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Abstract: Famous for its cliff-carved Buddhist cave-shrines, Longmen was also a burial ground that
attracted a few women from the seventh and the eighth centuries. This paper examines the burial
caves of two lay women, Lady Lou (d. 661) and Lady Zhang (c. 658-c. 718), in relation to the
newly excavated archaeological material and epigraphic evidence. Lady Lou compared her cave
burial to the Indian ascetic practice in the forest of Sitavana but did not enact the compassionate
offering of flesh. Lady Zhang was later removed from her burial cave by her sons so that she could
be interred in a joint tomb with her husband. Through these two cases, I investigate the motivations
behind the adoption of cave burials in medieval China. Canonical Buddhist scriptures taught these
women that their social gender presented an obstacle to the final release. Dedicatory inscriptions
at women’s burials and two tales of miraculous events at Longmen further suggest that family ties,
an important constituent of women’s social gender, were believed to persist posthumously. Married
women were expected to maintain their spousal and parental relations in the afterlife, and unmarried
girls were imagined as turning into seductive spirits because of their lack of spousal union in their
lifetime. I argue that cave burials at Longmen were not a compromise of the Indian ascetic practice
but rather presented these lay women with a socially acceptable way to break free from their familial
attachments after death.
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1. Introduction

Located in the modern city of Luoyang, the Longmen Grottoes consists of 2345 cave-
shrines carved into the limestone cliffs on both sides of the River Yi (Yihe f/1]) from the fifth
to the tenth centuries. Although most of the caves enshrine statues of Buddhas and bod-
hisattvas, forty-five stone chambers for the disposal of corpses and ninety-four cineraria
niches for cremated remains have been identified (Wang 1955; Zhang 1991; Li 1994; Li and
Yang 1995; Lii and Yang 1999; Longmen shiku yanjiu yuan et al. 2018; Longmen shiku yan-
jiuyuan 2021; Li 2019). All these burial structures are from the Tang Dynasty (618-907), but
only five stone chambers still retain their inscriptions in situ.! Of these five, the burial caves
of two Buddhist lay women, Lady Lou & (d. 661) and Lady Zhang 5k (c. 658—c. 718), carry
inscriptions that relate their choices to other well-known burial practices in Tang China,
namely the Indian ascetic practice of disposing remains to feed animals in Sitavana and
underground tomb burials. My study of these two cases contributes to the existing schol-
arship by foregrounding the importance of gender in the adaptation of foreign religious
practices in medieval China. I argue that these cave burials at Longmen did not enact the
gesture of compassionate offering as described in textual sources but presented lay women
with a socially acceptable way to break free from their familial attachments after death.

Previous scholarship on cave burials has focused on identifying the mortuary cham-
bers and comparing the varied methods of interment at important Buddhist cave-shrines
in China, including Mogao Grottoes, Maijishan Grottoes, Baoshan, Tianlongshan Grottoes,
Xiangtangshan Grottoes, and Leshan (Adamek 2016; Su 2015; Lingley 2006, 2019; Ni 2006;
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Sharf 2013; Zheng 2020). These burial caves originate from a diverse array of cultural mi-
lieux, including the Central-North Plains, the Southwest, and Central Asia. In terms of
chronology, the pre-Buddhist burial caves in Leshan are the earliest, dating to the second
and the third centuries CE, and those in Dunhuang were excavated between the seventh
and the eleventh centuries (Lee 2019; Meinert 2022). Such is the regional, chronological,
and religious diversity of burial caves across China that I contend they need to be exam-
ined individually within the context of each site. Therefore, my paper turns to the case
studies of Longmen and aims to contextualize them with in situ inscriptions, material evi-
dence, and the popular religious environment of the site.

In recent years, scholars have come to recognize the significance of female devotees
in building cave burials at Longmen. Yucheng Wen (1993, pp. 18-19), from the Longmen
Research Institute, identified that two of the five burial caves with extant inscriptions be-
longed to nuns who had close associations with Empress Wu Zhao .22 (624-705), includ-
ing Lingjue %5 (c. 687-738) who was a niece of Wu, and Huideng # & (650-731) who
won high approval from the Empress. In addition, both Shufen Liu (2008, pp. 279-85; 2000,
pp- 3, 15) and Kate Lingley (2019, pp. 8-9) observed the discrepancy between hagiograph-
ical accounts and the inscriptional evidence at the burial caves. While the former source
tells that both monks and nuns employed cave burials, most burial caves with identifiable
inscriptions belonged to female devotees. In this paper, I focus on the burial of lay women
at Longmen. I argue that it was the perceived problems of social gender that motivated
these women in medieval China to adopt a cave burial.

In what follows, I show that Lady Lou and Lady Zhang made an unconventional
choice of designating stone chambers at Longmen as their burial places when the most
typical practice in the Tang was to bury married women together with their husbands
in underground tombs. I propose that Lou and Zhang made such an unusual decision
for two main reasons. One was their knowledge of the canonical accounts, which project
a daunting prospect of women’s awakening. This decision also resulted from the need
to secure a release from their familial responsibilities after death. Two contemporaneous
miraculous tales, both taking place at Longmen, delineated a common dilemma faced by
Buddhist lay women in the early Tang: whereas young girls were imagined turning into
seductive spirits, married women were expected to maintain their spousal and parental ties
even in the afterlife. In my reading, these miraculous tales suggest that family attachments
bound women not only in life but also, as was perceived in the early Tang, after death. I
argue that the perceived constraints of posthumous family obligations created an urgency
for women in the Tang to look for agreeable alternatives, e.g., the burial at the Longmen
Grottoes, to a conventional joint burial with their husbands.

