Notes from 2001

4.8.01

In the afternoon, we went to Gongzhu si. It was an hour’s drive from where we stayed along a fairly bumpy and muddy road. Where we branched off the main road, I noticed that the landscape opened out and there was quite a lot of farmland, much of it put to corn. I soon noticed that we were driving on the bank of a dried -up river, dried-up for the time being but I would think, from moistness of the river bed as we were nearer the upper end, there was water when it rained. I noticed every now and then what looked like recent grave mounds on land uncultivated. By the end of the hour’s drive, we saw an impressive looking village, apparently quite isolated from any other settlement nearby. The Gongzhu monastery is to its back. I don’t think many outsiders came to the area: our presence caused a noticeable commotion. Children were running along the village to get to the monastery when they saw our cars and a small crowd had gathered by the time we arrived.

We were greeted by the village head and the party village secretary (surname Zhu). We were taken to the middle hall where there were figures of the 18  luohan and were told that these were original Yuan dynasty relics. I could see that the bodies were finely made -- wooden structure plastered over with mud or clay, details of the garments finely carved and coloured. Some of the heads were obvious later additions -- quite a  number had been stolen in recent years. One head was taken from the statue but left behind, and the villagers had affixed it to the body again. I took a picture of that.

The main hall had a huge mural on all four walls that absolutely could take one’s breath away. The buddha occupies central position on the walls left and right of the statues, and indicated in the picture are humans living and dead, deities of all descriptions, paying homage. In two places, the donors names are noted. In the upper right corner on the right hand wall (back to entrance) are the names of the painters. The villagers claim Ming Hongzhi date for the painting. I couldn’t find a date anywhere on the wall, but can accept a Ming creation. Writing on the beam that we could see indicate a Qing repair. 

We were given the story of the monastery by the party secretary, and during dinner back at the hotel, where we were joined by Mr Li (former county secretary?) who was said to be knowledgeable about local history, I was given the story again. The princess was the fourth daughter of some king in the Northern Wei kingdom  who became a nun. She set up a monastery, not here, but nearby (more later). According to the party secretary, she was pursued by her husband, who set up the monastery at the present site, and that might be why the monastery then moved over. I don’t think Mr Li had the same story here: the monastery moved over here in the Ming. 

We were introduced to the nun Rev. (?) who had come to the village just over two years ago. The lady is in her 60s and she spoke to us quietly but confidently about why she came over. She had come from Wutaishan nearby. She saw that this was a village in poverty and decided that these people were poor in their present life because of acts that they taken in previous lives. Her object, therefore, as a buddhist, was to save them from the cycle of retribution. There were children (all girls) who had no chance to continue with school after their five primary years. She took these in and now teach them the sutras. She obviously also has a following of lay budhists who help her in this. We saw some seven or eight children dressed in habit for evening service, with the participation of some grown-ups, at least two in habit. She has quite wide contacts. She knows people in Hong Kong and Shenzhen, had some family in Taiwan (now deceased), and she was invited to Hong Kong last year. It was quite obvious the village leadership is devoted to her. Her object is to set up here a community for the chanting of the Huayan sutra. She has been working on the sutra herself but does not consider herself knowledgeable enough about it yet. She also thinks that the sutras may be deposited (?) here only when the correct three lines are chanted volume by volume and is in the process of teaching these young girls to do so. 

We asked her if there were sutras in the monastery. She said there was a cangjing lou in the past which was destroyed in the cultural revolution. She knew about the site from where the monastery had moved. It was a cave -- she could describe it quite clearly -- and the plants grew luxuriantly nearby. There had been a monastery there but now it is in ruin.

Mr Li gave us a clearer idea of the earlier location of the monastery. Learnt that over lunch on 5.8. There is neither statue nor hall in honour of the princess in the monastery, but there used to be a hall in her honour somewhere else along the river outside the village. There was also a niangniang temple in her honour at the origin of the river. (I asked and he answered very clearly on this point: you go along the river to the very end, that is the princess’ s temple.) Is that the same spot as the ruins, which he also knew about. He thought for a little while before giving me an answer: the relics are on the hill, and the princess’ temple at the origin of the river at the foot. 

There is a Yuan dynasty tablet in the main hall (pic) which Mr Li has a rubbing of (pic). On the envelope of the rubbing, Mr Li has noted that the tablet had been moved here from Shansi cun, where the gongzhu si had been located.

Ms Zhu, the party secretary, was a member of the village. This is her natal home. She is a buddhist. Prof Zhang took her to task for being so while a member of the chinese communist party, and posed for her the moral question of allowing the nun train children at an early age for a life of celibacy. She joined us for dinner last night, had beer , ate very little, and did not touch meat.

The mural is in a good condition except for a section to the back of the statue, but the building is crumbling. The beams are being supported by make-shift pillars, and I noticed that the back wall, which is supported by two buttresses on the outside, has a crack running all the way down it. The site is not state protected in any way. Prof Zhang is taking it very seriously and said to the villagers he would press for some provincial support and recognition.
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