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Tanyao Five Caves Later-added Niches Structures

ABSTRACT: The exterior walls, windows, and areas flanking the entrances of the Tanyao
Five Caves are densely covered with later-added carvings of a thousand Buddhas, among which
small niches and traces related to structures originally built in front of the caves are interspersed. By
analyzing stratigraphic relationships such as cuts and avoidances between these remains, this study
clearly establishes that after the initial excavation of the Tanyao Five Caves during the Northern Wei
period, two distinct, subsequent construction projects were undertaken on their exterior walls: the
erection of structures in front of the caves and the carving of the thousand Buddhas. The construction
of the cave-front structures was an imperial project, which had already commenced by the 13th
year of the Taihe era (489 CE). The thousand Buddhas project, however, was funded collectively
and carried out between the 17th and 19th years of the Taihe era (493-495 CE). The construction of
these imperial Northern Wei caves demonstrates flexibility in development, representing a practice of
state-sponsored Buddhism during the Northern Wei Dynasty.
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