Introduction

Why so many caves?

Buddhist cave-shrines first appeared on the Indian subcontinent
then quickly spread, along with Buddhism, across Asia to"China.
Buddhist devotees employed artisans to construct countless;cave temples
in South Asia, along the Central Asian trade routes ftom Xinjiang to
Dunhuang, and further into various regions in notthern, central, and
southwestern China. Over the centuries, theyproduced thousands of
caves with carved sculptural and painted images, ranging in size from
tiny to colossal.

Buddhism inspired early Indian:Buddhist art in the centuries after
the death of the historical Buddha Sakyamuni. During the Maurya
period, Emperor Asoka (ca.269-232 BCE) was converted to Buddhism
and began to promote Buddhist principles of compassion and ethical
conduct. In order to spread the message and his political alliance with
Buddhist teachings, he created large-scale monuments with inscriptions
in stone acrossthe Mauryan Indian empire. Among the earliest of these
was the stiupa, which derived from burial mounds that contained the
cremated remains of the historical Buddha. Artwork began to illustrate
stories of the life of the Buddha and of his past lives. Though at first
aniconic, religious images depicting the Buddha made for veneration
began to appear around the first century CE when India was ruled
by the Kushan dynasty. The earliest known dated Buddha images are
from the reign of Kushan Emperor Kanishka (ca. 78-101 CE), who
was also Buddhist. The Kushan people, identified as Yuezhi in Chinese
historical texts, controlled vast territories from northern-central India,

through Gandhara and Bactria (in present-day Pakistan, Afghanistan



and Central Asian regions). In their multicultural empire, trade routes
emerged, and religion spread.

Buddhist cave temples originated in India, where caves may have
first served as rainy season shelters for monks. These grew into Buddhist
settlements and teaching centers. Larger caves for worship halls were
fashioned in imitation of constructed temples, some containing a stipa
for religious circumambulation. With the spread of Buddhism into
Central Asia and across the continent into early medieval China, cave
temples multiplied. They grew rapidly in number in conjunction with
monastic communities, with sponsorship by royalty, religious.institu-
tions, secular Buddhist societies, and individuals who believed that
image-making and temple building generated merit that could ensure
karmic benefits such as protection of the state, gdod health, good
fortune, and good rebirth for themselves and family members. With
the rise and fall of community support for Buddhism through history,
political changes, and natural disasters, many temples and monasteries
have perished, while caves have withstood the passing of centuries. As
a result, grotto sites preserve vital socio-cultural, religious, and artistic
information that would otherwise be lost.

Buddhism entered China with travelers from Central Asia and
India during the early Han dynasty, and the first Buddhist art in China
was likely produceddby and for foreign practitioners. During the period
of disunion after?the fall of the Han, when many Chinese adopted the
Buddhist faith; construction of monasteries and cave temples became
common-in China. Their initiation at any location could rely on the
inspiration of a visionary monk, the leadership of local leaders, or the
sponsorship of emperors, which could attract additional community
support of large groups of donor-worshippers. At the same time, fears
for the decline of the Buddhist teaching (mofa, end of Dharma) may
have been a motivating factor driven in part by anti-Buddhist sentiment
and periodic official proscriptions. The creation of cave complexes
required large-scale planning, expenditure of funds, and use of a
skilled labor force. Support fluctuated with the rise and fall of political

regimes, leading to periods of great activity and of decline.
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This volume was conceived to be a compilation to bring together
established scholarship and information from major grotto sites with
sizable concentrations of Buddhist caves, as well as surveys of lesser-known
and widely distributed sites. Part One covers mostly those better-known
grotto sites located in or near historic urban areas, trading centers, and
former dynastic capitals. These sites have historical records and inscribed
evidence at caves that have been the subject of international research
extending back to the early twentieth century. Some were initiated with
imperial sponsorship that created large-scale caves and images, inspiring
further community support and continued cave-making activity~ At some
other sites, the existence of earlier caves shrines attracted the attention
and support of rulers and officials as donor-worshippéts who created
additional larger-scale caves. Part Two brings together-chapters that cover
provincial regions, where caves are more widely distributed. These include
extensive regions where grotto sites may be ldcated in remote areas, and
cliff carvings rather than caves may be predominant. These areas include
important large-scale historical sites thatare less well known than those in
Part One, having been researched.and published in more recent decades.
(For reference, a fold-out “Schematic Map of Major Buddhist Grottoes in
China” at the front of the volume provides the locations of most cave sites
mentioned in the chapters.) Together the two parts of the volume present

material from both broad and narrower perspectives.