2. Burial Cave of Lady Lou: The “Rule of Sitavana” without Flesh Offering

The burial inscription of Lady Lou, together with the structural designs of other anony-
mous burial chambers at Longmen, leads me to believe that ordinary lay people in Tang
China understood their cave burial as a faithful enactment of the practice of Sitavana, even
though they did not embrace the gesture of compassionate offering. Located on the door-
way of Cave 440, Lou’s extensive yet partially eroded inscription is best documented by
Zhang Naizhu from the Longmen Research Institute in 1991 (pp. 160-61). In Zhang's tran-
scription, it is specified that Lou’s remains were transported to and interred on the cliff of
Longmen. An ink rubbing of the original stone inscription was later reproduced in 1998
by Liu and Li (v. 1, p. 114), in which the lines that convey the method of interment were
no longer legible. For this reason, such information is missing in the text transcribed by
Liu and Li (1998, v. 1, p. 114). Below is my edited transcription. When different characters
appear in the two previous versions, I rely on the ink rubbing to select the most accurate
ones; when the rubbing is illegible, I add the variant characters from the 1998 version in
parentheses. The inscription reads:

In the first year of Longshuo reign of the Great Tang, on the twenty-third day of
the eleventh month (December 19, 661), Gentleman-litterateur Shen Li (or Shen
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Pou), for his late wife née Lou, respectfully dedicated a shrine of King Udayana
image. I (Shen) document this event with words and have them inscribed as fol-
lows.

Look, [to enter] the Ultimate Way, there is no [set] path; know that the Way is
unpredictable. [To express] the Ultimate Word, there is no words; such is the
mysterious tenet of subtle words. Words rely on the Way to express, and the
Way rises from words. The Way gains its name from words, and words depend
on the Way to manifest virtues. Thus [one] knows that [to distinguish between]
the Dharma and unrighteous practices, sarira performs the origin of the inex-
haustible; [to show] small and large forms, Guanyin manifests his divine power.

Lou had planted her roots of virtue and kindled her pure mind from early on.
[Realizing] the illusion of perception was truly illusional was her pivotal [break-
through]. [Knowing] that the external body was not [the true] body was her
beginning [on the path to enlightenment]. [She] valued the One Dharma more
than the weight of mountains and disregarded a thousand gold as if [they were]
goose feathers. [She] disliked the contemporaneous custom of funerary, which
fills underground tombs with delicate carvings. Admiring the inclinations of the
wise men of old, [she would] quietly allow her remains to return to the elements
in the wilderness. In the twelfth month of the fifth year (661) of Xianqing reign,
when [Lou] fell ill in her home in Sigong [Ward in Luoyang], she mumbled to
[Shen] Li that “when I came of age, [I] pledged to grow old together [with youl].
[Yet who] could have expected that [my fate] was not blessed, and that I would
be succumbed to chronic illness? After I die, I ask that you follow my will”.

On the twenty-eighth day of the same month, [Lou] passed away at home. Then
[Shen Li] called forth monks and invited the Buddha [image], established a dharma
platform to release the soul of the deceased. Offerings were set up and incense was
presented. [The service] lasted without interruption for the forty-nine-day pe-
riod. The date and time [of the burial] were decided via divination and auspi-
cious signs were received. A fragrant chariot with jeweled banners sent [Lou’s
remains] to the side of River Yi. [Her body] was placed on the secluded cliff, and
[her] soul was stored in desolate rocks. This was called the rule of Sitavana. This
is in accordance with the Rites. Crows cawed by the river, [as if] grieving for [the
loss of] the sorrowful children. A migrating goose honked alone, adding to the
inexpressible despair of a widower.

Mourning [in front of the] blue limestone, [Shen Li] reverently dedicated a shrine
of King Udayana'’s [image of Sakyamuni]. The {irna in between the eyebrows was
more dazzling than the sun. The jeweled necklace beneath the face outshines all
stars. The dignity of the image would last for eternity, and the radiance would
always be complete. [Shen Li transferred the merit] first to the emperor. May his
sagely influence [filled] the heaven and the earth. Then [Shen Li transferred the
merit] to all sentient beings in the Dharma realm ... as long-lasting as the sun

and the moon ... [All] attain true enlightenment.”

KIFFEIATCE A — A = HREBRSORIIE (1) AT R RS IR R %,
ERCS, Bz Tih. BREEME G5 18, it (W) B 2585,
EMELME. FUES, EAFE. EREURYA, SHBEmZE. SOk
ARik, MG i AMERE, BEBAE T, SREATEIEA, R,
WML RAIHE, REFEHF M. EET IR, BTEABE. sREE R
Bl D & RO STORE. BT ZERE, BT RS BELS T
HERR R EMHEE B Ry, 2ME. S8deE, mEgs. 1~
A2 A%, BRGERTE. 7 HAHINHZEERE (WD) 238 () . BEMEH, & &)
VA, AREBRE, REAME. B %) MH, MOIBEEfRE. wri (%) FE,
WERONE (5D o PRERE (B , EICE, EERME, 8. R,
JASMEZ B TRIEINS, BN Z @M. WO Ha, HusERE—dE. HEE
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Lou’s inscription states that her husband followed her will to bury her remains in a
stone chamber at Longmen. The text referred to this burial as “the rule of Sitavana”. In her
extensive research, Shufen Liu (2008, pp. 275-76) used Lou’s case, among other examples,
to support her argument that Buddhist cave burials in China were a variant of the prac-
tice of offering one’s corpse to feed wild animals in the forest of Sitavana. She referred to
two Chinese apocryphal texts, Foshuo yaoxing sheshen jing s Z47 5 5 4% (T 2895, Sutra on
Practicing Body Offering as Expounded by the Buddha) and the lost Shiluolin jing & FEARES
(Sutra on Sitavana) that cited the jataka stories of Sakyamuni (Liu 2008, pp. 187-88, 214-19).
While both texts advocate for offering ones’ dead body to feed animals, Liu observed a
degree of reluctance against adopting Sitavana burials from other textual sources, such
as Fo benxing jijing i A1754% (Sutra of the Collection of the Past Deeds of the Buddha),
tomb epitaphs, and hagiographies such as Xu Gaoseng zhuan #8514 18 (the Continued Bi-
ographies of Eminent Monks) (Liu 2008, pp. 188, 259). Based on her reading of these texts,
Liu argued that cave burial was a Chinese compromise for exposing corpses in the wilder-
ness because the latter seemed too cruel for the decedents and disciples of the deceased
(Liu 2008, pp. 246, 258-60).

