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The No.1 Statues Throughout China
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The tablet inscribed by Liang Qichao, the renowned
scholar in 1922 after visiting the arhat statues in the
Numerous-buddha Hall. It reads “The Number One
Statues Throughout China”.
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After visiting the Magic Cliff Monastery in 1983
Liu llalsu:, thon'muur artist wielded his :ﬂﬂnc:
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THE STORY OF THE MAGIC CLIFF MONASTERY
AND A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE ANCIENT STATUES
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Mount Magic Cliff (another name, Square Peak)

Following the smooth highway southward from Jinan City for
45km, one can see the north-west branch range of Mount Tai.
Turning east, one will enter a green valley, where, through the
misty clouds and fogs, one can see many temple-eaves and soar-
ing towers. There lies the Ling Yan (Magic Clitf) Monastery with
a history of more than one thousand years.

The Magic Chff Monastery lies in Changqing County, [t gets its
name from Mount Magic Chff, which was initially called
Fangshan (the Square Peak) because, according to “Annotations
to River Canons” by Li Daoyuan of the Northern Wei Dynasty, the
tour sides of the peak of this mountain were very steep, resembl-
ing a square seal. During the Eastern Jin Dynasty, Lang Gong, the
eminent monk, often went to the Square Peak lecturing on
Buddhist Scriptures. The following anecdote is recorded in “Biog-
raphies of the Holy Monks”: Once, Monk Lang Gong spoke of
some intriguing point, the stones nodded praisingly. When told
about this, Lang Gong Said, “This mountain is magic, it has
understood me.” So, the name “Mount Magic CIiff”, instead of
“the Square Peak”, soon spread widely. Later, Lang Gong led
other monks in building monasteries and finally finished a
number of them. But no more than one hundred years lator,
namely, in the seventh year of the Taiping Zhenjun reign of
Emperor Tai Wu, the Northern Wer Dynasty, all the monasteries
established by Lang Gong were destroyed. The mountain did not
resume its previous glory until Monk Fa Ding came here during
the Zhengguang reign of Emperor Xiaoming, the Northern Wei
Dynasty. As the legend goes, one dragon went ahead of Lang
Gong on his way to Mount Magic Cliff, and two tigers carned the
scriptures for him. But with a steep cliff in the way, he could not
make any progress. He stopped and stood there still facing the
cliff, with his palms put together before his breast. Twenty seven
day had passed, he ate nothing and drank nothing. Bodhisattva
was moved and ordered the Sun God to pierce the cliff. Instantly,
red light spread out several miles ahead. With this guiding him,
Fa Ding arrived in the mountain and rebuilt the monastery, named
it “the Magic Cliff Monastery”.

The early years of the Tang Dynasty saw growing glory of the
Magic Cliff Monastery, In 665, Emperor Gao Zong and Wuzetian
went to Mount Tai to offer a sacrifice to Heaven and Earth. They
broke the conventional route of preceeding emperors, that is
turning eastward from Yanzhou, and instead, they went to the
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One part of the Numerous-buddha Hall




