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THE ANCIENT STONE SCULPTURES
IN SHAANXI PROVINCE

Editor ; Wang Jiyun

Shaanxi People’s Art Publishing House Xian, 1 985



FORWARD

Tn the kingdom of plastic art,the stone sculpture holds its important position.Not only can it be kept
but it can also be applied in huge quantity due to its rich resource of materials Besides,

eramendously long,
, it is capable of being used to express the

since the materials are sparkling, crystal-clear and very thick
fullness and significance of the work, which is difficult for other materials to do so, Among the gigan-

tic sculptures on the cliffs and the statues in the grottos and riches, some are as tall as 40-50 meters

which look great and powerful, while some are as small as not of an inch tall which are carved fine and

full of sense. All these are beyond compare with the works of the same kind on other materials, Among

the cutural achievements the world over, from ancient Greece, Roman, Egypt and Asia Minor to the

modern Europe, all the drilliant and famous works of art are no others but these of fine sculptural art,

The ancient Chinese stone sculpture is not only rich in content, but of its own unique national style,and
its attainments can compare favorably with those of the world’s masterpieces,

Shaanxi Province is one of the birthplaces of the ancient Chinese culture,During the historic period of
2000 years from the Zhou dynasty to the Tang dynasty (11th century B .C . to 9th century A D.) 11 dy-

‘nasties made their capitals here one after another, So ancient cultural relics and things left behind areall

over the province, among which the sculptures are one respect, The existance of these relics today shows
that so far as the quantity or the quality of the Shaanxi stone sculptures is concerned, the province is
worth being well conserved as one of the;, key places over the country,

In Shaansi Province, the Stone Drum of the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States, which
is the earliest literal carving, is carved with words on it, Up to the Han dynasty, the sculpture had for-
mally come onto the stage of art, The statues well kept today tell that huge statues were carved and put
in the palace gardens and in front of the tombs, The statues of the Cowherd and the Girl Weaver carved
in 120 B.C. in the Western Han dynasty, which were originally placed by the side of the Kunming Lake
in Chang’an county, should be the earliest body sculptures in existance today in our country, Although the
images are rather simple and clumsy and eroded and divested on many spots,they are still of the vigorous
and strong style of the early Han dynasty. The ones which are the most artistic and of the time spirit
are the group of rarely seen statues standing in front of Huo Qubing tomb They are not only vigorous and
firm, but lively and vivid, They are unsophisticatedly shaped with succinct carvings, but the manners are
grand and full of internal power and exuberant vitality, Among them,one is a leaping horse, which is carved
out with a few cuts from a piece of irregular rough stone, Another isa crouching tiger, At the first glance,
it looks like a piece of rock rather than a tiger, but when watched closely, it is found nothing but a fierce
tiger with shining eyes, covered with brightly ggg_lo%ed spots, crouching in the grass and ready to spring
onto the game, and it has the feature of ho]ding”fﬁ}: épirit onr-rfhe surface and the power inside, Still,ano-
ther is the far-and<near famous statue, The Ho{se Treadmg‘ .Ofi Xiongnu Tribe, which was carved in the
memory of the meritorious military services and éxyc'éo;‘nkp}i"shmé'qts of young general Huo Qubing. [ts theme

is fqlly‘e:ip'i"e‘ssed in the symbolic way that the hdrseh"i‘stqalmlyf"standing erect while a man is treaded down,



struggling to get free, Itis the earliest monument statue in China,of which the design ingenuity and demon~
stration have both been highly admired,

Like the statues placed in front of the tombs as honor gaurds, there, in Shaanxi Province, are a pair
of auspicious animals placed in front of Zhang Qian’s tomb, Zhang Qian was a commander of the Western
Han dynasty, Anyhow, their shapes don’t look like those of the western Han dynasty, but rather similar
to those of the Eastern Han dynasty,