In contrast, in the words of Lou and her husband, the burial in the stone chamber of
Longmen was not a compromise but rather a faithful performance of the “rule of Sitavana”.
The “rule of Sitavana”, as Lou’s inscription construes, only refers to the practice of interring
the remains inside a stone cave. The purpose was to place the body “on the secluded cliff”
and to “store” the soul “in desolate rocks”. Admittedly, no other burial caves at Longmen
contain a reference to Sitavana, and it is unknown if others shared this understanding of
Lou’s. However, the absence of a flesh offering is a common feature that can be observed
among other burial caves.

Several structural designs were installed to prevent potential disturbances from the
outside. At least one burial chamber, Wanfogou Cave 1, has a pseudo-gate that was in-
tended to seal the space (Figure 1). In addition, Wanfogou Cave 10 (originally Cave 2157,
Figure 2), Wangfogou Cave 14 (originally Cave 2161, Figure 3), and Yidaogiaogou Cave 1
show mortises on the doorways. All these structural designs indicate that the burial cham-
bers were meant to be sealed.

(b)

Figure 1. (a) Wanfogou Cave 1 (left) with its attached niche (right); (b) the restored “stone gate” that
had fallen in front of Wanfogou Cave 1. Photos by Li Lan, 2014-2016.
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Figure 2. (a) Wanfogou Cave 10; (b) the doorway of Wanfogou Cave 10, showing square mortises on
the ground. Photos by Li Lan, 2014-2016.

Figure 3. (a) Wanfogou Cave 14; (b) the doorway of Wanfogou Cave 14, showing two square mortises
at the top. Photos by Li Lan, 2014-2016.

Similar to Lou’s cave, two more burial inscriptions at Longmen convey the need to
store and preserve the spirit or soul after death. In the burial chamber for nun Huideng
(Cave 1336), the dedicatory inscription ends with a wish that the chamber would “serve as a
repository of the soul for eternity (&) 28 T8k # ()" (Liu and Li 1998, v. 2, pp. 384-86). In
the burial inscription of Lady Zhang &, as will be discussed later, it is wished that “[her] af-
terlife visage would remain for eternity without decay Fiff A%, RIEAFS” (Zhang 1991,
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p. 161). Since such expressions were a common literary trope in tomb epitaphs of the Tang
period, they likened these stone chambers to an underground burial. In other words, in
the minds of Tang Buddhists, burial caves likely served a similar purpose as underground
tombs, albeit using different methods of internment.

Rather than offering her flesh to animals, Lou understood the “rule of Sitavana” as an
austere mortuary aesthetic and a way to place her remains in a secluded place away from
the bustle of earthly life. Denouncing “the contemporaneous custom of funerary, which
fills underground tombs with delicate carvings”, Lou’s inscription accredits cave burial
as a choice of “the wise men of old”. The contrast suggests that the perceived difference
between cave and underground burials lies more in their aesthetics than function. More
importantly, the passage adopts the time-honored criticism of richly furnished tombs to
justify Lou’s burial cave.

The juxtaposition of current, lavish burial and the ancient burial in the wilderness al-
ludes to the contemporaneous discussion on the history of funerary customs in China. For
example, the famous monk Daoxuan (645, i & 596-667) compared the Buddhist practice
of flesh offering to the indigenous burial in ancient China. In this comparison, he abhorred
the sight of exposed corpses and questioned the merit of such a practice. He wrote:

... disposing the dead in a grove slightly reduces the petty and stringent heart.
Animals feed on it and beings from the dark realm thrive from its vapor. What
can be gained [by those who offered their bodies] rarely makes up for what is lost.
When insects and maggots gush out of the flesh, birds follow to peck and swallow
in disorder. To leave flesh on the open field is to aggrieve the compassionate.*

. BB ADEER R e MAELZ TEAL. AP DU ). FROR(IR) A I
REMES . B A SILIRR Sk, SREMEIRE . B IEE RN . (Daoxuan, Xu
gaosengzhuan, T vol. 50, no. 2060, 0685a27-0685b01)

Following these sentences of disgust, Daoxuan offered an extended commentary on
four burial practices from the Western Regions and creatively correlated two of them with
the ancient funerary practices found in classical Chinese texts. The four foreign practices
include disposing of the dead in groves, in the earth, in rivers, and by cremation. He wrote,

Transmitted to East Xia (China) were only [the burials in] groves and in the earth.
Burials in rivers and by cremation were hardly found. In the past, pottery was
used as the coffins of the people of Yu (Youyu 7 £, descendants of the legendary
Emperor Shun %%). [Such] was the beginning of abandoning [the practice of cov-
ering the dead] with wood and [leaving it] in a grove. [The people of] Xiahou
used baked bricks to line [the walls around the coffin], [continuing] the use of
pottery coffins. The people of Yin (Shang dynasty, c. 1600-1045 BCE) used wood
to make coffins and bound them with rattan.

In the Middle Antiquity, the study of texts flourished and [the sages] cultivated
[people] with ren, leading to an orderly governing. [The sage rulers] understood
that few entombed the dead, and thus covered the decayed remains and buried
them. In the Upper Antiquity, [people] entombed [the dead] but did not erect
any signs for the tomb. [This practice was] not circulated among all beings. After
Hexu and [Zun]lu [from the Upper Antiquity used] burial mounds, now [people]
established burial mounds on hills. In the Lower Antiquity, burial in the earth
was continued, in various forms that were difficult to record.

W FTEMERI AR L. ACK MR, SO . B2 iet. B R
B . TR . BRNCARHERE. B, P ELCERE. #HE
FATEW A . MUREEIE IR . B EmAE. R, EERZ)E.
BARPRNL Rebg . N AHIEEAT L3R, &&s#f4L. (Daoxuan, Xu gaosengzhuan, T
vol. 50, no. 2060, 0685b04—-0685b11)

In this passage, Daoxuan asserted that only the burial in groves, which he referred to as lin
K, and the burial in the earth, referred to as fu +, were transmitted from India to China.
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The same terms were immediately applied to the ancient burial practices from the Chinese
past. The comparison suggests to me that Daoxuan considered the Indian grove burial as
the same as the Chinese practice of leaving the dead in a grove, which was abandoned by
the ancient people of Youyu. Similarly, the Indian earth burial, according to Daoxuan, was
comparable to the various methods of entombment that were employed by the people of
Xiahou and Yin, and during the time of xiagu or “Lower Antiquity”.