The No.1 Statues Throughout China

Magic Cliff Monastery from Qi Zhou before leaving for Mount Ta
During the Kaiyuan reign of Emperor Xuan Zong of the Tang
Dynasty, Master Zenist Jiangmo (the Monster-subduing), a disci-
ple of the leader of the northern school of Zen, Shen Xiu, came
to the Magic Cliff Monastery, where he advocated the Zerist
method of “gradual comprehension”. The monks sat in medita-
tion for a long time without being allowed any food or sleep
except for some tea for refreshment. So, the monks habitually
brought tea with them on their journeys. When they felt thirsty,
they cooked some and drank it, This was a sheer habit of the
monks, but imitations followed wherever the monks travelled.
Soon, tea-drinking became fashionable throughout the north
China. Hence the enormous influence of the Magic Cliff Monas-
tery on the society of the Tang Dynasty. At the beginning years
of the Yuan He reign (806-820) of Xian Zong, Li Jifu, one prime
minister of the Tang Dynasty, put the Magic Chff Monastery
along with the Guoging Monastery in Tianta, Zhejiang, the
Yuguan Monastery in Jiangling, Hubei, and the Qixia Monastery
in Nanjing, Jiangsu, as the “four outstanding monasteries of
China”
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The statue of Vairocana in
the Numerous-buadha Hall
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The Northern Song Dynasty occasioned even greater glory of
the Magic Cliff Monastery with its scale enlarged and the number
of monks increased. According to “Recording of the Numerous-
Buddha Hall in Mount Magic Chff" wntten in the Song Dynasty,
it (the monastery) has many fertile fields that could feed ten
thousand families, rooms that could house ten thousand monks,
money that can save ten thousand common people, and the
monks here have means to convert ten-thousand mountains”.
During the Jingde reign (1004-1007) of Emperor Zhenzong, the
emperor granted the monastery the name, “Jingde Lingyan
Monastery”. In the third year of the Xining reign of Emperor
Shenzong, the abbot was chosen and sent to the monastery by
an imperial order, which was observed until Ming Dynasty. Wang
Anshi, one prime minister of the Song Dynasty wrote a poem,
titled “Seeing Master Monk Dao Guang off to His Position as
Abbot in the Magic Cliff Monastery”. The beginning two lines
read as follows, “The mountains was populated long ago, the
bushes magic, the birds and animals immortal”, revealing the
great writer's deep love for the famous monastery, which, to his
regret, he had never been able to visit.

During Yuan Dynasty, the Magic Cliff Monastery maintained
its glory and kept an intimate relationship with such famous
monasteries as Da Wanshou Monastery in Beijing, Shaoling
Monastery in Songshan, Henan, The abbots of these monas-
teries were often interchanged.

Although the construction experienced no enlargement during
the Ming and the Qing Dynasties, the beauty of springs and
stones did not fade away. The cultural relies in the monastery,
however, became more radiant and valuable as time went on.
Emperor Qian Long of the Qing Dynasty made his temporary
dwelling place — Aishan Pavilion — built west of Sweet Dew
Spring. He went there eight times on his southern inspection
tours and he wrote the names for the eight scenic spots. In every
spot there were a pavilion, a tablet with a poem, and a tablet with
the inscribed name. Now, there are twenty four tablets extant
with hus calligraphy and poems
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The No.1 Statues Throughout China

