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INTRODUCTION

. Shi Xingbang

In 1987 , during the excavation of the crypt under the ruined stupa at Famen Temple , archeologists
brought to light a large number of historical relics. These finds are of great value in the study of the religion ,
technology and society of the Tang Dynasty , and hence have aroused great attention of people of various social
circles and academic fields.In order to make these priceless relics public and meet the urgent needs of the academic
circles and general readers at an early date , we have compiled this selection of the pictures of some representative
relics unearthed from the Famen Temple crypt , before a detailed report is officially published.

Famen Temple , one of the famous monasteries keeping the genuine sarira of Sakyamuni in China , is lo-
cated at the Town of Famen , 10 kilometers north of Fufeng County and 120 kilometers northwest of Xi’an ,
China’s famous ancient capital. According to historical records , the temple was built during the reigns of Emper-
ors Huan and Ling (147—189) of the Eastern Han Dyansty and was later credited with the title of “Father of Tem-
ples and Pagodas in Central Shaanxi”. The temple witnessed its heyday in the Tang times. During the years of
Longgqing (1567—1572) of the Ming Dynasty , the four—storeyed wooden stupa in the temple , built in the Tang
times , collapsed.In the thirty—seventh year of Wanli (1609) of Ming , a thirteen—storeyed octagonal brick stupa
was built on the very site of the former stupa.On August 24 , 1981, the brick stupa crumbled owing to the suc-
cessive rains and the sinking of its base.In 1987 , an archeological team was formed of experts from Fufeng Coun-
ty , Baoji City and Shaanxi Province to excavate the ruins of the stupa as a preparatory operation for the rebuild-
ing of the stupa.

The excavation lasted Fabruary through November , 1987.The discovery of the crypt under the base of the
ruined stupa is the most important result of the operation. The archeologists unearthed from the crypt a large
number of percious relics , sorted them out , filed them in a catalog , and took all protective measures for their
preservation.So far , the archaeologists have revealed the Tang stupa’s base and the Ming stupa’s base.The Ming
stupa’s base is roughly circular , 19 meters from east to west and 20 meters from north to south , with an
octangular base slot 2.75—2.90 meters deep.The Tang stupa’s base is 26 meters square , edged with stone bars.In-
side the stone bars along the four sides are found 19 pillar bases , 5 of which are on the south side. Further inside
are revealed 4 larger pillar bases.With the joint efforts of the team members , the field operation has already come
to a successful and fruitful end.

The crypt at Famen Temple is the largest of its kind ever discovered in China.It lies under the base of the
stupa , with a length of 21.2 meters and a total floor space of 31.48 square meters.The stupa consists of seven
parts:an approach , alanding , a tunnel, front, middle and rear chambers and a niche.The crypt is built of
white marble and limestone slabs.Luckily , it has never been disturbed ever since it was closed on the fourth day
of the first month (in lunar calender) of the fifteenth year of Xiantong under the reign of Tang Emperor Xizong ,

Found in the tunnel are two inscribed stone tablets. One of them bears a text with the title “ Escorting
Sakyamuni’s Genuine Sarira to Famen Temple in the Years of Xiantong of the Tang Dynasty”.The other is “List
of Gold , Silver and Other Precious Articles and Silk Fabrics Contributed to Worship Sakyamuni’s Genuine
Sarira” . The two tablets carry a detailed description of the building of the crypt and the grand occasions of wel-
coming the sarira to the court and escorting it back to the stupa during Emperors Yizong and Xizong’s times ,




as well as a complete list of the contributed articles and the names of the contributors.Especially worth mentioning
is the list,which is the longest of its kind,containing the greatest variety of articles and most numerous owners,ever
found in China and abroad.Hence,it is a set of invaluable historical data.

The relics unearthed from the crypt fall into two categories:one is the sarira—four pieces of Sakyamuni’s finger
bones ,the other are the contributed articles—gold and silver articles ,gems ,glassware ,porcelainware and sitk fab-
rics. There are 121 pieces of gold and silver articles ,2(pieces of glassware ,16 pieces of porcelainware ,12 pieces of
stoneware ,16 pieces of ironware ,pearls ,and a large quantity of silk fabrics.

The gold and silver articles,gorgeous and resplendent,are a grand display of the high technology and
craftsmanship of the Tang Dynasty.Majority of these articles were offered by Emperors Yizong and Xizong to
worship Buddha.A statue of the Bodhisattva to carry Buddha’s sarira was offered to pray to Buddha for Emperor
Yizong's long life.Some articles bearing the inscription “fi. 8 ” were contributed by Emperor Xizong to worship
Buddha.These are the verified gold and silver articles of Tang emperors,the highest ranking of this category ever
found.