Part One

Wu Hung’s chapter discusses the Mogao grottoes and other cave
complexes in the Dunhuang area. The Mogao grottoes are the largest
cave site, with 487 caves containing sculptures and colorful mural
paintings. The location of Dunhuang, on the crossroads of the trade
routes from western regions leading into China, was an important
stopover for many Silk Road merchants, monks, and other travelers.
The cliffside along a river in the desert became an ideal site for Buddhist
caves. With the growth of Dunhuang as a commercial and religious

center, the caves multiplied in number. They can be seen to have been
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excavated into the cliff in sequential horizontal stages beginning as
early as the fourth century. Sculptures, architectural design, and
paintings preserve a rich trove of historical art forms that make the
Dunhuang grottoes a field of study in themselves. Extensive research
and analysis of their typologies and the few dated inscriptions in the
early caves provide a basis for assigning groups of caves to dynastic
periods, from the Northern Dynasties to the Sui and up to the Tang.
From the Tang period into later centuries, inscriptions by patrons who
created caves are more numerous and provide information about donor
families and the contents of the mural paintings.

The Yungang grottoes are the earliest large-scale complex in the
north-central region of China, established after Xianbei rulers took
control of northern China and adopted Buddhisiias their official
religion. Lidu Yi’s chapter on the Buddhist.grottoes of Yungang
recounts how the Northern Wei imperial family initiated large-scale
Buddhist sculptures in the sandstone escarpment near their capital
at Pingcheng, present-day Datong, i>Shanxi Province. The Yungang
site is dominated by five colossal dmage caves, Caves 16—20. These are
believed to be the earliest caves, begun in 460 to represent Northern
Wei rulers’ alliance with<the authority of Buddhism and the source
of the distinctive “Yungang Style” seen in most of the sculptures.
Imperial sponsorship of cave-making continued until the late fifth
century. Additional caves and sculptural niches were added by
members of the community, many of whom pooled their resources.
The later'sculptures at Yungang show stylistic changes associated with
government reforms in the late fifth century, which led to the move of
the Northern Wei court to Luoyang in 495. Cave-making continued
into the early sixth century after the removal of imperial support.

The important historical capital city of Luoyang, Henan Province,
is the site of the Longmen grottoes discussed by Amy McNair and
Zhu Pinyan. Established in the fifth century, the site includes more
than 2,000 cave shrines of all sizes cut into the limestone cliffs in a

concentrated area along the Yi River. Many Longmen caves date from

4

®* GROTTO ART OF CHINA ¢



the late Northern Wei dynasty after the move of the capital to Luoyang.
Cave-making declined after the fall of the Northern Wei but revived in
the seventh century and flourished through the middle of the eighth
century in the Tang dynasty, when most of the caves were made. The
grotto site is a repository of some of the finest stone sculptures made in
China. The majority of the important caves and smaller image shrines
are on the west side of the Yi River. The largest cliffside shrine, known
as Fengxian Si (Fengxian Monastery), contains the colossal Vairocana
Buddha image group, where an inscription records that it was begun
in the reign of Tang Emperor Gaozong and completed in 6762 Many
inscriptions describe the countless sponsors of caves and“additional
smaller carvings at the site. In the late seventh century, caves were
added on the east side of the river.

Zhu Pinyan, Jinchao Zhao and Amy McNair are coauthors of the
chapter on the Gongxian grottoes, also located in Henan not far from
Longmen, at the confluence of the Yilué River and the Yellow River.
There, a monastery is recorded to havebeen established in the Northern
Wei period. The small site consists of cave shrines of modest size and a
monumental triad on the low<stone cliff face, and numerous additional
niches. The work begun in the early sixth century was not completed in
all of the caves, and was discontinued. A notable feature of the caves is
the central pillar design, in which the principal images are set in carved
niches. The relief donor processions and smaller divinities such as spirit
kings and(celestial musicians are finely worked on the cave walls. Ink
rubbings have been made of many of these reliefs. There are no records
of the precise dates of the caves’ construction, but later dedicatory
inscriptions are preserved in the added niches beginning in the 530s and
extend through the eighth century. Inscriptions at the site also record
the renovation of constructed buildings through history that inform us
of the long-term existence of the monastery at the site.

After the fall of the Northern Wei and the division of northern
China into eastern and western kingdoms, the Northern Qi regime

succeeded the Eastern Wei as rulers of the northeastern portion of
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China. During the very brief period of their rule, from 550-577, their
official sponsorship of Buddhism established the Xiangtangshan
grottoes and supported the creation of many extremely fine Buddhist
artworks including Buddhist cave shrines and sculptures at constructed
temples. Katherine Tsiang discusses the principal grotto sites, the
imperially sponsored cave-making at the Northern Xiangtangshan site,
and a smaller group of caves known as Southern Xiangtangshan, both
near the capital at Yecheng. At both these sites and other Northern
Qi sites, the exterior of the caves had the architectural form of stipas,
with a domed roof and entrance porch carved in stone, some of
which have been partially preserved. Another activity initiated in the
Northern Qi was the carving of Buddhist scriptures in’stone, on the
walls of caves and on cliffsides that sought to presegve the teachings of
the Buddha in a permanent form and to proclaim the landscapes as the
realm of Dharma, or Buddhist teachings. At the end of the Northern
Qi, the Northern Zhou took control andput into effect a suppression
of Buddhism.

