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A part of the main statue of Buddha on the north wall of the 20th cave Yungang Grottoes
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A part of the statue of Maitreya on the top level of the 9th cave Tianlongshan Grottoes

Preface
by Li Yuqun

It is well known that Buddhism, originating from ancient India, is one of the three major religions in
the world. During about the Eastern and Western Han times, Buddhism was introduced into China via the
world— famous Silk Road. During the reign of Mingdi, the Emperor of the Eastern Han, two Indian monks
came to Luoyang, with a white horse carrying the Buddhist scriptures on its back with them. The Emperor
gave an order to build a house for them outside the west entrance of the cityrof Luoyang, which became the
White Horse Temple, the first temple in Chinese history. After that, Buddhism has been growing constantly
on this vast land of China and has gradually become Chinese. Similarly, the sculpture art of grotto temple
showing Buddhist ideology was brought into our country as well. In about A.D. 200 , the region in Xinjiang,
known as the Western Regions, started grotto temple building on a large scale. For example, the Kerzil
Grottoes in Baicheng County of Xinjiang, the largest grotto temple in ancient Qiuci, was cut and opened
during that time. The building of the grotto temples along the Hexi Corridor in Gansu Province started later
from the end of 4th century to the beginning of 5th century. It was even later when the famous grottoes like
Yungang and Longmen in central China were built, which were around the middle of 5th century. Grotto art

was gradually spread, improved and developed from the west to the east.
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Shanxi Province, situated in central China, not only has a long history in the development of Buddhism,
but also is an artistic treasure—house for Buddhist grotto statues, holding a special place in the history of
China’s grotto sculpture. It is roughly estimated by a survey on the Province's historical relics that the sites
of grottoes and cliff-engraved calligraphy in Shanxi are more than 300 sites, the unearthed stone statues
even scattered everywhere in the Province. The time they were made were varied from the Northern Wei to
the Ming , lasting for 1000 years. This is rarely seen in the northern part of the central regions. So it can be
concluded that grotto statue in Shanxi is a miniature of China's grotto sculpture development.

After the capital city of the Northern Wei was moved to Pingcheng (now the city of Datong), the
worship of Buddhism in Pingcheng was at the height of its prosperity. This was because of the constant
introduction of Buddhism from other areas in central China and Liangzhou of Hexi, and also due to the

positive advocacy and support from the rulers. At the time, Pingcheng was the political, economic and

military hub of Northern China, and the center of the Buddhist culture and grotto art as well. Yungang
Grottoes, perched on the south slope of Wuzhou Mountain in the western suburb of Pingcheng, was a
national grotto temple managed by the royal family of the Northern Wei and Buddhist monk. By gather—
ing all the manpower, materials, and skilled craftsmen from all the parts of the country and amalgamated
the essence of the oriental and occidental styles of statue making, Yungang Grottoes were created. Yungang
Grottoes set an example in carving grottoes in central China, and produced enormous influence in central
China and the surrounding areas. In Longmen and Dunhuang Grottoes, we can find the trace of the style
from Yungang. Since Yungang Grottoes are of great value in Chinese grotto art history, where the es—
sence of Chinese grotto sculpture is concentrated, the academic world praised Yungang Grottoes as a
“pattern”. It is evident that the study of the grotto art is closely related to the study of Yungang Grottoes.

There are 53 chief caves in Yungang. To the west of Yungang Grottoes, lie Luban Kiln, the Wuguantun
and Jiaoshan Grottoes, stretching for 15 kilometres from the east to the west. They are the minor grottoes
attached to the Yungang Grottoes. In addition, there are newly discovered caves called Luyeyuan Grottoes.
The building of Yungang Grottoes can be divided approximately into three stages. As a matter of fact, these
three stages reveal a complete process of the development of the art of grotto statues in Yungang.

Caves No. 16—20 are the caves cut during the first stage. They were built under the supervision of
Tanyao, a famous monk, in the years from A.D. 460 to 465 They are known as the Five Caves of Tanyao.
They are adjoining each other and on a magnificent scale. Academic circles believe the main statues in
each of the five caves built by Tanyao were after Emperor Daowu and other four successors of him. They
symbolized five Emperors of Daowu, Mingyuan, Taiwu, Jingmu and Wencheng of the Northern Wei

Dynasty. In building these statues, Tanyao emphasized the greatness of the main statue to attain the




support from the ruler of Northern Wei. The huge bodics of the statues showed the spirit of Xianbei
People, while the clothing of the statues showed the influence of the Western statue styles. It can be
inferred that the style of the statue in Yungang was a new creation to combine the western appearance of
the Buddhist statue with the looks of the rulers of the Northern Wei.