Today, the Magic Cliff Manastery has already been chosen as
the important national unit of preservation of cultural relies. Also,
it1s a famous scenic spot of Jinan City. The governments have
allocated funds for its thorough repairment and maintainance.
Among the precious and rare ancient artistic works that have
weathered various kinds of disasters, the most valuable might be
the forty painted arhat statues in the "Nemerous-Buddha Hall”.
The statues are arranged along the four sides of the hall; each
statue has a stand under it. The stand i1s 78 centimetres high and
the foot stand is 33 centimetres high. It 1s 155 centimetres from
the bottom of the stand to the top of the arhat. So all the statues
seem 1o be of the same size, a little smaller than life size. In 1982,
the secret of the moulding techrnique and of the endurance was
uncovered in a large-scale repairment supported by state funds.
There are two ways of making the frame: one 1s the use of iron;
the other, wood. For example: the 11th statue 15 an iron frame
daubed with a layer of hemp-fibred plaster from 0.5 centimetres
lat the back of the hands) to 5.9 centimetres (at the head). The
iron frame itself is a vivid figure: With its suceinet and smooth
creases, and with hands clasped before the breast, radiant eyes
levelled, the figure looks natural and serene. The figure is hollow.
By the inscription on the base, it is judged to be cast in the third
year of the Xining reign (1070} of the Northern Song Dynasty. The
iron figure itself and the colour painted on the lips indicate that it
was ariginally worshipped as a arhat. Then when was it used as
a frame for anorther statue? The test with radioactive carbon ele-
ment shows that the materials daubed on the iron figure are
materials of 530%65 years ago. that is to say. the new statue was
made in the Ming Dynasty at most. This is rare among the arhat
statues, most of the statues are made with wooden frames.
Take the thirteenth statue as an example. the thoracic cavity s
propped up by an empty wooden box made up of many chips
fixed by one nal. The upper tenon of the box and a crossbeam
from the shoulder. A stick, 0.5 centimetres in diameter, stands at
the center of the crossbeam propping up the head. Minute pasts,
such as the hands are made up of iron wires. The test of radioac-
tive carbon element shows that the wood used for the frame is
1020 1135 £ 70 years from now. Moreover, there are 61
coins of the beginning three reigns of the Northern Song Dynasty
and many mirrors of the same dynasty. All these indicate the
statue was certainly a product of the Northern Song Dynasty.
After the frame 1s finished, rough clay is used to form an outline
of the human figure, when dry, it is plastred with fine wet clay to
form specific parts. After a proper droughing time, a mixture of
hemp fiber, fine sands, glue caly 1s applied. When 1t 15 dry and
manicured, the statue is finished with a coat of clay mixed with
chalk. The detals are then drawn and painted in colour. The
exposed parts, such as hands, feet and face are waxed or painted
with eggwhite to look glassy and convey a sense of suppleness.
This processing enables the products to survive changes of
temperature and humidity
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The Forest of Stupas consists of stupas
and gravestones of the abbots of past
dynasties. Now. there are 167 stupas and
81 gravestones with epitaphs dating from
Tang Dynasly 1o Ging Dynasty. The
number s the largest in the country. Almost
on every slupa. there are designs of lotus
animals and human bengs This forest can
really be described as rare museum of the
art of stone inscription

The artistic value of the these arhat statues is more remark-
able. Liang Quchao, the renowned scholar in modern times
inscribed a tablet in 1922 It reads, “the Number One Statues
throughout China”. Liu Haisu, the famous master artist, wielded
his writing-brush after visiting here in 1982, saying that, "Lifelike
and wvivid, the statues are really unparelled.” And Liu Kaiqu, the
famous sculptor writes in his paper, “Masterpieces of Ancient
Chinese Sculpture”: “The arhat statues in the Magic Cliff Monas-
tery date back to about the late Southern Song Dynasty. Each
statue 15 realistic and rich in character and mental expression.
They seem to have been modeled after real persons who had
strong characters and intense feelings. If we should make a
comparison between the sculptors of these statues and the
artists in the Renaissance, surely, they deserve the same place
as Donattello.” Professor Zhang Heyun, ex-dean of the An
Department, of Shandong Teachers University, who has done a
research of many years, can be said to have the most penetrating
nsights concerning the arhat statues. He generalizes four charac
teristics of the artistic values of arhat statues in his book, "The
Magic Cliff Monastery, Shandong Province”: | Minute portrayal
of characters. Despite the fact that all the statues are arhat
statues and all of them are sitting there, they donot look
monotonous because each of them shows a particular mood
through particular expressions. So, at first sight, we donot stay at
the stage of merely appreciating their outer expressions, rather,
we are inchned 10 imagine therr backgrounds, as If seeing their
experiences in life. Il. Realistic style. Usually, ancient chinese
master sculptors did not use models, but these statues look true
to life. Ill. The costumes and ornaments are matching and pro-
duce a sense of rhythm. The sculptars paid special attention to
the arrangement of the folds, creases, light, angles and shades.
Through these folds, creases, etc., the physiques seem to be visi-
ble: some are robust, others are slim and beautiful, still anothers
are full and graceful. In short, the folds and creases, etc., serve
to set off the facial expressions and gestures. Even the girdles
are arranged in an orderly way. V. Reasonable disposition. At the
gate of the mountain, Buddha's stern warrior attendants inspire
great awe in the minds of the waorshippers. In the hall, Buddha's
face, though kindly, might still keep the worshippers at a dis-
tance. But after paying homage to Buddha, worshippers may feel
relieved at the sight of the arhats, who are just like the same ordi-
nary people as themselves. Then emerges a sense of closeness
and mutual confidence. Apart from religious belief, these artistic
images also account for the attraction of Mount Magic Chiff