Cave-making activity at the Tianlongshan grottoes and other sites in
the area of central and eastern‘Shanxi Province includes important works
from the sixth through eighth centuries. Tianlongshan is located in the
mountains near Taiyuai, Shanxi, the secondary capital of the Northern
Qi dynasty. Cave-making activity there resulted in 20 caves of small and
modest size andne colossal cliff-side Buddha from the Tang period. This
chapter by Katherine Tsiang examines colossal Buddhas of the Northern
Qi period that are known at other sites in the region. The Mengshan site
is most is notable, where a seated Buddha about 50 m in height, known
as the “Western Mountain Great Buddha,” was recorded as having been
completed by burning oil lamps through the night. Numerous caves also
made during this period are located along the old roads in eastern Shanxi
that connected the Northern Qi capitals of Yecheng and Taiyuan. Many
of the fine sculptures from Tianglong Shan, and also Xiangtang Shan and
Longmen, are located in museums around the world, looted from the caves

in the early twentieth century.
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Part Two

Xinjiang is considered a source of inspiration and transmission for early
grottoes in China. Many kingdoms and city-states were distributed across
this vast Central Asian region, through which trade routes made their
way from India into China. Ines Konczak-Nagel provides an overview of
the most important cave complexes in the regions of Kucha, Turfan, and
Shikchin. Buddhism spread along the trade routes and became widespread
by the fourth century. Local nobility supported Buddhism and began
to construct many Buddhist monasteries and cave temples. Thefancient
capital region of Kucha has the most grotto sites, created from'the fourth
to tenth centuries. The Turfan Oasis was another important Buddhist
center, with the early capital established at Gaochang;swhere caves survive
with artwork from the fourth to the fourteenth centuries. Cut into friable
sandstone cliffs, the sculptures were modeled of clay and built on a
framework of wood and straw, with paintings applied onto plastered cave
walls. Sculptures, architectural design;and paintings preserve important
cultural information in a region,with multi-ethnic populations and
relatively little recorded historys

Gansu Province, at the western end of which Dunhuang is located,
was the corridor inte’central China for travelers from the Central
Asian trade routes that converged at Dunhuang. The region has many
grotto sites extending for about a thousand miles from east to west,
many of which are located in mountainous areas and are difficult to
accesss, Wei-cheng Lin provides a survey of caves grouped into four
geographical areas where most of the cave construction took place
from the fourth to sixth centuries, at first under non-Han Chinese
local rulers. They display a variety of cave designs, as well as styles of
painting and sculpture. The assertion of control from central China
connected the Gansu grottoes with Buddhist centers in Chang’an
and Luoyang. The variety of cave designs include central-pillar caves,
square chambers, Buddha halls showing timber-frame architecture, and

colossal Buddha caves, extended into central China. Like in Xinjiang
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and Dunhuang, the cave sculptures were modeled of clay on wooden
armatures, or clay applied on carvings in relief and very large figures.
Considerable damage to the caves has been caused by natural forces,
human construction projects, and theft, as seen at other Chinese grotto
sites, and efforts to repair and restore losses are ongoing.

Buddhist caves and cliff carvings are concentrated around the
cities of Jinan and Qingzhou in Shandong. These include numerous
cliffside niches and caves, but not the very large complexes as seen
around the capital centers of central northern China. Lidu Yi discusses
carvings from the sixth century through the early Tang period that
have been preserved. In Qingzhou, larger-scale caves of the Sui dynasty
at Tuoshan and the Yunmenshan cave sites suggest that cave sculpture
reached its peak around the end of the sixth centuryin Shandong. The
Buddha Amitayus, the Buddha of Immeasurable Life, attended by the
bodhisattvas Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta, as well as the
Buddha Maitreya, Buddha of the Futuregpare prominently featured from
this period. The carving of Buddhist scriptures in stone was an activity that
extended into Shandong during the;Northern Qi period. These have been
recorded at numerous sites where they are part of the landscape, covering
the surfaces of boulders and mountain slopes. Some are massive in scale,
like the Diamond Siitraengraving on Mount Tai.

Cave-making began in Shaanxi Province in the fifth century on a
small scale ande@expanded greatly in the Tang-Song period. Earlier sites
were related’to the Gansu caves leading westward toward Dunhuang,
or to the"Yungang grottoes in Datong. Li Song discusses cave-making
in the Tang period that was concentrated in the central part of the
province around the capital at Chang’an, the largest grotto sites created
with the patronage of the royal house. Others have inscriptions by
government officials, Buddhist societies and private donors. Later caves
of the Song and Jin dynasties, which extended into the northern part
of Shaanxi, also contain fine sculptures. Major themes in these later
caves are Thousand Buddhas, esoteric multi-armed bodhisattvas, and

arhats (luohan). The grouping and size of the caves tends to be modest,
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