While Daoxuan boldly equated the two foreign burials to the recorded practices in
ancient China, his account of the Chinese funeral customs was based upon an established
narrative found in such classical texts as Zhouyi Ji %; (Changes of the Zhou) and Liji 47
(Book of Rites). For example, the passage from Zhouyi reads:

[As for] the burials in ancient times, [the deceased] were thickly enshrouded with
firewood, and buried amidst wildness. There wasno fengnorshu ... ... the sages
from later periods replaced it with inner and outer coffins.

W, ERZ UM, R, AEAE. RN, 52 UEE.
To the line “there was no feng nor shu”, an annotation was added by Kong Yingda fL#Hi#
(574-648), a contemporary of Daoxuan and Lady Lou:

“There was no feng” means not piling up the earth to make a tomb. “There was

no shu” means not planting trees to mark its location.

AL R AE M, ARG DR R 2. (Ruan 1815a, vol. 8, pp. 168-

1-168-2)

Altogether, these cross-referencing texts established a time-honored discourse on the pro-
gression of Chinese burial practices. In this narrative, the act of abandoning the body in
the wildness was replaced with other methods, ones that involved feng, the piling of the
earth, and shu, the marking of a tomb location. Prior to the Tang period, intellectuals such
as Zhao Zi % (fl. 158 CE) had already referred to this chronology as a useful rhetoric
to defend austere burials as the preferred mode of funerary rituals (Poo 1990, pp. 55-56,
citing Hou Hanzhu £ # &, v. 39).

Alluding to these classical Chinese texts, Lou’s inscription justifies her choice of cave
burial by casting it as an expression of austere burial. Whereas Lou and her husband as-
signed the Sanskrit name of Sitavana to the practice, their understanding of the term was
built on references to funerary practices in early China. Such a rhetorical conflation of Chi-
nese and Indian practices was not unique to Lou’s inscription, as Daoxuan also did it in Xu
gaosengzhuan. In this regard, it is not surprising that neither Lou nor any other occupants
of the burial caves at Longmen intended to enact the ideal of flesh offering.

The rhetorical strategies in Lou’s inscription also indicate that implementing a cave
burial required additional justification since the latter did not follow “the contemporane-
ous custom of funerary”. If the purpose was not to enact a compassionate offering, then
why did Lou choose it at all? To this question, I believe the case of Lady Zhang offers a
plausible interpretation.

3. Burial Cave of Lady Zhang: Family Ties after Death

The case of Lady Zhang, which tells of a failed attempt to break away from one’s
husband in the afterlife, suggests that it was the problem of social gender that led to the
adoption of the cave burial. Zhang’s body was once interred in the empty Cave 1850 of
Longmen (labeled as Cave 1852 in Liu and Li 1998, pp. 591-92). Located on the southern
end of the western cliff, the cave measures 175 cm in height, 239 cm in width, and 233 cm
in depth. Since the four edges of its opening are designed to imitate the jambs, head, and
threshold of a door frame, the space was probably designed to be closed (Figure 4). Inside
is a stone dais that occupies the entire length of the cave, possibly for the placement of the
corpse (Liu 2008, p. 276; Lingley 2019, p. 7). Other than the incised palmette and floral
patterns on the vertical side of the dais, no other image exists inside the cave. Outside,
to either side of the opening, there is a seated animal and a standing figure dressed in a
wide-sleeved robe and a cap, holding something in hand. Since the figures do not show the
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typical muscular and wrathful bodies of dvarapalas, they likely represent civil officials that
were part of the so-named “honor guards” in an underground tomb, usually placed behind
the guardians. Above the opening is an empty arched niche with a square indent inside,
which, as Zhang (1991, p. 245) argues, seems to be a common feature shared by burial
caves of the time. Next to the southern official is a relief of stele, but no text survives.

Figure 4. Cave 1850 of Lady Zhang, with the burial inscription marked in red. Image by the author,
2019.

Located above the entrance, the heavily eroded burial inscription is inscribed in a
plane rectangle of 30 cm tall and 16 cm wide, occupying only half of the width of the en-
trance. The placement leads me to believe that Zhang probably repurposed a pre-existing
cave for her burial. Such a practice would not be uncommon. For example, in a stone
inscription from 843 discovered in Luoyang, a certain Neng Chanshi (Chan master Neng
AEfH#HT) demanded that his cave, which he took for Chan practice, should not be used to
bury deceased monks (Zhang 2011, p. 339; Wu 1852-1874, v. 9, p. 13a). Based on this
inscription, Shufen Liu suggests that caves designed for meditative practices were often
repurposed for burial use in the Tang period (2008, p. 258).

Only in 1981 was Lady Zhang's inconspicuous inscription discovered by Zhang Naizhu,
who then published his transcription in 1991 (p. 161). To my knowledge, no epigraphic cat-
alogues from the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries included the inscription (e.g., Wu
1852-1874; Sun and Xing [1802] 1891; Zhao 1864; Yang 1867; Yao 1883; Lu [1887 and 1898]
2006; Guan [1935] 1980). By 1998, the engraving had become largely illegible, as suggested
by the incomplete transcription produced by Liu and Li (1998, v. 2, pp. 591-92). Since
Zhang's transcription from 1991 contains much more information than the 1998 version,
it is widely referenced in subsequent publications (Liu 2008, p. 276; Liu 2012, pp. 64-65).
The inscription reads:

Lady Zhang, wife to the late Xiao Yuanli (c. 647—c. 697) who received the posthu-

mous titles of Commissioner with Extraordinary Powers and the Prefect of Xi-

angzhou. [She] returned to Buddhist (teaching) since young. Engaged with

tathatd frequently, she knew that various Dharmas are conditioned . . . [Her body]
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was carried in this efficacious shrine. It is hoped that [her] afterlife visage would
remain for eternity. An inscription was composed:

Immense is the Ultimate Venerable (éékyamuni) who established the teaching
without recompense. Now that [Zhang knew about] the emptiness of form, how
could [she] hold on to this body? ...

O A5 B R LA TR R N R IR, A ERGRD, R IR, REEEZ AR, A
OAD0O0 20000 £00 S8 iE. UFEDD, RO%E, BE00, #ikE
wo, MR, RIEAK. JIREEH:

REREE, MR, DU, SEkS, BHO00R, RA&AHO. (Zhang1991,
p. 161)

The inscription elaborates on Zhang’s understanding of Buddhist teaching and states that
she was buried at Longmen, presumably alone. Little about her family background is
included, except the name of her late husband, Xiao Yuanli.

