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Introduction

In a field east of Siwan Village, Xiaoyi Town, Gongyi City, Henan Province, lie five main grottoes, one
Thousand-Buddha niche, and 328 small niches with statues of the Buddha —7,743 statues altogether. Typi-
cal of the imperial grottoes of the Northern Wei Dynasty (386-534), the Gongxian Grottoes belong to the
same tradition as the Yungang Grottoes in Datong, Shanxi Province, and the Longmen Grottoes in Luoyang,
Henan Province. These three groups of grottoes represent the highest attainment of Buddhist sculpture of the
Northern Wei Dynasty. The tranquil and sagacious expressions and natural and graceful bearing of the statues
are a landmark in the history of Chinese religious aesthetics, and this style, with unique local features, influ-
enced the art of sculpture of the Asuka Period in Japan. The grand relief titled The Emperor and the Empress
Pray to the Buddha on the southern walls of Caves 1, 3 and 4 could be said to be the best of its kind still
existent. During the disorders of the early 20® century, many of the Gongxian statues, invaluable for the study
of the Buddhist art history of the Northern Dynasties (386-581), were stolen; fortunately, the statues of the
Pidian and the statues of the Deity King were spared, which were believed to be two puzzles in the iconological
study of the Northern Dynasties’ statues. This book is the first to offer a systematic study of the Gongxian
statues that have been lost overseas since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. The author
has collected as many relevant documents and pictures as possible that have been published at home and
abroad in the past century, thus providing fairly complete information about the lost statues. In addition to
invaluable photos taken by Occidental and Japanese scholars before the statues were stolen, the author has
also conducted on-site investigations and analyses in order to determine the original sites and authenticity of
all the objects in overseas collections. Instead of traditional methods, the author made the reconstruction by
combining the historical pictures, the lost statues and the remains of the niches and grottoes. For particular
statues, the determination of their original sites has been achieved here for the first time in academic research.
Superb both in terms of visual impact and language, and containing a wealth of detailed information, this

book provides essential reference for researchers and lovers of the art of the Gongxian grottoes.
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