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Survey map of the figures, south wall of the Giant Statue Niche
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Sectional drawing of the Giant Statue Niche from east to west
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Giant Statue Niche (Fengxiansi Temple)

Liu Jinglong

Fengxiansi Temple, niche no. 1280 of the Longmen Grottoes, is located in the southern
part of West Mountain. It is the largest group sculpture in the Longmen Grottoes, and

also the most exquisite and mature of the extant stone masterpieces from the Tang Dy-
nasty ( A.D. 618 -907 ) in China.

From an inscription carved in 722 ( the tenth year of the Kaiyuan period of Emperor Xu-
anzong’'s reign ), on the northern side of the pedestal of the main Buddha, Losana we
know the whole course of the construction of this giant statue and its surrounding niche.
Fengxiansi Temple, originally known as Giant Statue Niche, was first excavated and
carved during the reign of Emperor Gaozong (A.D. 650 — 683 ). In 672 ( the third year
of the Xianheng period of Gaozong’s reign), Empress Wu Zetian donated a large sum of
her own money to speed up the huge project. It was completed in 675 ( the second year of

the Shangyuan period of Gaozong'’s reign ).

According to the inscription, in 679 ( the first year of the Tiaolu period of Gaozong’s
reign ) Giant Fengxiansi Temple ( the original Fengxiansi Temple ) was constructed to
the south of Giant Statue Niche by imperial decree. On January 15 the following year
Emperor Gaozong wrote the temple’s name and had it inscribed on a board which was
hung above the lintel of the main entrance. Giant Fengxiansi Temple was situated to the
north of today’s Weiwan Village, about 200 meters outside the southern exit of the
Longmen Grottoes ( i.e. the Yi Que or watch-tower on either side of the Yi River ). It
was a large wooden structure and has now disappeared. For a long time Giant Statue
Niche was erroneously referred to as Fengxiansi Temple, because of a misreading of the

inscription.

During the rich, strong and prosperous Tang Dynasty, plump, healthy figures with an el-
egant and poised disposition were regarded as the aesthetic standards. The group sculp-
tures in Giant Statue Niche reflect such standards, and are representative of the Tang

stone carving tradition.

The main buddha, Losana, is the Sambhoga-Kaya Buddha, an incarnation of Sakyamuni.
The seated, cross-legged Buddha is 17. 14 meters high and wears a kasaya ( a Buddhist
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monk’s robe ). The statue is magnificently shaped. The head is 4 meters long and has a
spiral hair-style. The eyes are cast slightly downwards. The facial expression is kind,

dignified and refined.

The main Buddha is flanked on the left by the oldest disciple of Buddhism, Kasyapa. His
head and the upper part of his body have long since collapsed but were restored in 1971.
The part of his face that survives conveys the impression of an experienced and prudent
old monk. The Buddha is flanked on the right by Ananda who appears gentle, quite and
innocent. The Bodhisattva, Manjusri (on the left) and Samantabhadra (on the right),
are dressed in splendid attire and decorated with strings of ornaments, pearls and jewels.
The armored Lokapala on each side, charged with defending the Buddhist doctrine, look
serious and composed. Each holds a magic pagoda on his palm and stamps on a ghost un-
der his feet. The Vajra guardians naked to the waist, with clenched fists and well-devel-
oped musculature. They are ferocious with open mouths as if shouting at someone to go
away. There is also a maidservant between the Bodhisattva and Lokapala on either side of
the Buddha. These varied images portray the status, identity and character of the figures
within the Buddhist world. They set off the main Buddha and emphasize his superior

position.

When they constructed Giant Statue Niche, the designers used a simple, symmetrical
composition and highlighted the Buddha, Losana who was placed in the center of the
niche with his face as the focal point. All the statues, including the solemn, kindly
Losana and the bodhisattvas, the powerful, robust Lokapala and Vajra guardians, the

devout, honest disciple, and the gentle maidservants, constituted a perfect picture.

The above-mentioned inscription also recorded the overseers and craftsmen who carved
Giant Statue Niche, among them Wei Ji, a famous designer. His biography is recorded in
both the new and old histories of the Tang dynasty. Wei Ji designed the Shangyang
Palace, and relocated the middle bridge of the Luo River. He was favoured by the
Taizong Emperor and his name occupied an important place in the inscription. He is also

believed to have designed Giant Statue Niche.

Another important figure was Li Junzan, an artisan. Since artisans or craftsmen had
humble occupations, there are no biographies in historical records. However, his name
was recorded in An Account of Li Yifeng Creating Statues in 670 ( the first year of the
Xianfeng period ), which was included in volume 58 of A Collection of Chinese Bronze

and Stone Inscriptions ( Jin Shi Cui Bian ). From this account we know that Li Junzan
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