In 2002, Xiao Yuanli’s tomb epitaph was discovered in nearby Zhanggoucun 3R 1/,
also on the western side of the River Yi; the tomb epitaph was reproduced in 2007 (Zhao
and Zhao 2007, p. 227). In 2010, Zhang Naizhu transcribed the entire inscription (pp.
507-8) and republished its ink rubbing in 2011 (p. 132). The epitaph celebrates Xiao's
failed yet heroic defense of Dingzhou against invaders and his death as a loyal military
commander. Then it informs that Xiao was survived by his wife Lady Zhang, who passed
away at the age of sixty-one at home in Zeshanli 3% 5, Luoyang. Afterward, she was
buried on the twenty-second day of the tenth month in 718 (November 16, 718), together
with her husband, on the western plateau to the south of Longmen (Zhang 2010, pp. 507-8;
Zhang 2011, p. 132). The contrasting information from the epitaph and the Longmen
inscription suggests that Lady Zhang’s sons conducted a second burial for her, moving
her remains to a joint underground tomb with her husband (Zhang 2010, p. 507; Liu 2012).

Except for a brief study (Liu 2012), scholars mainly used the epitaph and Lady Zhang's
Longmen inscription to reconstruct the life of Xiao Yuanli and his family lineage, which
traces back to the imperial Xiao family of the Liang (502-557) court (Mao 2016; Wang 2018).
As to why the sons moved her mother’s body from Cave 1850 and whether or not it was
legitimate to do so against her will, no detailed analysis has been offered so far.

In contrast to Lady Zhang's burial inscription at Longmen, the tomb epitaph of Xiao
Yuanli portrays Zhang as an educated daughter from an elite family and a virtuous wife
who dutifully served her husband and parents-in-law. The epitaph informs that Zhang
was from Dunhuang, her grandfather was Zhang Shifang 5&Hfilli, who was the commander-
in-chief ## in Shanzhou ¥/ (present-day Qinghai), and her father was Zhang Bin 5&®
who served as an administrator in Langzhou [HJ! (present-day Sichuan) (Zhao and Zhao
2007, p. 227; Zhang 2010, pp. 507-8). Mentioning nothing about her Buddhist devotion,
the epitaph cites from the Neize NIl chapter (“The Pattern of Family”) in Liji, praising her
early education, including studying weaving from a female teacher and learning about
ancestral rituals.” She “composed prose at the Pan Garden (where parents resided) and
served [guests] at banquets. Saddened by [her husband’s death], she did not sleep and re-
spectfully observed the he and fu burials (joint burial with her husband) % R {ERK, 4HFR4E .
PR B, HUE-SH” (Zhang 2010, pp. 507-8). Toward the end of the epitaph, she was
compared with Jing Jiang #{ZZ, the woman from Liji who “at the mourning for Mubo (her
husband) ... wailed for him in the daytime, and at that for Wenbo (her son) ... wailed
for him both in the daytime and the night {f12 1, #Z&HR. A2, FHREL". This
earned Jing Jiang the praise from Confucius (551 BCE—479 BCE) that “she knows the rules
of propriety A1#81”7¢ (Ruan 1815b, vol. 9, p. 174-2; Legge 1885, p. 176). To this rather
confusing line, Kong Yingda explained that “this paragraph means that at the mourning
for her husband, [one] should not wail at night I—#13H# KA R (Ruan 1815b, vol. 9,
p. 175-1).

In the Tang period, no enforceable burial norm seemed to have been established for
Buddhist lay women. On the one hand, statistics from recent archaeological research show
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that the most typical practice in the Tang was to bury married women together with their
husbands, either in the same coffin or in different coffins inside the same tomb (Yao 2002,
p- 213). On the other hand, it was not rare either for widowed women who became Bud-
dhist or Daoist renunciants to choose to be buried alone (Choo 2022, pp. 111-18; Yang 2019,
p. 50).

In the case of Lady Zhang, a joint burial seemed to have allowed her sons to commem-
orate not only their father as a loyal commander but also their mother as an ideal woman
in the mould of Jing Jiang. As Jessey Choo shows, Tang commentaries on classical texts
traced the origin of joint burials only to the time of Confucius and the Duke of Zhou (d.
1033 BCE) and asserted that “joint burials were not [a practice] from antiquity & %£3E "
(2022, p. 73). In other words, joint burial was considered a relatively new custom in com-
parison to ancient burials from the time of Shun, Xia, and Shang periods. However, this
phrase was frequently repurposed in later texts and tomb epitaphs in order to both refute
joint burials of married couples and to legitimize it. For example, when it came to the ques-
tion of whether Empress Wu Zhao should be buried in the tomb of her husband Emperor
Gaozong 5% (r. 649-683), the phrase was used to challenge the legitimacy of joint burial.
Yet with various justifications, the same phrase also appears in the epitaphs of joint tombs
(Choo 2022, pp. 101-3; Yang 2019, pp. 47-48). Although Lady Zhang's sons did not use
the exact phrase, they cited Liji to evoke the Confucian ideal, thereby justifying relocating
their mother’s remains to the joint spousal tomb.

The cases of Lady Lou and Lady Zhang, as I have argued so far, speak to a spectrum
of contentions that one had to endure in choosing a burial on the cliff of Longmen, ranging
from a need for justification in the case of Lou to an outright rejection of Zhang’s deci-
sion. Then why did these women still want to be interred at Longmen? I propose that
gender played a crucial role in this choice among lay women. From canonical accounts,
they perceived a daunting prospect of their own awakening as women. Beyond this, some
had the more immediate need to disassociate themselves from their husband’s family in
the afterlife. Both caused these women to choose cave burials over more conventional
burial practices.

4. The Problem of Social Gender

Before the eighth century, women were the dominant group in the burial space of
Longmen. While only four of the burial chambers contain identification information of
their original occupants, they were all women. In addition, among the numerous tomb
epitaphs that continue to be discovered within the loosely outlined vicinity of Longmen
up until today (Zhang 2011), I count ten, before the 760s, that belonged to lay women but
only four for lay men.

