 139. f. Vidya Dehejia. Early Buddhist Rock Temples: A
Chronological Study, London: Thames & Hudson, 1972: 9 ~ 10, 30, 114. g. S. Nagaraju. Buddhist Architecture of Western India (C.
250 B.C.-C. A.D. 300), Delhi: Agam Kala Publication, 1981: xiii-xiv, 3, 7, 11, 15.

(3) 2, Dutt. Buddhist Monks and Monasteries, 54,201 ~ 203.
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(7 W Brown. Indian Architecture, 28, P1. V.
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