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An Introduction to
Guangyuan’'s Grottoes

1. The History and Geographical Location of
Guangyuan

Guangyuan located at 31°32'-32°37' N and 104°37' -106°47'E, in
the northeast part of Sichuan, has an area of about 16.3 thousands square
kilometers, and a population of more than 3,000,000.

In the Neolithic Age, people began to live here, and left some
sites for us, such as Zhongzipu, Zhangjiapo, Dengjiaping, etc. At least
during the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States, there
established a kingdom, and it was recorded in Record of the
Country South of Mount Huashan that in the Qin Dynasty,
there established Jiameng county, one of the earliest counties in
Sichuan. In the Southern and Northern Dynasties, it mainly belonged
to Southern Dynasty. In A.D.505, Northern Wei controlled Guangyuan
and named it West Yizhou, in A.D.554 renamed it Lizhou, From then
on, it mostly was named Lizhou. The Empress of the Tang Dynasty
Wu Zetian was born here when her father was an official in the place.
In A.D.1358, during the Yuan Dynasty it began to be named
Guangyuan.

Situated on the main route linking the northern and western parts
of China with Chengdu, it is an important strategic point, and has
developed into a prosperous town. Undoubtedly, this provided the
foundation for numerous religious carvings in the area from Northern
and Southern Dynasties to the middle of the Tang Dynasty. A continu-
ation off and on into the Qing Dynasty. Huangze Temple, Qianfoya ,
Jianmen Pass,Jueyuan Temple, all are the precious cultural heritage,
and proved the long history of Guangyuan.

2. The Origin of Guangyuan's Grottoes

Buddhism gradually established itself in the area surrounding
Chengdu, capital of Sichuan province at the beginning of the 2nd cen-
tury. In the Eastern Han(A.D. 25-220), images of Buddha were found
in Leshan and Mianyang. When Buddhism were introduced into
Guangyuan? No written records and no cultural artifacts or sites relat-
ing to Buddhism in the Eastern Han to the early time of Northern and
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Southern Dynasties have been found in Guangyuan. Buddhism estab-
lished itself there in the late Northern and Southern Dynasties. In
1983,some images of Buddha and Bodhisattva were unearthed in
Guangyuan, one of the image was carved in the third year of
Yanchang (A.D. 514) by two monks from Qinzhou(today’s
Hanzhong,Shaanxi), it's the earliest Buddhist statue which has exact
carving time known now in this area. So we think, at least in late
Northern Wei, there was a temple there, and had carved Buddhist
statues, Grottoes in Huangze Temple and Qianfoya proved this.
Grottoes Nos. 38 and 45 of Huangze Temple and Nos.226, 726 of
Qianfoya are in similar style of late Northern Wei carvings.

Why were so many Buddhist images carved in Guangyuan during
late Northern Wei? It is because of the historical background of
Guangyuan, from A.D. 505 to A.D. 535, it belonged to the Northern
Wei, in which royal court believed in Buddhism very much, especially
Emperor Xuanwu and Empress Dowager Hu. During the period of
Emperor Xuanwu(A.D.500-515), many temples were established
around the county town. In Yanchang period(A.D. 512-515), there
were more than 13,000 temples in its prefectures. Emperor Xuanwu
carved grottoes for his father and mother in Longmen, Luoyang, and
Empress Dowager Hu built Yongning Temple in Luoyang City, and
built a magnificent stupa in it. It had been considered the most
resplendent temple in China. After Zhenguan period, more and more
people became monk in order to remit tax, and the numbers of monk
and temple increased very fast, there were more 2,000,000 monks
and 30,000 temples in late period of Northern Wei.Yang Xuanzhi
recorded temples in his Samgharama in Luoyang.

Those below follow the example of those above, making images
of Buddhism and built temples were in fashion for a time. Some official
of Guangyuan came from the capital Luoyang, some of them were
famous, such as Fu Shuyan and Yuan Faseng. With them coming to
Guangyuan, it has become the regular practice there to carve statues
and grottoes, and some big grottoes were built in Huangze Temple