In the cases of these four men, women in their families likely had an influence on
their choice. One was An Pu(sa) %3 (&) (601-664) who was moved to the tomb of his
wife, Lady He 1] (622-704), to the east of Jingshan Monastery in 705 (Zhao and Wen 1986,
pp- 19-21). Another was the tomb of Li Duozuo Z% £ (654-707), the general who was
executed in the revolt against Empress Wei # (d. 710). In this case, it was Li’s sister and
daughter who decided to move his tomb, originally located elsewhere, to Longmen in 713
(Zhang and Zhang 1999, pp. 77-79).

Female devotees at Longmen were well versed in the rhetoric that female form pre-
sented a problem to attaining Buddhahood in this life. As shown by Stephanie Balkwill
(2016), Mahayana texts insist that a woman had to change into a man in order to attain
Buddhahood. She focuses on the example of a sixth-century text, titled the Sutra on Trans-
forming the Female Form (Zhuan niishen jing ¥ 548, T 564), which was likely written in
China in the sixth century but was included in the Sui-dynasty (581-618) Catalogue of Scrip-
tures F 4% H $% as a genuine translation. In Zhenyuan Revised List of Canonical Buddhist Texts
HIuHTEBEZ H $% (Zhenyuan xinding shijiao mulu, T 2157), a catalogue compiled in 800,
even though this sutra was listed as apocryphal, its title was included in the Sutra of the
Buddha’s Name 4% (T 441). Since several excerpts from the Sutra of the Buddha's Name
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appeared in the dedicatory inscriptions at Longmen, Buddhist devotees in the region might
also be familiar with the Sutra on Transforming the Female Form.

One lay woman, née Xue f#, whose pagoda was recorded to be at Longmen (Zhou
and Zhao 1992, v. 2, p. 1479), explicitly addressed how a female should transform into a
male to attain Buddhahood in the next life. Since the pagoda was established for her, Xue
was probably cremated. The text tells that she died in the year 738 at the age of twenty-
two. By that time, she had already lost a son but seemed unmoved by the death because,
as the text explains, she started studying Buddhist sutras at the age of nine, learned with
the famous monk Yifu F4f# (658-736), and understood “the causes for a long and a short
life LAFIRAVE”. Before she died, she hired a ritual specialist in secrets to look for an
auspicious burial place that was also close to her teacher’s resting place, in the hope that
she could look over to his remains in the afterlife. Since Yifu’'s pagoda was established
at the Great Fengxian Monastery on the western ridge of Longmen, the site of her burial
should also be nearby (Wen 1986, pp. 27-29).

Xue’s inscription made a vow that she would “surely attain the enlightenment and dis-
play the miracle of presenting a jewel to the Buddha. If [she] did not transform from her fe-
male body, [she] would become a disciple who scatters flowers %% B IE#, & /~ERERZ T
WKL S, HABACZAE” (Zhou and Zhao 1992, v. 2, p. 1479). The line refers to the
famous episode of the Dragon King’s daughter from the Lotus Sutra. Accordingly, in re-
sponse to Sariputra’s disbelief of her capacity to attain Buddhahood, the Dragon King’s
daughter offered a precious jewel to the Buddha, immediately transformed into a man, ac-
complished the bodhisattva path, ascended a Buddha land, and attained Buddhahood (T
vol. 9, no. 262, 09.0035c06-c26). Building upon a close reading of the story and connecting
it with the Sutra on Transforming the Female Form, Balkwill (2018, pp. 3—4) argues that the
perceived problem of the female form lies more in its social gender than the physical sex,
because a woman “necessarily belongs to another person. Throughout her life, she is like
a maidservant who must serve and follow a great family, also like a disciple who must
venerate and serve his master”.

Female donors at Longmen also perceived their social gender, its destructive power
in particular, as an obstacle to their release from suffering. One piece of evidence is found
in the inscribed scripture in Cave 1892. Excavated in 694, the grotto contains a carved sutra
titled Pusa hese yufa jing ¥ a1 (WAIEAL (The Sutra on Bodhisattva’s Denunciation of Desires
of Form, T 615), which Tang canons believed to be a translation by Kumarajiva (344-413)
(Liu and Li 1998, v. 2, pp. 594-96; Chen 2014, v. 1, p. 116). The short text expounds that
the form of women is the cangue, the deadly disease, and the evil dragon in this world. As
a result, women were held accountable for family conflicts and the collapse of a clan. Their
detrimental power was compared to a tall net that traps flocks of birds or fishes and a dark
pit that traps the blinded. Therefore, it is instructed that the wise should stay away from
such defilement (T vol. 15, no. 615, pp. 0286a17-0286b09). The scripture warns of the evils
that women could inflict on others: families, clans, and those who were trapped by their
“net” and “pit”. These defilements of the female form arise when women are situated in
social connections. Among its donors, at least thirty lay women were listed, in addition
to monks and lay men. The presence of these female donors suggests to me that they too
internalized the perceived defilements of the female gender.

5. Posthumous Family Connections for Lay Women

Two miraculous legends, both set in the space of Longmen, give vivid accounts of
how the earthly attachment from a woman'’s lifetime, which constitutes an important part
of the female social gender, continued in the imagination of her afterlife. As analyzed
by Robert Campany (2018), the literary genre of miracle tales offers testimonies to how
medieval Chinese audiences received the authority of Buddhist scriptures and teachings.
While these stories of Buddhist karmic retributions may appear fictional to modern eyes,
they held power and credibility in the minds of their contemporaneous readers. The two
miraculous tales below, as I argue, portray a popular perception that lay women would
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either maintain their familial ties in the afterlife or endure the karmic consequence of the
lack of such social belongings in their lifetime. In my interpretation, such a perception was
a driving cause that led to these lay women's choice to be buried alone at Longmen.

