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THE LIANGZHOU CAVE TEMPLE AND THE
“LIANGZHOU TYPE”

by
Su Bai

In Tiantishan Mountain southeast of Wuwei City, Gansu Province, a group of caves
have been identified as the Buddist temple built near the ancient City of Liangzhou dur-
ing the period between the transmigration of Juqu JHIER , the founder of the Northern
Liang Dynasty, from Zhangye 3K to Guzang I and the Northern Wei Dynasty’s for-
ees taking Liangzhou (412—439 A. D.). These large-sized grottoes are the earliest cave
temple east of Xinjiang Province. Of them caves Nos. 1 and 4 were well probably opened
in the Northern Liang Dynasty. In addition, the Northern Liang caves discovered in Jiu-
quan, Dunhuang and Turfan, the Thousand-Buddha Cave at Qianshan in the Wenshushan
Mountains in Jiuquan, the western and eastern caves of the Jintasi Temple in southern
Qansu, and some of the niche statues in Caves 1 and 169 of the Binglingsi Temple near
Liujiaxia City are all important references for the typological study of the Liangzhou Cave
Temple. A preliminary analysis of these remains leads the author to the following eonclu-
sion on the principal features of the Liangzhou Cave Temple.

1. There are caves housing colossal Buddha statues and most of them are stupa caves,
square or rectangular in plan. Each storey of the central stupa-column is broader at the
top and narrower at the bottom. In some of the square caves was built an antechamber.
Tn contrast to this, in the Binglingsi Temple, there seems to have been no practice of buil-
ding deep caves at that time, and the statues and paintings were made nearest to or dire-
ctly on the rock face either in natural rock shelters or in shallowly cut rectangular niches
with the opening in front of them. Each niche is an independent unit in arrangement of
images and has no connections with the rest.

9. The main Buddha statues are as follows: Sakyamuni and Maitreya in a sitting po-
sition and Sakymauni in a standing position. There are also Thousand Buddhas and Amitabha.
The statnes of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are made with round face, narrow eyes and robust
torso. The images of Bodhisattvas and flying devatas are vivid. The latter are made in
large size. They are in dresses with the lace formed by laterally repeating the honeysuckle
and miniature motif. On the contrary, the main Buddha statues of the Binglingsi Tample are
Vimalakiriti, Sakyamuni and Prabhutaratna Buddha siting side by side.

The Liangzhou Cave Temple is characterized by the above-mentioned features, which
the author denominates the Liangzhou Type.

The niche and cave statues of the Liangzhou system mostly have their origin in the
regions of Kuche and Baicheng (ancient Kueina) and Hetian (ancient Khotana) in Xin-
jiang. According to historical records, they must have been influenced by the eastern style
from Chang’an in the so-called Guanzhong region. This was especially the case in the Bing-
lingsi Temple, which had a close relation to the Liangzhou Temple.
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