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Bl = |Preface

China is an ancient civilization of a long
history, so as its constructions of Buddhist
grottoes. As the carrier of Buddhism,
grottoes not only reflect people's spiritual
beliefs and values at that time, but also the

wisdom of craftsmen in ancient China.
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Initially following the mode of
Indian grottoes, Chinese grottes have
been embedded with unique traditional
Chinese characteristics through continuous
development and evolution. These grottes
have experienced thousands of years of
baptism and still exude the artistic charm
that exciting people’s mind.

This book briefly presents the history
of Chinese grottoes’ development, and
introduces famous grottoes from three
perspectives of the grotto architectures,
statues and frescos, hoping that the
descriptions and pictures in this book
will help readers to acquaint Chinese
grottoes and deepen their understanding of

traditional Chinese culture.
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Origin and Development of Chinese
Grottoes
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Buddhism, originating in ancient India of 6th Century B.C. ,was
founded by Sakyamuni. As Buddhism advocates reclusion,
monks tend to dig grottoes for monasticism in quiet places of
valleys, which are called “grotto temples” and are one of the
earliest Buddhist architectural forms. Grotto temples are generally
excavated into rectangular with doors and windows at the entrance,

gathering place at the middle and houses on both sides.
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In 3rd Century B.C., Buddhism reached
its peak in ancient India and began
to spread outward. Buddhism was
officially introduced into China in the
period of the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-
220), and became popular gradually.
Kizil Grottoes is one of the earliest
Chinese grottoes, which were firstly
excavated in the Southern and Northern
Dynasties(420-589) and located in
Baicheng, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous

Region. These grottoes are mostly
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Ajanta Grottoes in India

Located in southwestern India, Ajanta Grottoes was
firstly excavated in about 2nd Century B.C. After mare
than 800 years of construction, it was completed in
7th Century and now contains 29 extant grottoes,

where there are statues and exquisite frescos which
are well preserved.
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Kizil Grottoes in Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region
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built in simple construction with local
materials. In front of some grottoes,
there is a front hall. Inside the grottoes,
there are clay statues and frescos, and
the Buddha statues retain the style of
India. By 5th Century, the first group
of grotto temples was founded in the
areas of Han people, including Gansu
Province’s Maiji Mountain Grottoes in
Tianshui City, Bingling Temple Grottoes
in Yongjing County, and Tianti Mountain
Grottoes in Wuwei County. So far,

Chinese Buddhism was on the road of
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Bingling Temple Grottoes in Gansu Province
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White Horse Carrying Sutras

According to legend, at a night of 64 (the 7th year of Yongping Period in Eastern Han
Dynasty), Emperor Ming of Han dreamed about a golden man, above whose head there are




dazzling lights. The very next day, he asked the ministers in the court hall about what his
dreams meant. One minister said:* I have heard that there is a God in the country west to our
ceuntry. And local people call him Buddha. Perhaps it is him in your dream, your majesty.”
Therefore, Emperor Ming of Han sent envoys to India, who later took back the Buddha statue
of Sakyamuni and the forty-two chapters of Buddhist sutras. Hardly had Emperor Ming of
Han believed that Buddha was the man in his dream when he saw the statue. As a result, he
ordered to build a temple to enshrine the Buddha statue in Luoyang, the capital at that time.
As the Buddha statue and the Buddhist sutras were carried back by white horses, the temple
was name White Horse Temple. Therefore, the image of white horse carrying sutras later was
regarded as the beginning of introducing Buddhism into China.
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White Horse Temple in Luoyang, Henan Province
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independent development and Buddhist
grottoes also began to flourish in China.

During the period of Wei Dynasty,
Jin Dynasty, Southern and Northern
Dynasties (220-589), the frequent wars put
people’s lives into hardship and tribulation
while the idea of afterlife in Buddhism
brought the suffering people with comfort.
In addition, the rulers’ intention to pacify
the people also actively promoted the
spread of Buddhism, resulting in the
flourish of Buddhism at that time when
the excavation of Buddhist grottoes came
to its climax. Many famous grottoes were
built at this time, such as the Yungang
Grottoes in Datong of Shanxi Province,
Longmen Grottoes in Luoyang of Henan
Province, Xiangtangshan Grottoes in
Handan of Hebei Province.

The early grottoes were excavated
into a distinct style of India for both their
shapes and statue themes. These grottoes
can be divided into three categories: the
first is monk’s rooms, generally without
sculpture; the second is meditation
grottoes, where there may be some
sculptures and frescos; the third is used
for worship and other religious activities.
which is of the largest number. The types
of statues include stone statue, clay statue

and stone-covered clay statue, which were
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Frescos in Mogao Grottoes (Northern Wei Dynasty, 386-534)

mainly single Buddha statues at early
stage and were added with two attendant
Bodhisattvas during the Northern Wei
Dynasty (386-534). The image of these
Buddha statues at this time was also very
closer to the Indian image of tall and
big nose, thin lip and broad shoulder.
But when it came to the late period of
Wei Dynasty, Jin Dynasty, Southern and
Northern Dynasties (220-589), Chinese
characteristics began to appear in grotto

statues gradually, which had an image
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Buddha Statue in the 158th Grotto of
Mogao Grottoes, Dunhuang(Tang Dynasty,
618-907)

of lean figure, comely looks, relatively
longer face and thin neck, as well as
wide and flapping clothes of Han areas,
reflecting people’s aesthetic taste at that
time.

Frescos in the grottoes at this period
were mostly painted with Buddha images.
human figures, animals and plants,
Buddhist stories, as well as the images
of donors who paid for the excavation
of grottoes and the building of Buddha
statues, including emperors and ordinary
people. Their themes were mainly about
the stories of Buddha’s lives (Sakyamuni’s
cultivation and good deeds of educating
people), Buddha’s biographical stories
(Sakyamuni’s birth, growth, cultivation,
enlightenment, nirvana and other
biographical stories), and flying Apsaras.

During the period of Sui Dynasty
and Tang Dynasty (581-907), China
rose up to a big power and its rulers
attached great importance to Buddhism,
putting the spread of Buddhism to its
peak. The construction of grottoes also
entered its heyday of further expanded
scale, increased number of statues, richer
content and more sinicized Buddha
images. The art of grottoes at this period
is of the highest achievement in Chinese

history. having a lot of treasured works.
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Grottoes(Northern Wei Dynasty, 386-534)
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Statues and Frescos in the 12th Grotto of Yungang

In the early Sui Dynasty (581-

618), Buddha statues were built with
a wide forehead, big head, long neck,
and horizontal streaks under the back
of neck; while Bodhisattva statues were
mostly wearing wreath or topknot crown
on head, adorning Keyiira (ancient
neck decoration, a kind of jade-beading
necklace), and showing a slightly
imbalance of body proportion and stiff
action state. In the late Sui Dynasty
(581-618), the statues were commonly

built in groups of one Buddha and two
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Bodhisattvas. The Buddha statues have a
dignified look, plump body and skintight
clothing while most of the Bodhisattva
statues have a slender body and a large
lotus-shaped back halo built in a front
arch form that the upper end is sharp and
the lower part is decorated with flame
patterns.

Grotto statues in the Tang Dynasty
(618-907) commonly include Buddha,
Bodhisattva, Arhat, Vajra (Buddha's
warrior attendant) and so on. Bodhisattva
statues have a dignified and magnanimous

look while Vajra statues are forbidding
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