One tale, found in Mingbao ji F4REC (Records of Retribution from the Unseen Realm),
shows that married women were expected to repay any possible debts to their children in
the afterlife. Mingbao ji contains a series of contemporaneous and earlier tales that were
compiled around the 650s by Tang Lin J#l[if# (600-659), a high-level government official
who also dedicated a shrine (Cave 291) in 657 at Longmen. In this compilation, one of the
tales took place at Longmen during the Daye reign (605-18) of the Sui Dynasty. It tells a
miraculous story heard from a certain Mr. Wang in Luoyang. Because Wang observed five
Buddhist precepts for lay practitioners, he was also known by the title Wujie Tij (Five
Precepts) and he could sometimes foresee future events. One morning he proclaimed that
someone would send him a donkey. This prediction was fulfilled that very noon when a
man brought to him a donkey and claimed it to be a reincarnation of his late mother. This
man’s story reads:

[since the] father died when he was young, the mother remained a widow while
raising a son and a daughter. After the daughter was married, the mother passed
away. It had been over ten years since then. On the day of the Cold Food Festival,
the younger sister returned home. It was the custom of Luoyang that on the day,
[descendants] should offer alcohol and food to the tombs [of ancestors]. Riding
the donkey, the son went. The tomb [of their parents] were to the east of the River
Yi. As [the son] was about to across the river, the donkey refused to proceed.
[The son] whipped its head to bleed. Having arrived at the tomb, [he] let loose
of the donkey in order to present the offerings. Soon the donkey disappeared
and returned to its original location [later].

On the same day, the younger sister was at the brother’s home alone. Suddenly
[she] saw her mother entered. Bleeding in the head and mutilated in face, [the
mother] wailed and told the daughter, “When I was alive, I sent you five sheng of
rice behind your brother’s back. For this act, I was punished with sinful karma
and reborn in the body of a donkey. [As a donkey] I have repaid your elder
brother for five years. Today [he] wanted to cross the River Yi. Since the water
is so deep, [I] was afraid of [crossing]. Your elder brother beat me with his whip,
wounding my head and face. If [I] returned home, [I am] afraid that he would
beat me again. [Thus] I ran to tell you: now I have paid back all my debts, why
[would we still] inflict so much unreasonable suffering on each other?” Having
finished her words, [the donkey] walked out and cannot be found again. [But]
the daughter took note of her wounds.

Soon the brother came back. The daughter went to observe the bleeding wounds
on the donkey and realized that they were the same as her mother’s. Holding
the donkey in arms, she cried. The brother was surprised, asking her about the
matter. The daughter told him about the situation. The brother confirmed that
earlier, [the donkey] refused to cross the river, and that it returned after disap-
pearing; the circumstance was the same [as what the daughter described]. Then
the siblings held one another and cried with grief. Although the donkey also
wept, it still refused to drink water or eat grass. The siblings kneeled to plead, ‘If
you are indeed our mother, please eat the grass”. The donkey immediately ate
some but stopped shortly again. Not knowing what to do, the siblings prepared
millet and beans, and send [them with the donkey] to the place of Wujie (Mr.
Wang). Only after that did [the donkey] eat and drink again. Later, when the
donkey died, the sister collected [its remains] and buried it.
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This story at Longmen conveys the perceived continuity of karmic debts between a de-
ceased woman and her descendants. Because she had sent rice to her daughter in secrets,
the mother was reborn as a donkey and labored for five years to repay the debt to her son.
After the debt from the previous rebirth was finally cleared, the donkey refused to eat at
her son’s place until she was sent to a respected lay Buddhist who had no discernable con-
nection with the family. Both acts might ensure her a release from further attachments to
her son after this death.

Posthumous family tie was not only a serious concern for the married, but unmarried
women also had to consider how, in death, they would be treated by their living fami-
lies and those who knew them in life. The perception of deceased, unmarried women at
Longmen is conveyed through “Daodeli shusheng i1 . & (A Scholar from the Ward
of Morality)”. The tale was recorded to come from Jiwen #C[H (Records of Hearsay) by Niu
Su 4 (fl. late seventh—early eighth centuries), and only preserved in Taiping guangji
K-FJEEC (Extensive Records of the Taipingxingguo Era), an encyclopedic collection of
stories that was completed at the request of Emperor Taizong A% (r. 976-998) of the
Song (960-1279) and first published by Li Fang Z=jj (925-996) in 978 (Ditter et al. 2017).”
Like other tales documented in this anthology, “Daodeli shusheng” is likely drawn from
hearsay (Ditter et al. 2017, p. 15), but it brings to light a common belief in the afterlife
among the lay people of Lady Zhang and Lady Lou’s time.

The tale recounts a night excursion from the city of Luoyang to Xiangshan Monastery.
Archaeological excavations have found the ruins of the monastery on the eastern side of
Longmen (Guglielminotti Trivel 2006; Luoyang Shi Longmen Wenwu Baoguansuo 1986).
The story goes,

In the eastern capital (Luoyang) of the Tang dynasty, in Daode Ward, there was
a scholar. One evening, when walking to the Middle Bridge, he stumbled upon
an aristocratic entourage, accompanied by luxurious carts and horses. Seeing the
scholar, [the aristocrats] talked to him and asked him to follow the entourage. [In-
side the team] there was a princess, about twenty years old, whose beauty was
unparalleled in the world. [As she] continued to converse with the scholar, the
group left the Changxia Gate in the south [of the city], arriving at Longmen where
they entered a splendid mansion filled with orchid fragrance. [The princess] sum-
moned the scholar, bestowed him fine cuisines, and slept with him. In midnight,
the scholar was awakened and saw where he was sleeping was a stone cave. In
the front was a dead woman whose corpse had become swollen. In moonlight, it
was unbearable to smell the stink of the corpse. The scholar then climbed on the
stone, barely finding his way out. At dawn [he] arrived at Xiangshan Monastery
and told what happened to the monk there. The monk sent him back home. Sev-
eral days later, he died. [The story is] from Jiwen.
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(Li [978] 1566, vol. 331, p. 4a)

The anecdote supplies detailed geographic information to help its readers imagine the
story in their familiar space (Figure 5). Following the footstep of the young scholar, areader
starts from Daode Ward, making a short trip to the Middle Bridge, following the entourage
south to the Changxia Gate (Long Summer Gate, the eastern gate on the southern city wall
of Luoyang), and finally exiting the city to Longmen and Xiangshan Monastery (Xu [1809]
1985, front matter; Lai 2021). It is probable that the legend was believed to have taken place
in one of the many burial chambers that are still extant in the Eastern Hills of Longmen,
not far away from the ruins of Xiangshan Monastery.
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Figure 5. Historical map of the outer city of Luoyang, with red marks of (a) Daode (Morality) Ward,
(b) New Middle Bridge, and (c) Changxia (Long Summer) Gate. Image adapted from Xu Song, Tang
Liangjing chengfang kao (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985), front matter. Public domain.

