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ANCIENT ARHAT STATUES IN THE
ZIJIN TEMPLE

B uddhism 1s one of the three great religions of the world. The
story goes that the tcaching of Euddhism was first preached by a young
noble, the son of the ruling noble suddhodana, the Prince Gautama, who
lived and taught in the sixth century B.C in the dominion on the
slopes of the Himalayas, the region where the Kingdom of Nepal now
lies.

Buddhism gradually swept over most parts of nearly every Asian
country, and it was spread to China in the East Han Dynasty in the
first century A.D. At the time of the Kingdom of Wei (220-265) and
the Jin Dynasty (265-420) Buddhism was most widely prevalent. Thence,
after repcated fluctuations, Buddhism exerted great influence on the
Chinese society and thinking for a long period.

The arhats in Buddhism were those who were perfect in their practice
of Buddhism and gained completeness in spirit, cut off entirely from
worldly sorrow and pain. They were sages that deserved to be worship-
ed in the mortal world and they were only secondary to Buddha in
status. According to legend, Sakyamuni had a group of one thousand
two hundred and fifty disciples and they were all arhats. Following the
inflow of the Buddhist scriptures into China, the name of arhat became
known to the people of China. But before the Tang Dynasty, the record
was quite scanty. In the translated version of the Buddhist Scripture of
the Srilanka Buddhist, the renowned eminent monk Xuan Zhuang wrote
down that when Sakyamuni was leaving the world, he bid his sixteen
arhats “to live permanently in the mortal world with the common people
to uphold the principles and not to enter Nirvana,” and recorded
particularly the names, their addresses and even the names of their family
dependants, hence the deeds of the sixteen arhats were widely propagated.

Later, there happened an interesting and significant event: the sixteen
numbered arhats were gradually transformed into cighteen. However,
according to the textual research of the President of the Buddhism

Assoclation of China Zhao Po-chu, the cause was due to the result of



a misinterpretation of the painting of the arhats. Mr. Zhao verified:
“The incident began at about a thousand years ago, at the time of the
Five Dynasties (907-960) of our country. As far as we know, the ear-
liest painting of the eighteen arhats was done by Zhang Xuan and the
renowned poet and painter Monk Guan Xiu in the tenth century. The
great writer Su Shi (the Poet Su Dong-po) of the Song Dynasty had seen
those two paintings and he wrote eighteen poems to hail each of the
eighteen arhats. When the painters painted the sixteen arhats, based on
the Buddhist Scripture of the Srilanka Buddhist, they, incidentally, added
portraits of the preacher and the Script translator, but the poem which Su
Shi wrote named the preacher as the seventeenth arhat and misnamed
the translater Xuan Zhuang by repeating the name of the first arhat and
listed him as the eighteenth arhat. Thence, the portraits and the statues
of the arhats consist of eighteen instead of the original sixteen. Especially
from the time of the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368) eighteen arhats were
displayed in the big halls of most temples. Thus the eighteen arhats as
a term, became much more familier than the sixteen arhats among the

Chinese communities.”

The set of arhat statues of the Zijin Temple is one of the ancient
arhat statue sets in our country; it is one of our precious cultural relics.
The Temple is situated on the East Dong-ting Mountain, one of the seventy-
two peaks by the side of Tai Lake, and around the temple are wave-like
mountainous ridges with trees and flowers growing and blooming in pro-
fusion. The scenery is very refined and secluded. The essay “Notes
on Dong-ting’” written by a writer of the Ming Dynasty recorded: “Once
there was a foreign monk named Sarikoyada who built the temple and
practised Buddhism hereafter. The Empror Xuan-zong of the Tang Dy-
nasty issued an imperial edict ordering the reconstruction of the temple
and the statues of Buddha to be gieded.” This indicated that the
temple was first constructed in the Tang Dynasty. There is now still in
the Temple a tombstone of the monks who founded the Temple of that
time, and this was a remains of the Tang Dynasty. The main hall of
the Temple was destroyed in the years of De-zong (785-805). It had
been repeatedly repaired after reconstruction, so the style of the Tang
Dynasty was no longer evident. The sixteen arhat statues in the hall,



were said to be the work of thc folk sculptor Lei Chao and his wife,
of the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279) nearly eight hundred years
ago. There are another eight statues at the back hall; those were
moulded by Qiu Mi-tuo in the latc years of Ming Dynasty, but in com-
parison they are much inferior to the former.

