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Pagoda at the Xiuding Temple
near Anyang

Of thg ancient Chinese buildings now in existence, pagodas assume a large
share. The best known among them include the Great Pagoda of Wild Geese and
Small Pagoda of Wild Geese at Xi’an in Shaanxi, Four-gate Pagoda at Licheng in
Shandong, Three Pagodas at Dali in Yunnan, Iron Pagoda (or Glazed Pagoda) at
Kaifeng in Henan, and Wooden Pagoda at Yingxian in Shanxi. The one introduced
here is called Xiudingsi Pagoda, a single-storeyed masonry structure notable for
its unique form and the relief that coats its facades. The pagoda is listed among
the monuments under the national protect.

The Taihang Mountain district west of Anyang where the pagoda is located
came to be a pilgrimage place during the Northern and Southern Dynasties and
the Sui-Tang period. It boasts now the famous Xiantangshan Cave-temples some
33 km north of, and the Lingquan Monastery Temple and the Mo’ai Colossal Statues
at Wanfogou, about 20 km south of the pagoda.

The Xiuding Temple, as is recorded in a stele, was erected in the Northern Wei
Dynasty by a monk named Zhang Meng. It entered its prime during the Sui and
Tang Dynasties, but the succeeding centuries, generally speaking, seemed quite
inimical, and by the end of the Qing Dynasty nothing but the pagoda was left of
it. The only survival, however, soon became prey of the evil warlords, officers
and dealers in antiques. Scores of its relief-bricks dropped out of sight after their
visits. In order to protect this valuable monument, the local people covered up
its facades with lime clay. This prevented it not only from destruction by man
but from erosion by the elements.

From 1973 archaeological works, sponsored by the governmental departments
in charge of ancient monuments, both of Henan Province and Anyang Prefecture,
were conducted upon the pagoda. A lot of incomplete relief-bricks and carved
stones were uncovered, which are helpful in dating this pagoda and tracing its
vicissitude. In the meantime work got underway to restore the damaged and
missing bricks, on the basis of repeated experimental reproduction of the originals.

The pagoda owes its importance chiefly to the relief that coats its four walls.
The whole relief, with a total area of 300 sq. m, is made up of 3,775 impressed
bricks of varying shapes and sizes, and shows 72 designs such as figures, animals,
plants, rosettes and so on.

The general layout of the relief is found similar in the western, eastern
and northern walls, which seem to form into a luxurious bed-cover or canopy.
The impressed bricks are arranged in 13 layers. The first or the topmost layer
consists of 20 -bricks, with the alternation of two Buddhist mighty men with one
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animal mask. There are 14 mighty men and 6 animal masks on the northern wall.
while those on the western and the eastern are too destroyed. The second layer
shows alternatively-arranged animals with rings in the mouth and lotus flowers,
both 13 in number. The third, fourth and fifth layers show tassel, lotus flower,
rosette, bell and something hanging and spiked, forming something like a canopy
trapping. Further below are six layers. Six vertical rows of six rhomboidal bricks
seem to run down this part of the wall, reminding one of six hanging ribbons.
'The topmost brick of each row bears an animal mask holding a ring in the month.
Each wall is divided by the vertical rows into five sections. The central section
"shows a lotus ffower flanked by apsarases and musicians; the two sections on the
sides of the central one, elephant, horse, lotus flower and pear], interspersed with
mighty men and the donors of the monument; the two outmost ones, mighty men,
lions and dragons.

In the middle of the southern wall is provided with an arched doorway. The
door-frame, lintel, threshold and plinths for holding threshold are all carved out
of green stone. The doorway measures 330 cm in height and 195 cm in width. The
lintel and the beam above are carved from a single block. The semicircular tym-
panum, also from a single block, 112 em high and 192 cm wide, represents a nich
with the seated Buddhas of the Past, Present and Future, accompanied by two of

-~ _ their disciples (Ananda and Gayakasyapa), two assistants and two deva kings. A
Tang style manifests itself in both carving and composition of this relief, as is
collaborated with the inscription by a local officer on it that gives the 11th year
(A.D. 870) of the Xiantong reign of the Tang Dynasty. So, it is safe to have this
pagoda dated prior to the very year.

The pagoda is also structurally interesting, as it aims not only at beauty but
at sturdiness and durability. Four elaborate methods, for example, were involved
in laying or inlaying of the ornamental bricks.

1. The bricks were tenoned on the back and wedged into the inner wall
Or, the plain bricks of the inner wall would be laid stepwise so as to press against
the tenons of the relief-bricks.

2. Different concavities were made on the inner wall of plain bricks, into
which different relief-bricks were inserted. Taking for example the rhomboidal
concavity, it is formed by four long narrow bricks plus four small rhomboidal
bricks, which are themselves inserted into a circuitous slot.

3. The back tenons of relief-bricks were made dovetailed with each other, as
in the case of bricks of four corner columns and of arched bricks of the doorway.

4. Big iron nails and sheets were employed for reinforcement, as in the case
of the bricks bearing four-armed mighty men on both sides of the door.

It is indeed ingenuity that the builder of the pagoda demonstrate, in their
making into an artistic and solid whole of so many bricks of different shapes.

Thé*’plinths of the four corner columns are of different ages, as indicated by
their mouldings. The reversed-lotus plinth with honey-suckle of the northeastern
column, apparently of the pre-Sui style, would be not later than the Northern Qi
Dynasty (A.D. 550-557). The other three plinths show a style typical of the Tang




times. The relief-bricks moulded with lotus-petals are most of them from the Tang
Dynasty, with a small number added during later repairs. Some fragmentary
relief-bricks were uncovered near the pagoda, including the representations of
bracket, lintel, balastrade panel, strut and the like. They are different from those
on the wall in motif, design and style. There is no question that they belong to
the late Northern Dynasties. Thus, it can be inferred that the pagoda was first
built in the Eastern Wei or the Northern Qi Dynasty. The inscription on a casket
for Buddhist relics goes like this: “On the 12th day of the Ist month of the 7th
year of the Wuping reign, Northern Qi Dynasty, Emperor Wu of the Northern
Zhou Dynasty issued a decree to clear away Buddhism from his land. It was not
until the 20th day of the 1st month of the 10th year of the Kaihuang reign, the Sui
Dynasty, that Buddhism was assured of a revival and the temple was built anew.”
On the other hand, the stone relief with Buddhas and peony design are charac-
teristic of the middle and late Tang Dynasty. Now, we can come to the conclu-
sion that the pagoda had been rebuilt before the 11th year of the Xiantong reign
of the Tang Dynasty and underwent a large-scale renovation during the Jiajing
reign of the Ming Dynasty. The pagoda, except its superstructure, is basically a
Tang one.

What is given above is by no means all-embracing. Many problems remain
to be settled. For example, the four corner columns and the rhomboidal bricks
are quite Islamic, bearing a parallel to the frescoes of the cave-shrines at Kizil in
Xinjiang. The coexistence of both Buddhist and Taoist figures is interesting too,
and yet requires further study.

It is quite certain that the rediscovery of the pagoda will throw new light upon
the histories of Chinese architecture, religion and art.
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