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1 The earliest remains of Buddhist architecture existing in China today are the cave temples.
Unquestionably, the conception was imported from India, having its prototypes in Karli, Ajanta
and elsewhere in India. Although rock-cut tombs were already hewn during the Han Dynasty,
possibly shortly after the beginning of the Christian era, and some of them were given
architectural treatment, nevertheless they were used exclusively for the dead. Although cave
dwellings, like those just mentioned above, undoubtedly were in use even before the hewing of the
rock-cut tombs, yet they made no pretension for monuments. It was not until the arrival of the
Indian idea that the cave ascended to architectural prominence.
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2 In the middle of the fourth century, Buddhist believers started hewing caves as places for
worship, and the practice was continued till the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644).  The high tide was
reached during the Northern Wei, Northern Qi, Sui and Tang Dynasties, from the middle of the
fifth to the latter part of the ninth centuries, assuming the scale of a nationwide “movement” of
great popularity. It was only during the earlier years, approximately up till the middle of the
seventh century, that the caves were treated architecturally. Gradually, the idea of opening up a
cave was replaced by that of carving niches on the rock cliffs and became mere objects of
sculpture. Architecturally speaking, the most important caves are those at Dunhuang, Gansu
Province, Yungang, Shanxi Province, the Maiji Mountains, Tianshui, Gansu Province, Tianlong
Shan, Taiyuan, Shanxi Province and Xiangtang Shan, Cixian, Hebei Province.
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3 In most of these caves, with the exception of the last mentioned, the architectural treatment
shows surprisingly little influence from India and the architecture is essentially Chinese. The
only noticeable indications of foreign influence are the concept of the caves itself and the
Greco-Buddhist motifs in the ornaments, such as the acanthus leaf, the egg-and-dart, the swastika,
the garland, the bead, etc. These motifs have enriched, and have since taken their permanent
positions in the vocabulary of Chinese ornamental motifs.
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4 The architecture of these caves may be studied from two aspects: firstly, the caves themselves,
including the architectural treatment of the exterior and interior; and secondly, contemporary
timber and masonry architecture depicted in the reliefs decorating the walls of the caves. Among
the latter are depicted numerous halls and pagodas, replicas of the structures that once rose in
great numbers all over the plains and hills of North and Central China.
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5 These caves have preserved in stone faithful copies of the wooden architecture of their
time. Among the salient characteristics we notice that the columns in most cases are octagonal,
with capitals in the shape of a dou (the block in the dougong).  Above the capital is placed the
architrave, which, in turn, is to receive the principal dou of the set of dougong. This arrangement
was in later ages modified by mortising the architecture directly onto the upper end of the column,
thus making the dou on the column to function at the same time as the principal dou of the set of
dougong.
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6 In the architectural treatment of these caves, the element most informative to posterity is the
presentation of the timber construction in stone carving. Here we notice that the dougong is ever
the dominant decorative feature. .
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