The statues of the Zijin Temple reached a very high artistic level;
on the basis of inheriting the arts of arhat painting and sculptures of
former generations they attained some degree of creativeness. With high
imagination, these statues vividly showed how those Buddhist disciples of
different age, characters and experiences, were devoted to Buddhism.
Furthermore, with the joy, anger, grief and cheer of realistic life
blended into the images of arhat, these statues looked surprisingly rich
In human sentiment.

The height of the statues is about one meter and 14 cms.; the scale
and the proportion is very appropriate; the facial expressions are minutely
expressive—some reposing, some meditating and some mocking. they
showed all sorts of gestures with vivid airs, very lively and mnatural.
The “Dragon-conquering’® Arhat, for example, is most distinctive: the
eyes of the three arhats are all staring at the Dragon on the post, while
the ‘““Dragon-conquering” Arhat, with a purple complexion, is just perform-
ing his magic art, assuming a majestic manner, and the two at his sides,
one expressing admiration whilst the other showing contempt, altogether
composing a very vivid tableau.

The “Tiger-vanquishing” Arhat is also unique. He is all smiles, non-
chalantly placid, while a fierce striped tiger, taming under his foot, looks
quite tiny.

The ornaments of those statues are also very delicately done. They
are all cast in coloured Chinese clothing and the draperies have colour-
ful folds looking as if they could be destinctly felt.

The one Buddha on the right wall, for instance, i5 using three fin-
gers to support an embroidered silk handkerchief, the folds droop nat-
urally and it might be flapped by a light breeze; on the back wall the
red canopy with a crimson peony carved on its surface over the head of
the statue Guanyin (a Bodhisattva) seemed almost as real as a genuine

one. Those are all plastered by a layer of about 1-2 cms. yellow clay,



and look no less than weaved silk or embroidered brocade; they are real-
ly astonishing. Our forefathers had long had a great esteem for the
artistic attainment of the Zijin arhat statues, and wrote down many
poems and essays hailing the achievements. Numerous modern sculptors all
highly praised the statues and regarded them as a treasure of the sculp-
taral arts.

Concerning the Lei Chao sculptor couple, the Kangxi edition of the
Suzhon Local Chronicles recorded: “The Chao couple were both masters in
the art of sculpture, but they only worked in three places, and the statues
in this Zijin Temple were especially outstanding.” Regretfully, the deeds
were not recorded in detail. However, there is a saying among the people
that he was originally a Hangzhou folk artist, loving passionately the
sculpture arts, and was greatly cherished by the mass. Later he was
forced by the local feudal official to mould for the Emperor. When the
Emperor passed in royal progress, he stole a glance at the Emperor, and
moulded a profile of the Emperor. But the local authority, regarding it
as sheer disrespect, decided to punish him for the offence. He was thus
compelled to run to Suzhou, and married a girl there, who was an ex-
pert painter. Then the couple went to live secluded in the East Moun-
tain like hermits.

They became very familiar with natural conditions and prevailing
customs of the locality. They devoted to the people of the East Mountain
and spent several years in moulding the statues which attained a very high
standard of artistic achievement. This anecdote may not be factual,
nonetheless it is definitely true that the statues of the arhats of the Zijin
Temple displayed the superb artistic skill of the Chinese people.
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The First Senior of the Bintouluoboluoduoshe in the Region
of West Quyeni—It was recorded in the Buddhist Scripture that he was
originally a courtier of King Youtuoyan of the City of Jushemi, the
King regarded him to be very diligent and capable and ordered him
to practise Buddhism to reach the status of arhat. In the Northern
and Southern Dynasties (420-589) there was a Monk called Dao-an
who once in a dream saw him with white hair and very long eye-
brows. There had been, therefore, two long, long eye-brows hanging
from the statue reaching to the ground. He was known as the “'Long
Eye-browed Arhat’’. Moulded in three layers of clothes, with distinct

folds, the statue was exquisitely made.
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