The political centers of the Three Kingdoms,the Western and Eastern Jin and the Western and Fastern
Dynasty periods were in Henan and Shanxi provinces and the Yangtse Basin, so there are only tomb carv-
ings and a few Buddhist and Taoist statues left in Shaanxi province, many of which made in the Northern
Wei dynasty and the Buddhist statues in the Western Wei and the Northern Zhou dynasties are finely carved,
In the Small Steles in Yaowang Mount in Yao county, Shaanxi province,there are about one hundred statues
taken from the temple ruins of the Northern dynasty, some of which are vehicles, horses, figures and
headline descriptions of line carving, which are of quite high significance of art, In 1975, over ten white
stone monuments of late Northern dynasty were unearthed near the ruins of Chang’an City of the Han dy-
nasty inthe north suburb of Xi’an, the majority of which are niches with three images on them and a good
variety of lintels, Their decoratioas and ornaments are fantstically fine and pretty. The Western Wei and
Northern Zhou dynasties both placed their capitals in Chang’an, and during the period of the Northern Zhou
dynasty, Emperor Wu once destroyed Buddhism and eliminated the Legalist School,so possibly, these motu~
ments might be the treasures buried by the Buddhists, The Tang dynasty is the peak of the prosperity of
the ancient Chinese culture and art, Huge numbers of sculptures and statues came into existance in seyu-
ence, the quality and quantity of which surpassed their forerunners, Not only dozs the Tang sculpture in-
herit the fine tradition of the past, but it is even better at taking the helpful foreign nutrition and putting
it into its own products, thus develops its particular beauty and charm,

So far as the tomb stone carvings are concerned, eighteen tombs of the Tang emperors are scattered over
the hilly region lying in the north band of River Wei valley, This is a mass of fine stone carvings standing
in front of each tomb and these masses of statues are named as the Three-Hundred-Mile Openeculpture Art
Museum of the Tang dynasty, Among them,the stone tigers and rhinoceroses in front of Emperor Gao Zu,Li
Yuan,the “Six Steeds from the Zhaoling Tomb”for Emperor Taizong,.i Shimin, the squatting lions and horses
with wings in front of the Qianling Tomb for Emperor Gaozong,l.i Zhi and Empress Wu Zetian,the walking
lions and single~horn animals in the tomb of Mrs Yang, Wu Ze tian’s mother and others are all treasures and
creams of the Tang sculpture.Their common features lie in their accurate proportion to each other,grand dar-
ing and fine and succinct carving, which are still astonishing though having lasted for over a thousand years.

In China, the complete institution of placing a series of stone statues in front of an emperor’s tomb as
honor gaurds originated with the Qianling Tomb, Before this,there were stone animals and inscriptions plac-
ed, but as an institution of set number, order and content, it originated with the Qianling Tomb and made
an influence on the following dynasties after the Tang dynasty, Being arranged so regularly and in such
grand and stern queues, the statuss were used for nothing but to advertise the ruler’s power and authority;
but they were the fruits of the hard work and the crystal of the intellegence of the ancient carvers, and
now they have becoﬁe dear heritage of plastic art of our country,

In the field of stone sculptures,though there are not such huge masses of grottos in Shaanxi province as

those in Luoyang, Henan province, there are a big number of ancient temples due to the historic fact that



early back to the Eastern Jin dynasty, the famous Indian monk Jinmolueshi (sound) transiated and propa-
gated Buddhist scripture in the Grass Temple in Hu county, and during the Tang dynasty, the pilgrims,

famous both abroad and at home, ' Xuanzhang, Yijing and Pudao translated Buddhist scripture and preached
in Chang’an., Among the statues and the small masses of grofto statues of the Tang dynasty, such as these in
the Great Buddhist Temple in Bin county and the grottos in the Charity Temple in Linyou country, there
are still some outstanding works handed down, Some of them can be favorably compared with the statues of
the same kind of the Tang dynasty discovered in the Dragon Gate and Heaven Dragon Mount,

During and around'the Tang dynasty, there were steles of Buddhist and Taoist temples in Chang’an, so
there must have been many treasured statues, A mass of white stone statues were unearthed from the ruins
of the Anguo Temple of the Tang d_ynasty in 1959, whose skilled and exquisite carving is rarely seen among
the sculptures of the Tang dynasty, The sitting Buddha, now exhibited in the Sculpture Room in Shaanxi
Museum, is one of them, The dignified manner and moderate temperament make one feel as if it were brea-
thing, Another is the wreckage of the jade Buddha unearthed near the Daming Palace ruins of the Tang dy-
nasty, of which the soft feeling of the skin, the graczful shape and the easy and smooth garment make one
forget it is a sculpture, The attainments of the carvers of the Tang dynasty are worth admiring,

