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A Study of Yin Family Caves in Dunhuang during the Early Tang

Kim Haewon*

The article attempts to emphasize the regional context of the Dunhuang Caves of the Early
Tang (618-712) by examining the caves constructed by Yin Family during the period. The caves
in concern are Mogao Caves 90, 321, and 217. These cave shall stand out for their adoption of
unprecedented iconographies and styles in the Dunhuang region.

As for Cave 96, almost ninety-year old Yin Zu participated as its major donor. The cave’s new
feature is its main icon, the colossal statue of Maitreya Buddha. The iconography is related to the
importance of Maitreya during the Wu Zetian's period (690-705) when the newly enthroned
female emperor and Maitreya was equated .

In Cave 321, there remain in scriptions with the surnames of Yin from the Five Dynasties
period. This cave again is filled with new iconographies and styles, and it is most notable in the
wall painting on the south wall. The painting has been identified as the Precious Rain bianxiang,
The Sutra of Precious Rain (Baoyujing), which this painting takes its theme from, is the sutra that
Wu Zetian used for the justification of her political legitimacy. The connection between the
painting and Wu Zetian is clearly demonstrated by the two hands with round objects appearing

from a band of clouds. It is a visual representation of Wu Zetian's name Zhao™ in its new

* Assistant Curator, National Museum of Korea
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character formulated during the Wu Zetian’s reign. Another notable feature is a pair of two white
animal statues that were installed in front of the niche on the west wall, They are regarded to be
“White Wolf,” one of the auspicious signs that was reported from Dunhuang by the son of Yin Zu
(the donor of Cave 96), Yin Shouzhong.

Among the donors’ inscriptions in Cave 217, the names of the Yin family members are
preserved including Yin Sijing and Yin Siyu. They are grandson’s of another Yin Zu, who was one
of the two elders of the Yin family during the early eighth century. The paintings on the south,
north, and east walls show new compositions and motifs. Especially notable are the demarcation
around the Buddha’s assemble in the center of the Lotus Sutra bianxiang on the south wall, and
the group of soldiers represented in the Contemplation Sutra bianxiang on the north wall,

The Yin family in Dunhuang was a late comer to the group of prominent families in the
region. According to the Record of Eminent Families in Dunhuang, the Yin family became an
eminent family after Sui-Tang period. Other relevant records show that twenty-one members of
the Yin family attained official titles between the late seventh and early eighth century, and they
became the second-rank among many eminent families in Dunhuang. Considering many Wu
Zetian-related motifs in their caves, especially in Caves 96 and 321, it appears that the Yins were
solidly established as one the most powertul clans in Dunhuang by demonstrating themselves as
great supporters of Wu Zetian, This was more obvious in the case of the Yin Zu and Yin
Shouzhong line, whose records after the early eighth century does not remain,

While these caves adopted the new iconographies and styles from the Central Plain, some
regional elements are found as well. Tt seems plausible that the “White Wolf" from Cave 321,
which symbolizes a successful defeat of the "barbarians,” and the group of soldiers represented in
the Contemplation Sutra bianxiang in Cave 217, are related to the environment of the Dunhuang
region and the professional background of the donors. Located in the northwestern frontier,
attacks from the neighboring regions were biggest concerns for the Dunhuang people. Moreover,
many of the Yin family members served as military officials. In this sense, we can say that the
caves not only have the newly introduced elements from the Central Plain but also have regional

themes and motifs .
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