The caves of the 2nd stage clustered together in the central and the east parts of Yungang Grottoes.
They arc caves No. 5 —13 in the center and caves No. 1— 3 in the cast. They were carved in the ycars about
A.D.471- 494, when Emperor Xiaowen was in power, before the capital of the Northern Wei was moved
to Luoyang. The most distinct features of this period were the caves grouped in two and the caves simu—
lating the styles of temples on the ground. The formation.of the caves also showed great variety. For
instance, we can find front and back chambers in caves No. 5 —10, and the outer front of caves No. 9, 10
and 12 were carvednafter the wood structured temple. The carvings inside became more beautiful. The
Twin Caves were closely related to the background when Empress Feng was in power twice and the
courtiers and the commoners called her and Emperor Xiaowen the Two Saints.

The caves in the 3rd stage were mainly concentrated in the west. Besides, there were some small
caves carved afterwards in the central and the east part. The time when these caves cut was after the
capital was moved from Pingcheng to Luoyang, until the 4th year of Emperor Zhengguang (494—523 ).
At that time, Pingcheng was still the capital in the north. As the political center of the Northern Wei was
moved, the center of grotto building was also transferred from Yungang to Longmen in Luoyang,
therefore the grand—scaled grotto—building in Yungang ceased. Instead, some unimportant officials and
ordinary Buddihist followers in Yungang continued to carve their grottoes. The caves in the 3rd period
were incomparable with the caves of the previous stages. These caves were not only much smaller, but of
a different styles of the statues also, which displayed a style of thinness, representing the art of statue
making in the later Northern Wei Dynasty.

Influenced by Yungang Grottoes at the time, the carving of caves occurred in middle size or small
sizes, and single statues were prevalent then. For instance, Yangtoushan Grottoes in Gaoping, Zihong
Grottoes in Qixian County, and Lianghoudian Grottoes in Wuxiang County were important grottoes
carved by non—governmental personnel in the Northern Wei Times. Among the stone carvings in Nan
Nieshui of Qinxian County discovered in 1950s, were the important statues from the Northern Times,
most of which were multi—storied pagoda statues and single sculptured statues, representing an elaborate
craftsmanship and high level similar to Yungang Grottoes. This is unique in the unearthed single stone
carvings in China. Though these precious carvings have still not been completely shown, they have

already aroused great attention among the academic world.
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From the later Northern Wei Period to the Sui & Tang Times, the building of the grotto temples in
Shanxi was concentrated in Taiyuan areas. The Tianlongshan Grottoes are of great representative value.

Located in the Tianlongshan Scenic Area southwest Taiyuan, Tianlongshan Grottoes include in
total 25 caves, all of which were built halfway on the east and west mountains. The building of the
grottoes started from the time when Gao Huan was ruling the area and lasted for nearly 200 years until the
time of Emperor Xuanzong of Tang. The cutting of the Tianlongshan Grottoes might be closely related
with the royal family of Gao. Gao Huan and his son, Emperor Wenxuan of Northern Qi, both had built
their summer palaces in Tianlongshan, so they most probably involved in the building of the Tianlongshan
Grottoes. The emperors of Northern Qi greatly worshipped Buddhism, so the Buddhist activities were at
their highest level under their rule. Emperor Wenxuan built the Grand Buddha of Kaihua Temple in
Mengshan Mountain and the Grand Buddha of Tongzi Temple in Longshan Mountain, setting a prece—
dent for carving the Grand Buddha.

Caves No.2 and No.3 cut in the East Wei Period are twin caves. Though cut in very big sizes, they
are the caves with most plentiful contents, revealing excellent skills. In a space of about 6 square meters,
various Buddhist statues were carved, either in high or low relief. The statues of Buddha, like the statues
from the Northern Wei, were in a style of thinness. They displayed more spiritual outlook of the statue,
with lines of clothes as the technique of expression.

There are three caves cut from the Northern Qi, they are Cave No. 1 on the east mountain, No. 10
and 16 on the west mountain. The caves from the Northern Qi shared a common character, in the front of
each main chamber, a front parlor imitating wood architecture was carved. The formation of this kind
was an imitation from the structure of the temple hall.

The artistic style of statues from the Northern Qi differed greatly from that of the Eastern Wei. The statues
from the Northern Qi sought for a realistic style, showing the strong structure of muscles of the human body.