These forty statues are generally called arhats. But according
to the wooden plate, there are eleven Chinese eminent monks.
Some of the monks” life spans are later than the time when the
statues that are supposed to have been made for them were
sculptured. It is difficult, however, to determine the exact names
of these statues because of the long interval. But the number of
forty statues is unprecedented.
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The statue of pecple dancing to music, carved on a pagoda base
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A figure of carved stone
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A figure of carved stone
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Hui Chong Pagoda The Hui Chong
Pagoda, the burial place, built for the
eminent monk Hui Chong in the
Tianbac  reign  (742-755), Tang
Dynasty, is the oldest extant stone
grave-tower in the forest of Stupas
This pagoda is 53 metres high
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The Daxiong Hall originally called Xian
Hall, is the place where consecration are
lectures on the scripture are given. It was
built in the reign of Jiayou (1056-1063),
Morthern Song Dynasty. The extant hall
was rebuilt during the Ming and Qing
dynasties.

Besides the painted statues of arhats, there are such scenic
spots and historical sites as the Chongxing Bridge, Shi Lisong.
the Stupas Forest, the Daxiong Hall, the Pizhi Pagoda, the Impe-
nal Handwritings Pavilion. Wu Bu San Quan, the Baiyun cave,
the Zhengming Hall, the Chaohe CIiff, Yi Xiantian, Kegongchuang,

etc.. There are also some inscribed tablets. such as “Eulogy of |

the Magic Cliff Monastery” written by Li Yong, the famous callig-
rapher of the Tang Dynasty, and “The Yuantong Canon” written
by Cai Bian of the Northern Song Dynasty, etc. Itis not surprising
that Wang Shizhen, one minister and a famous writer of the Ming
Dynasty said, “Ling yan is the most delightfully serene place at
the back of Mount Tai. A journey to Mount Tai without visiting
here might lose much of its pleasure.” Now, the Magic Cliff
Monastery is a part of the city of Jinan; a journey to Jinan without
visiting it might leave room for later regret because it is conve-
nient as well as beautiful.
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The Pizhi Pagoda s construction began in the fifth year of Chunhua (944)
and ended in the second year of Jiayou (1057). The Chinese "Pizhi” is
derived abbreviated from the translation of Sanskrit "Pratykabuddha”. This
pagoda, with its eight angles and nine floors, 1s 54 metres high
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of the numerous-Buddha Hall
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Monk Huiyuan Huiyuan lived in the Dong Ling Monastery in Lushan, which was then the most influential Buddhist center in China. In the

fifteenth year of Cunwu, he and some congenial virtuous monks formed the “White Lotus Group®, thereby originating the “Jingtu” school of
Buddhism
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Arya Rahula Fahula, son of Sakyamuni by Yasodhara. He became a monk at the age of fifteen and was the first Sramanet of Buddhism
Later, he became one of the ten famous disciples of sakyamuni and was called "the most prudent” one
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Arya Subhuti He was Brahmin, a native of Sravasi of kosala, India He was tamous for his deep understanding of Buddhist scripture and
the nothingness of existence. He was one of the ten famous disciples of Sakyamuni and was called “the most comprehensive” one
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Arya Sariputra He was a Brahmin and a native of Sravasti of
Magadha, Old India. It was said that he was prudent and widely learned,
wise and agile. good at preaching the scripture. He was one of the ten
famous disciples of Sakyamuni and was called "the wisest” one.
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Arya Bhadrapala at the




