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Inspection of Thousand Buddha Caves in Kucha

— The Oldest Stone Cave Temples in China —
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Abstract : In November, 2011 we visited Kucha Prefecture, in the Xinjiang-Uygur Autonomous
Region. Kucha (Qiuzi) is an oasis city in Tianshan on the southern edge of the Tianshan mountain
range, along the southern route through the Takla Makan desert. In ancient times the kingdom of
Qiuzi prospered and carefully safeguarded Buddhism; as a result, many Buddhist ruins remain in
good condition. In particular, the Kizil (Thousand Buddha) Caves are famous as the oldest stone
cave temples constructed since the Later Han Dynasty (25-220 AD). During this study we inspected
not only the Kizil, Kumtula, and Kizilgaha caves, but also the Subashe Temple site. Subashe was the
largest Buddhist Temple described in the Great Tang Records on the Western Regions, and is well
known for the priest Xuangzang having stayed there on the way to India. These Thousand Buddha
caves contain a front room (verandah), a central room with a Buddhist image for worship, and a
rear area enshrining a Buddha nirvana image; colorful Buddhist murals are painted on the surface of
the walls and ceilings. That wooden structures are not found in conjunction with these caves is in
direct contrast to the ancient rock cave temples of north China. However, some influence from
Central Asian indigenous architecture can be found in the semi-circular barrel vault ceilings and the
corner triangle bracket ceiling. Along with the spread of Mahayana Buddhism from India to China,
the evolution of caves as a place where one should find an image of the Buddha also spread.
[Keywords] Kucha (also called Qiuzi), Thousand Buddha caves, stone cave temples,
priest Xuangzang, timber buildings, the architectural transformation of the cave
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