Cave No. 8 is the only one carved in the Sui Times , cut in the year of A.D. 584 , when Emperor
Kaihuang of the Sui Dynasty was in power . It is a unique cave with a central pagoda column. In the front of
the cave, a parlor in the style of wood was carved. Inside the cave, the central pagoda column was carved on
each of the four sides a shrine, and at the back of the cave, on each wall to the right, the left, and at the back,
there is a large shine, inside of which sits a statue of Buddha. The style of the statues is almost the same as
that of the Northern Qi.

The caves cut in the Tang Times were up to 15, two thirds of the total of the caves, therefore it was
the Tang Dynasty which saw a high incidence of the building in the Tianlongshan Grottoes.

Compared with the formation of the caves prior to the Sui Times, caves from the Tang Times were
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different. There were usually no front parlors. The planes of the cave were mostly oval, with arched tops.
Inside, the altars were placed around the wall, upon which statues were carved in groups. This was a
newly—emerged cave formation never seen before the Tang Times in the caves in Tianlongshan. In addition,
there was a kind of formation with a squared plane, a shrine being carved on each side of the walls on the
right, the left, and at the back. This was only a continuity of the caves of the Eastern Wei and the Northern
Qi, showing the preserved tradition of Tianlongshan, and to certain degree the conservatism of the caves
from the Tang Times.

The sculpture of the statues in Tianlongshan from the Tang Times showed great craftsmanship with
an elaborated form of expression, therefore, they are of high artistic appreciation. It is not an exaggera—
tion that the artistic level of Tianlongshan statue sculpture is superior to the sculpture of the same period.

Along with the most flourishing time of the Tang passing by, the cutting of the grottoes in Shanxi
began to decline, like other central China areas, and more attention was given to the sculptures in the
temples. Despite this, there still appeared some grottoes . The ones enjoying famous reputation were
Longshan Taoist Grottoes and Jindeng Temple Grottoes, while the former were more important.

The Longshan Taoist Grottoes are situated on the eastern top of Longshan, 20 kilometers southwest
the city of Taiyuan, Shanxi. There are 9 caves in all, which were mainly carved during the Yuan Times.
Except that the statue in cave No.9 was destroyed, there are Taoist icons in other caves. Cutting caves
was originally a Buddhist business, but in the Northern Times the grottoes combining Buddhist with
Taoist statues could be found. It is rare that Longshan Taoist Grottoes were built uniquely by Taoism. In
particular, the record when the caves were started was preserved inside the cave so that we could infer
they were built by the Section of Quanzhen led by Song Piyun. Among the nine caves, No.4 and No.5
were the earliest; it was possible that the year when they started to be cut was earlier than the Tang Times.
caves No.1, 2, and 3 were all cut by Song Piyun. Cave No.6 on the front wall altar, there is a statue of Tien
Tsun, with a Chen Ren on the each wall to the right and left. Carved on the lintel of the 7th Cave are the
words of the Cave for the Ancestors of the Arcane School. The Taoist icons of Longshan Grottoes ex—
pressed a trend of secularization. The statues of the figures were closer to the images of the ordinary
people, without the dignity and mystery of deities.

The Longshan Taoist Grottoes were built at the time just before or during the time of Song Piyun,
together with his counterparts Li Zhiyuan and Qin Zhi'an, making their scripts in Xuandu Guan, in Pingyang,
Shanxi, under the orders given by deceased Qiu Chuji.

What should be mentioned here is that the investigation into grotto temples in Shanxi had started at

the beginning of 20th century, much of which were mainly being done by foreigners. For instance, the
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Japanese did the earliest investigation into Yungang and Tianlongshan Grottoes. At that time, the elabo—
rate sculpture and the adept skills of the statue carving from Yungang and Tianlongshan caused a sensa—
tion and drew great attention in the world. In fact, it was not a bad thing to show to the world the rich and
appealing art of Chinese culture. However, this also attracted the attention of the greedy Japanese merchants.
As a consequence, a barbarous dismemberment and destruction of grotto statues began. Parts of the
grotto statues were smuggled abroad. The Grotto Statues of Tianlongshan experienced worse destruction.
Except for the head of Buddha in cave No. 9, heads of all the statues in almost caves were cut away. The
sculptures of Tianlongshan were transported secretly to Japan, and a display of sculpture from Tianlon gshan
was given there. Afterwards, many of the treasures were sold to some European and American museums
or individuals. We can see these precious treasures in the museums in Japan, Europe and the United
States. Whenever seeing or thinking about those statues displayed in the museums of foreign countries,
every Chinese would feel humiliated. We are eagerly looking forward to the return of these treasures in

perfect condition to our motherland.
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