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INTRODUCTION

Liu Jinglong

The Longmen Grottoes, one of China’s three largest treasure troves of stone
carvings, enjoy equal fame as the Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang and Yungang Grot-
toes in Datong. Longmen, located in the suburbs of Luoyang, Henan Province,
came into existence during the reign of Emperor Xiaowen of the Northern Wei Dy-
nasty when the capital was moved from Shanxi’s Pingcheng to Luoyang (493 AD).
Sporadic periods of carving continued during the ensuing Eastern Wei, Western
Wei, Northern Qi, Sui, Tang, Song and Qing dynasties. The grottoes house 2,345
niches and more than 100,000 sculptures carrying Buddhist themes, as well as those
related to architecture, music, calligraphy and medicine.

Carvings dating to the Northern Wei period account for some 30 percent of the
Longmen total, with the Guyang, or Cave 1443, being not only the oldest, but also
the richest in content.

A statue of Sakyamuni in a sitting position rests in the center of the Guyang
Cave, with a Buddhist statue standing beside him on each side. Numerous niches
were carved on both the northern and southern walls of the cave including eight
large niches with pointed arches. The lintels of the niches and statues therein are
exquisitely designed. The niches were commissioned by the members of Emperor
Xiaowen’s family, members of the aristocracy and meritorious officials, each of
whom wrote inscriptions eulogizing the merits and virtues of Emperor Xiaowen.

The ceiling of the Guyang Cave is densely covered with niches in various sizes,
as well as inscriptions describing the contents of each. The content of the niches is
quite varied, ranging from prayers for the emperor to those for the donators and
their family members, as well as vows made by the donators.

Luoyang, the Central Plains home of Longmen Grottoes, served as the capital
for 13 dynasties. The city attracted numerous scholars who over the ages created a
strong cultural atmosphere. This fact alone explains why many statues are accompa-



nied by tablets bearing inscriptions. The grottoes house well over 2, 800 tablets
which represent a unique feature of the Longmen Grottoes.
Construction of the Longmen Grottoes was carried out for close to 1,000 years.

The list of those commissioning statues included emperors, officials, scholars,
monks and common people. However, due to the differing social status of contribu-
tors and the varied periods in which they were created, the inscriptions reveal diver-
sified characteristics and reflect the influences of different schools of calligraphy,
seal-making and art. Inscriptions dating to the Northern Wei Dynasty account for
over 50 percent of the total. The calligraphy used in the inscriptions embodies the
charm of both the official script of the Han Dynasty and the regular script of the
Tang Dynasty, a style much favored by contemporary calligraphers. The so-called
“20 Choices From Longmen”, which contain the cream of crop of inscriptions writ-
ten for statues carved during the Northern Wei period, are truly representative
works of calligraphy inscribed on tablets during the period.

Scholars, collectors and lovers of rubbings and tablet carvings since ancient
times painstakingly created rubbings of 500 carefully selected Longmen inscriptions
for study and collection. During the Qing Dynasty, the original outstanding list of
500 works was narrowed first to 300, then to 100, further to 50 and finally to 20.

Kang Youwei, a noted scholar and social reformer of the Qing Dynasty who ad-
mired Wei tablets, referred to the works as the culmination of 10 beautiful features
of calligraphic art — forceful, bold, vigorous and unrestrained in strokes, conceptu-
ally intriguing, energetic in spirit, infinitely interesting, mature in framework, per-
fect in structure and lush in body.

Although each of the 20 choices from Longmen has its own unique features,
they all reveal the vigorous and forceful stroke form characteristic of the Longmen
style.

In the study of Chinese calligraphy, some scholars, based on their own prefer-
ence and schools of art, suggest the initial studies should focus on seal characters,
while others propose that studies should center on the running hand, cursive hand or
official script. Bao Shichen and Kang Youwei highly praised the Wei style of
tablets, with both stressing the practice of wrist strength in writing and suggesting
that beginners in calligraphy start by emulating the 20 choices from Longmen.

Since more than half of the over 1,000 Northern Wei tablets containing inscrip-
tions describing statue carvings are concentrated in the Guyang Cave, 19 of the 20
choices from Longmen are from that particular cave, with the other found in the




Cave. 660, or the Cixiang Cave just outside the Old Dragon Cave. Most of the phi-
lanthropists commissioning inscriptions were aristocrats, high-ranking officials or
eminent monks during Northern Wei. In fact, many were well-known historical fig-
ures. Quite often, the inscriptions serve as a record of historical fact during a specif-
ic period. Hence, the 20 choices from Longmen are not only representative works of
Wei tablet calligraphy, but are also valuable historical materials.

The texts of the Twenty stone Inscriptions of Longmen Grottes contain some
simplified Chinese characters. Following the founding of the People’s Republic of
China in 1949, these simplified characters were included in the first and second for-
mal volumes of simplified Chinese characters published by relevant autherities for
public use in 1956 and 1958. Hence, the relics also provide a channel for studying
the evolution of Chinese characters.

The 20 inscriptions from Longmen, items much favored by calligraphic circles,
have been extensively printed and circiilated, with rubbings also being of great value
for collections. As a result, such works often fall prey to unscrupulous dealers. For
example, in 1935, after taking a large number of rubbings from two tablets, two un-
scrupulous dealers crushed the subject tablets and later sold the rubbings for an exor-
bitantly high price. Illegally made rubbings continue to surface frequently, with var-
ious speculators going so far as to modify the carvings to make counterfeit rubbings.
We strongly feel it is our duty to strengthen the protection of the relics in Longmen
Grottoes, while strictly preventing and putting a stop all illegal activities. It is also
our responsibility to publish relevant books and introduce related materials to pro-
vide our readers with a scientific approach and accompanying methods. With these
goals in mind, we have compiled this book to reintroduce the 20 inscriptions from
Longmen. Rather than following the old practice of simply publishing tablet rub-
bings, the book contains both the inscriptions for statue carvings and photographs of
niches to display not only the calligraphy, but also the design and decorative aspects
of the niches as a whole, as well as relevant historical background and persons in-
volved. The book attempts to introduce readers to the cream of Longmen art by us-
ing an omnidirectional and multi-faceted approach, including photographs,

rubbings, scale drawings and text.
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Guyang Cave seen from afar.
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Location of the Guyang Cave (No. 1443)
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