Despite its spatial details, the story does not explain why the scholar died at all. I
interpret the absence of textual explanation as an indication that the contemporaneous au-
dience would understand the cause immediately. Several stories in Taiping guangji include
a similar plot of a man'’s sexual encounter with a deceased woman. For example, in one
story attributed to the Tianbao reign (742-755), a certain Mr. Yang #5 disappeared and
was later discovered alive from the tomb of a young woman. Subsequently, the spirit of
this lady informed her uncle, in his dream, of an upcoming betrothal from the Yang family.
Yet on the scheduled day of the wedding, the man died for no reason. Afterward, the two
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families held an afterlife wedding ceremony and buried them in a joint tomb. According
to Ping Yao (2002, pp. 208-9), such vernacular romance emerged as a genre because of the
popularity of afterlife marriage in the Tang. While such practice probably became common
as early as the Zhou dynasty (ca. 1050235 BCE), its surge in the Tang was confirmed by six
tomb epitaphs and three biographies in dynastic histories, the latest of which was dated to
768. When the miraculous story of Longmen is interpreted in this context, the death of the
young scholar implies that he was trapped in a netherworld union with the female spirit
in the cave.

While the tale most explicitly cautioned men, women were not excluded from the
audience. The message of this tale to an unmarried young woman is a dire one: if she was
not married by the time of her death, then she had to endure either the popular imagination
that she might turn into a seductive spirit or the possibility that her family would arrange
a postmortem marriage on her behalf.

In the context outlined by the two miraculous stories, if alay woman in the early Tang
aspired to a release from earthly ties after death, she had to seek an alternative that would
sever her matrimonial connection in the afterlife. It seems that Buddhist devotions offered
a suitable cause, and the site of Longmen, filled with statues of Buddhas and bodhisattvas,
provided a desirable resting place.

One woman at Longmen, Lady Pei 3 (667-725), explicitly wished to be separated
from her husband’s family at death. Lady Pei’s burial location and arrangement were doc-
umented in the ink rubbing of her tomb epitaph (Zhou and Zhao 1992, v. 2, p. 1313).
Accordingly, after her husband died at a young age, Pei left the will that “[she] should not
be buried in the tomb of Zhichang (her husband), because she had taken the precepts [for
alay person] AR HR 2%, U2 ", Then on the twenty-third day of the sec-
ond month of 726 (March 31, 726), “she was buried on the rear mountain of Puti Monastery
of Longmen Hills in Henan. [Such choice] revealed [her determination] to leave the dusty
[world] ZEATEFHEFT LS 2 4% s, B LB (Zhou and Zhao 1992, v. 2, p. 1313).

From the will of Lady Pei and the two miraculous tales, I believe that some women
in the early Tang, Lady Lou and Lady Zhang included, regarded their posthumous famil-
ial bonds as a serious matter. Beyond Longmen, Shufen Liu and Jessey Choo have also
given abundant examples in which women from the Tang hoped to be buried separately
so that they could be dissociated from their husbands after death (Liu 2008, pp. 280-84;
Choo 2022, pp. 111-17). Choo (2022, p. 72) has also argued that on the rhetorical level,
in the minds of the living, the joint burial of a wife and a husband reaffirmed the marital
bonds at death, whereas a separate burial symbolized the end of the union. The case of
Lady Pei and the two miraculous tales further indicate that for the moribund, marital ties
in the afterlife were more than rhetorical. As their final moments approached, lay women
were pressed to make burial arrangements to ensure their own release. Likely for this
consideration, Lady Lou and Lady Zhang resorted to the stone chambers at Longmen.

6. Conclusions

In-between the formulaic lines of cave inscriptions are the various contentions faced
by Lady Lou and Lady Zhang as they chose Longmen as their burial place. Lou and her
husband did not enact the practice of flesh offering, even though they called her cave burial
a practice that followed “the rule of Sitavana”. The sons of Zhang could not allow their
mother’s body to disintegrate alone because she still had another role to fulfill in her hus-
band’s tomb, as a model Confucian wife to a courageous official. Despite all these fore-
seeable difficulties, these women insisted on having their remains sealed in the caves of
Longmen. It is my argument that this choice was motivated by the perceived burdens of
their social gender, which came from both scriptural sources and the popular imagination
of the afterlives of women, either as mothers and wives who were still trapped in the web
of family responsibilities or as beguiling spirits with destructive power. To find a way
out of this conundrum, Lady Lou and Lady Zhang chose to literally inter their bodies into
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the same earth occupied by the Buddhas and bodhisattvas of Longmen in an attempt to
prepare for their own release in the afterlife.
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Notes

1 The five burial caves with inscriptions include the ones of Ladies Lou and Zhang, which are the focus of this paper, and the ones

of nun Lingjue % (c. 687-738) and nun Huideng # & (650-731), which are briefly introduced in the later part of this paper.
The fifth one is known as Wanfogou Cave 1, published in 2021. The fragmented inscription does not include the name of the
cave occupant but mentions the second son of a certain Zhang Sijing 5& 4 (Longmen shiku yanjiu yuan 2021, vol. 1, pp. 24-25).
I also learned about this burial cave from Lan Li (2022), who participated in the excavation of Wanfogou in 2015.

Unless otherwise noted, all translations in this paper are by the author.

The character is neither transcribed in the 1998 version nor legible from the ink rubbing. Thus, it is uncertain if the husband’s
name was Shen Li or Shen Pou.

4 I translate this passage differently from Shufen Liu (2000, p. 8). Liu interprets these words as conveying Daoxuan’s “admiration
of the ideals” and “sense of revulsion at its actual undertaking”.

> The translation of the title Neize comes from Legge (1885, p. 449).

6 This translation is from Legge (1885, p. 176). For names, the old transliterations are adapted with pinyin romanization.

7 Taiping guangji was not reprinted until the sixteenth century (Ditter et al. 2017, p. 19).
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