Types and Classification of the Song and Jurchen Jin Dynasties Buddhist Murals

in North Shaanxi’s Grottos
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ABSTRACT:

Stone grottos datable to the Northern Song dynasty (960-1127) and the
Jurchen Jin dynasty (1115-1234) are distributed in nearly 50 sites of at
least 13 towns and counties on the plateau in north Shaanxi province
centering on the city of Yan’an. Buddhist grottos of different types and
sizes comprise the majority of the cave cluster. The murals are primari-
ly datable to the Tang dynasty (618-907) and the Five Dynasties (907-
960), and can be classified as mainstream and non-mainstream. Most of
the combination of the protagonists in the murals is that of Shakyamu-
ni, Maitreya, and Amitabah, usually complemented by images of Man-
jusri, Samantabhadra, the sixteen Arhats, Nirvana and the five hundred
Arhats, Avalokitesvara, the Thousand Buddhas, and the Ten-thousand
bodhisattvas, or any combination of them. These mainstream images
with other non-mainstream images constitute the mural images of the
grottos. Different images with different functions are displayed in a sin-
gle cave to convey different Buddhist thoughts, showing distinguished
regional or period characteristics. Themes such as the rebirth in the Pure
Land, the dissemination and carrying-on of Buddhist doctrine, the bo-
dhisattva practice, the virtue of filial piety, and this-life relief constitute
the actual content of the Buddhist grottos of the Song dynasty and the
Jurchen Jin dynasty.
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