Another major yield of this excavation is the large number of articles contributed to worship Buddha or used
in Buddhist service.Examples of the former type are a silver tub with gilded patterns of posy and mandarin ducks
,a plain—face silver incense—burner table, a lotus—flower—shaped silver bowl and a plain—face ,ring—foot silver
lamp.Examples of the latter type are three monk’s staffs. The best of the three is a gold and silver staff with twelve
rings linked in a single wheel at the top.Its hollow shaft is decorated with twelve images of monks on its
surface.This staff ,1.96 m long ,exceeds in size ,quality and rank the copper—nickel—top staff ,Japan’s largest Bud-
dhist monk’s staff ,kept in the Shosoin treasure house. '

Some of the gold and silver articles were specially made on the order of the emperors to be offered to Buddha
on the occasion of greeting or sending—off Buddha’s sarira.Therefore ,the articles mostly bear the inscriptions not-
ing the dates of their offering ,their names ,weights ,numbers ,materials ,manufacturing techniques-,supervisors’
names and offical titles ,etc.These inscriptions,so rich in content,are themselves very important historical data for
the study of the court’s gold and silver workshops ,the institution of manufacturing supervisors ,the systems of
weights and measures and the terminology of the articles of the Tang Dynasty.

This excavation also yields some new finds ,such as a salt basin with a tripod.a cage woven with braids of fine
gold and silver strands ,and a set of tea processing tools (including a wheel—shaped grinding roller .a
crescent—shaped grinding mortar and a tea sifter) — all offered by Emperor Xizong.These new finds are invaluable
material data for our understanding of the life of the nobility and the social customs of the Tang times.They are
also superb in craftsmanship and design.

The glass vessels discovered from the crypt are pure as frost ,or transparent as clean water ,fine in quality and
exquisite in design.In addition ,they are rich in variety —the plate ,the dish ,the bowl ,the tray ,the vase ,etc ,and va-
ried in color — blue ,yellow ,green ,white ,etc.Some are very much of the West Asian style;some are typically of the
Chinese style of the Tang times.Such a mix eloquently reflects the booming cultural exchanges between China and
the Western Regions during those days.The finds also provide precious material data for the study of the history
of the manufacturing of Chinese glassware.

The secret porcelain vessels offered by Emperor Yizong are extremely fine and exquisite ,and extremely im-
portant for the resolution of an outstanding question in the history of Chinese ceramics.The so—called secret
porcelain was recorded in historical books and has been much talked about by scholars.Neverthe-




less,no secret porcelainware has ever been discovered until the present find.Therefore ,this discovery means a
breakthrough ,and these secret porcelain vessels are legitimately’to serve as the standards for the identification of
this kind of porcelainware.

The large quantity of fine and exquisite silk fabrics are also an important yield of this excavation.According
to the List of contributed articles inscribed on the stone tablet,the number of silk fabrics offered by Emperors
Yizong and Xizong,Empress Dowager Hui’an and others amounts to more than 700 (pieces).However,owing to
the unfavorable conditions of the crypt,many of the fabrics have already decayed to fragments and even to
ashes.Some are still recoverable.And some are preserved in good condition.A preliminary study shows that these
fabrics include brocade,twill,leno,gauze,pongee.embroidered and printed silk.This is the first time fabrics woven
with the combined silk and gold thread have been found.An embroidered coat,a golden flower Kasaya,a hassock
and other pieces presented to the Bodhisattava to carry Sakyamuni’s sarira are in good condition.In exquisite de-
signs of flowers and clouds,these pieces display the astonishing weaving techniques of the Tang Dynasty.The dis-
covery of almost a complete variety of Tang silk fabrics has provided physical data for the study of the history of
ancient China’s costume,textile and weaving technique.The discovery also helps to account for China’s great repu-
tation of her silks in the world of those times.

In addition to the above finds,there are a number of fine stone sculptures,wooden sculptures and ornaments
unearthed from the crypt.

Of special importance is the discovery of the four well—preserved Sakyamuni’s finger bones.Having checked
the inscription on the stone tablets and related historical records,the archeologists have identified these bones as
Sakyamuni’s genuine relics which the Tang emperors welcomed to the capital and sent back to the stupa many
times.These bones,as far as we know,are the only recovery of Sakyamuni’s relics in the world.Hence,their discov-
ery is really a happy event of great significance for the Buddhist world.

