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Re-proving the Significance of the Images on “Journey to the
West” at Feilaifeng of Hangzhou:
With a Discussion on the Relationship between Historical Texts
and Art History Study

Chang Qing

Abstract: A close analysis of the figures suggests that niche nos. 46 and 47 at Feilaifeng of
Hangzhou were meant to be read together and depict Xuanzang’s (600-664) legendary Journey to the
West. Once there was an inscription on niche no. 46, identified the monk figure of the niche as Xuanzang.
As for the three figures carved in niche no. 47, some scholars identified the inscribed name Zhu Bajie [Red

Eight Precepts] for the second figure as Zhu Shixing (act. third cent.), the first Han monk in China and the
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first person to go to the West to bring Buddhist sutras back to China. They also thought that the inscription
reading Zhu Bajie must have been scratched and re-carved in a later period. All previous scholarships
suggested that nos. 46 and 47 are two separate groups all carved in the early Northern Song (960-1127)
period. They claimed that in Southern Song (1127-1279) fiction, Xuanzang only had one attendant, Hou
Xingzhe [Monkey Postulant]. The three figures from no. 47, therefore, could not be the attendants of
Xuanzang, but depicting Zhu Shixing’s journey. Only niche no. 46 portrays Xuanzang.

If we review the development of Xuanzang’s legend from the Song through the Yuan periods,
we can demonstrate that the subject of nos. 46 and 47 is Xuanzang’s Journey to the West. In the Yuan
period, Xuanzang acquired additional attendants, Zhu Bajie [Red Eight Precepts], and Sha Heshang [Sand
Monk]. Accordingly, niche nos. 46 and 47 just correspond with the group of figures of Xuanzang’s legend
developed in the Yuan period. In niche no. 47 Red Eight Precepts is identified by his Yuan-dynasty name,
so the three figures in the group must have been carved in the Yuan period, but before the Ming (1368-1644)
standardization of the name as Zhu Bajie [Pig Eight Precepts]. Because in the legends, Monkey Postulant
leads the group of attendants, he is probably the first figure of niche no. 47. In addition, the costumes and
attributes of the figures in niche no. 47 indicate that they are guards for the Buddhist mission rather than
monks. The inscription on Zhu Bajie [Red Eight Precepts] in niche no. 47 is the original carving from the
Yuan period, providing the existing earliest inscribed material to study Red Eight Precepts (later period
Pig Eight Precepts) from the texts and plays of “Journey to the West.” Therefore, the images of the two
niches represent the great significance to study the date when the figure of Zhu Bajie appeared in Chinese
history and the development of “Journey to the West” during the Yuan period.

Key words: Buddhism, cave temples, Feilaifeng, Journey to the West, Zhu Bajie, Xuanzang,
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