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The Longmen Grottos are located near Luoyang in Henan province, China.  They are considered 
to contain some of the finest examples of Buddhist art.  They are comprised of approximately 
100,000 carvings, ranging in size from less than one inch to 57 feet high.  The first carvings date 
from 493 AD, and most were completed by 1127 AD.  

As is readily apparent from the photographs in this collection, many of the carvings completed 
at this site have been damaged over the years.  While there is evidence that some vandalism oc-
curred as early as the 13th century, most of the damage occurred during the 20th century, when 
carvings were removed for sale to museums and collectors.  Some sources also indicate removal 
of carvings by Japanese occupiers.  

I am not a scholar of Buddhist art, and had never heard of this site until the day I visited there.  I 
was traveling in China as part of a group of photographers invited to help celebrate the opening 
of a new trail in a nearby park, though the exact reason for the invitation was never quite clear 
to me.   Some others in the group knew of the site, and suggested that we use a free day in our 
schedule to go to Longmen Grottos.  The drive to the site was supposed to take two hours from 
Zhengzhou, but took more than four, as our bus driver kept getting lost.  Our time at the site was 
limited:  according to the metadata on my digital photographs, I spent slightly less than an hour 
on there. 

 I’m not quite sure what to make of these pictures, with so many damaged figures—missing faces 
and heads, missing arms.  But worth noting is that the newest of these carvings are nearly 900 
years old—the oldest more than 1500.  Despite the damage done to them, I am still astonished 
by what remains—outlines, shadows, and mostly empty niches carved into the limestone.  Ghost 
images from the past.  
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