The first finger bone was discovered in a stupa—shaped casket covered by seven successively bigger ones put in
the rear chamber of the crypt.The caskets were offered by the Tang Emperor Yizong.The outermost casket is
made of sandal-wood,which is already rotten upon the discovery.The inner seven are (from outside to inside )
respectively:the gilded silver casket with four Devarajas’ images,the silver casket with design—free surface,the gild-
ed silver casket with the image of Tathagata preaching Buddhism,the pure gold casket with the image of
six—armed Avalckitesvara,the pure gold casket decorated with pearls,the marble casket decorated with gems and
pearls,and the pure gold casket in the shape of a stupa.

The second finger bone was found in a white marble double—eared aicove on the morning of May 9.

The third was discovered in a small iron casket placed in the niche in the rear chamber,wrapped in gold color
silk.The bone was placed inside four caskets.The outermost casket with 45 gilded images is engraved with the
words: “ This precious casket which contains the genuine finger bone of Sakyamuni is presented by Tang
Emperor.” When the casket was opened,a smaller sandalwood casket was revealed inside.Further inside,there was
a crystal casket inlaid with a yellow gem at one end and a blue gem at the other,each surrounded by pearls.The
bone itself was in a jade box,and was brought to light on the morning of May 10.

The fourth finger bone was obtained from a painted sarira stupa in the front chamber of the crypt May 12.

According to historical records,the practice of bringing Buddhist sarira out of the crypt for worshiping can be
traced back as early as the Northern Wei Dynasty.During the Tang times,quite a few emperors,such as
Gaozong,Zhongzong,Suzong,Xianzong and Yizong,and Empress Wu Zetian,were all devout Buddhist



believers,who welcomed the sarira of Sakyamuni to the capital for worshiping. The ceremony of welcoming the
sarira was a spectacular event in the Tang times.The fourteenth year of the reign of Emperor Yizong witnessed an
especially grand occasionof this kind. Thousands and thousands of people lined up on both sides of the road lead-
ing from Famen Temple to the capital Chang’an.Sakyamuni’s sarira was under the escort of high—ranking of-
ficials,Buddhist monks and worshippers.carrying banners and streamers of various colors,and precious articles like
corals,gems and pearls.Horses and chariots ran in endless succession.Food and drinks were offered all along the
route.On the eighth day of the fourth month (of the lunar calender) when the sarira was escorted into the city
monks and spectators,men and women.flooded the sidewalks from the Kaiyuan Gate to the Anfu Tower while
music and chants soared to the sky.Shortly after,Emperor Yizong died and Emperor Xizong succeeded to the
throne,who held another grand ceremony to escort the sarira back to Famen Temple.Also attending the ceremo-
nies were a dozen or so high—ranking monks,such as Luginglan,Yanchu and Zhihuilun,and some monks from In-
dia and other countries.Therefore,these ceremonies themselves were influential cultural activities of international
significance.

The Famen Temple crypt is justified to be credited with the title of the treasury of Tang cultural relics.The ar-
ticles unearthed form the crypt excel in quantity,quality,variety and the condition of preservation all the previous
finds in Tang archeology.These relics,together with the invaluable inscriptions they bear provide extremely signifi-
cant physical data for the study of the politics,culture,religion,science and technology.fine art and international
exchanges of the Tang Dynasty.This discovery,therefore,is undoubtedly a lucky and great event in the history of
world culture.It is another brilliant archeological feat,following the discovery of the Qin terra—cotta warriors and
horses and that of the Han Tomb at Mawangdui.

During the course of the excavation,the national Adiministration of Cultural Relics offered great support and
timely guidance.Shaanxi Provincial Government held two special meetings to discuss the matter.Leading person-
nel from the province,Baoji City and Fufeng County went in person to the field and gave the team good helps and
advice.

The discovery of the Famen Temple crypt is of great significance to the development of the fine tradition of
great Chinese culture and the building of China’s socialist civilization.Besides.it has opened up a new spot of great
attractiveness for tourism,which will necessarily help develop the cultural exchanges with foreign countries today
as it once did in history.

This album is prepared by Han Wei,Ren Zhoufang,Huai Jianbang,Han Jinke,Wang Zhankui,Cao Wei,Fu
Shengqi and Jin Xianyong of the Archeological Team of Famen Temple,with Han Wei,Jin Xianyong and Wang
Baoping as the editors,Wang Baoping as the photographer and Shao Mengiong as the editor and binding
designer.We are deeply indebted to the Provincial Government of Shaanxi and its Bureau of Culture,and Shaanxi
People’s Fine Arts Publishing House,whose support and cooperation are indispensable for the publication of this
work. '

Finally we expect that the publication of this album will benefit the development of archeology and
culture,help readers acquire a better understanding of the relics unearthed from the Famen Temple crypt,enhance
people’s love and care for our historical and culiural heritage,and promote the building of China’s new culture of
socialism.

Xi’an,Shaanxi
March 5,1988
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