The Northern Song dynasty made Kaifeng its capital and the cultural center moved eastward accordingly.
Still in the region of Zichang, Yan’an, Fuand Huangling counties,there are lots of grotto statuss of the Song
dynasty left, Take the country as a whole, Buddhism was no longer flourishing as in the previous periods,
hence the fashion of making Buddhist statues in grottos was declining gradually, Anyhow, due to the fact
that Shaanxi province was the vital communication line leading to the north tribes such as Liao, Jin and
Xixia which were the contemporaries of the Northern Song dynasty, Shaanxi province then bescame one of
the military and commerial concentrations of the country., Since the bureacrats and warlords living in the
war time more sincerely believed in Buddhism, the fashion of digging grottos ‘and carving statues got a new
push, and the quantity and quality of the grottos and statues in Shaanxi province surpassed those in other
places at that time,

During the Tang period, the Buddhist statuss were appareatly getting more and more worldly, and the
technique was getting more realistic and more expressions were given to the present life, Buddha and Budd-
hist idols are originally heavenly gods, but those carved by the Song carvers are models of beauty in the
present life, Meanwhile, the beshavior of the statues makes a break to the former regulations, so the images
are freer, easier and more lively, the most outstanding of which is the sitting Buddha with one leg droop-
ing, another leg raising up, with its back bent and its cheek put up with one hand, whose posture and ex-
pression definitely can not be found among the statues before the Song dyuasty, The sculptures of fairy
tales are also full of secular feelings, The outstanding examples are the nirvara carvings in the Thousand
Buddhas Temple in Huangling cocunty and the Gezitou Temple in Fu county,on which,carved in a bold hand,
a mass of deeply grieved pilgrims are sitting round the Buddha, the moving scene of which fairly vividly
shows a sorrowful atmosphere, On this sculpture, the carving techniquss such as folk woodcutting and pla-
tepainting are of a strong decorating effect, Other examples are the sculztures of Wenzhu and Buddha Pu-
xian in the Thousand Buddhas Cave in Yan’an county, the grottos in Zichang and Huangling county and
some of the arhat statues in the Zhiluo Niche in Fu county, ncne of which is not glowing with health and
radiating vigor and they seem to be taiking with the visitors very cordially, Although their subject matter

is religion, they make one feel as if he were facing the Big Feet statue of the Song dynasty, which are



filled with realistic and cordial feelings due to their secular conception.

Not only does the design of the grottos of the Song dynasty tend towards secularism, but their structure
also develops towards that of the palace made vp of wood. In the later part of the Northern dynasty and
the Southern dynasty,a time when Buddhist grottos were flourishing,there was a coustruction code for grot-
tos ( and pagodas and temples ) imported from India, and up to the Song dynasty, the pagoda in the center
of such a grotto evolved to be a Buddhist altar with four or eight columns or even surrounded by walls,
a quite big one of which is the Bell Mount grotto in the north part of Zichang county, Not only are one
thousand Buddhas dnd nice figures carved on the eight columns round this altar, but three groups of five
images, a Buddha, two pilgrims and three Buddhist idols in each group, are carved between the columns, the
design of which by far surpasses that of other sculptures in the same region.

According to the first investigations, the grotto figures, including some huge cliff figures of north
Shaanxi are abundant, Except Zichang, Yan’an, Fu and Huangling counties, they also have their homes in
Zidan, Ansai and Nijun and other counties, Not only is the big number, but there are also some Taoist
grottos, which are quite rare over the country, This greatly facilitates the study of the grotto carving of
the Song period,

Having undergone the replacements of the historic periods one another in the past centuries, number-
less stone carvings of different periods are left over only by luck., Thanks to the industrious work and
wise ingenuity of the carvers whose names are never known,the unicorns, phenixes and rosefinches existing in
fzftiry tales only, the lions, tigers, rhinoceroses and horses which were buried in mud centuries ago are
now standing one by another in [ront of us, They have not only picturesquely recorded the process of his-
tory, but are still affecting and encouraging the people coming, Reviewing and appreciating these ancient
works of art, we will sure learn some profitable knowledge and enjoy their beauty,

Our ” The Ancient Stone Sculptures in Shaanxi Province, Vol I 7 is a collection of the fine sculptures
and statues selected from the carving works we have kept. (Flat and line carving works will be selected
and printed in Vol 11 ), We hope the carvers today and tomorrow will have a better idea and understanding
of the carving heritage of our country, especially, of Shaanxi province, and draw some lessons from it,

Due to our narrow knowledge, errors in selecting and interpreting the works are unavoidzbie, and the
reader’s criticism is always welcome,

Wang Ziyun

Sept.1981.
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