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Abstract  This article examines the various ways in which the Northern Wei 
emperor Wenchengdi (440–465; r. 452–465) was portrayed to his subjects. As is 
the case with many monarchs in many countries, he played different parts before 
different groups. For his soldiers, he was represented as a great hunter and 
marksman; to farmers in the lowlands, as a caring protector and benefactor; to 
potentially rebellious groups on the periphery, as a strong and steady observer of 
their actions. At the same time, it was in his reign that the Northern Wei court 
began efforts to use Buddhism as an overarching way to justify rule to all within 
the realm, by initiating construction of the famous cave-temples at Yungang, 
where “Buddhas became emperors and emperors Buddhas.” The spectacles 
through which Wenchengdi was portrayed are contextualized by a parallel 
examination of the very difficult life of the person behind the pomp and 
circumstance. 
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Introduction 

A key issue for those of us humans who live in complexly organized political 
systems—which is of course virtually all of us anymore—is how the people who 
run our states present themselves to us. Generally not satisfied with bland 
functional competence, we demand that some sort of garlands be worn, on some 
sort of stage.  

Looking back to pre-modern times, one way to examine rulership—and its 
change over time—is to focus on how rulers portray themselves (or are portrayed 
by their followers) through the use of various symbols and rituals, at times quite 
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self-consciously. For the audiences before which these performances are enacted, 
they are intended to create culturally constructed universes containing 
assumptions of the need for hierarchy and rulership. Sometimes this works. But 
the manipulation of rites and symbols is also important for the lord himself. We 
humans are pliable creatures, generally uncertain of what we actually are, 
endlessly in the process of constructing a self, of convincing ourselves that we 
are this or that. The monarch needs to do this as much as his subject. Perhaps 
more. Needless to say, the more elaborate the emperor’s new clothes, the more 
difficult it may be for him at least to know what is and what is not beneath them. 

Some fifty years ago, understanding of these issues was deepened by Ernst 
Kantorowicz in his famous The King’s Two Bodies, where he compared the 
corporeal, mortal “natural body” of the medieval English king—the real human 
being who for a time sat on a throne and at least supposedly ruled a realm—with 
a “mystical body,” which was imperishable and would be reinvested in the next 
occupant of the throne. For all the flaws of the king, the assumption of the 
community was that there must be a King. Isabelle Charleux, Gregory Delaplace 
and Roberte Hamayon have recently led us further, in volumes examining the 
representation of power in Inner Asia, both ancient and modern.1 In this paper, 
on a much more modest scale, I turn to medieval China to examine efforts to 
make a King out of a king (or at least to make him look like one).2 

The Life and Times of Wenchengdi 

The figure under consideration is the mid-fifth century monarch Wenchengdi 文
成帝 (r. 452–65). Wencheng was a monarch of the Northern Wei 北魏 dynasty 
(386–534), founded by the Tabgatch (Ch. Tuoba 拓跋), a branch of the Inner 
Asian Särbi (Ch. Xianbei 鲜卑) people that originally went from the steppelands 
southward into China. The Tabgatch are a significant group in the history of 
eastern Asia, having begun during the Period of Division a process of 
reunification of the Chinese territories that culminated in the Tang dynasty 
(618–907). Wencheng himself, however, was a figure of minor note. Of much 
more importance would be his grandfather, the “Great Martial Emperor” Taiwudi
太武帝  (r. 424–52), who greatly expanded the conquests that created the 
Northern Wei empire; or Wencheng’s grandson, the “Filial and Cultured 
                                                  
1 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology; 
Isabelle Charleux, Grégory Delaplace and Roberte Hamayon, “Representing Power in Ancient 
Inner Asia: Legitimacy, Transmission and the Sacred; Introduction,” see esp. 2. 
2 Confucius, of course, based his moral philosophy on the idea of filling roles, as in the 
famous statement that the prince should be a Prince, the minister a Minister (君君臣臣, 
Analects, 12:11). 
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Emperor” Xiaowendi 孝文帝 (r. 471–99), who transformed the Wei regime 
through a series of sinicizing reforms. 

Wencheng is also a rather inaccessible figure. He never even knew the name 
by which I am referring to him, Wenchengdi being a posthumous imperial title in 
Chinese which means something like “Refined Achievements Emperor.” He 
certainly spoke Chinese and would have known the personal name he received in 
that language, Jun 浚, but that was not his name in his mother tongue, which was 
proto-Mongolian Särbi. One Särbi appellation has come down to us, from 
transcription in the history of one of the southern Jiankang regimes, the Song shu
宋书. It is, however, not a personal name but a title, which Peter Boodberg 
reconstructed as ’Uo-luâi tigin, suggesting that it meant “Heir and Prince.”3 As 
is true of much of the Northern Wei—the earlier reigns in particular—the texts 
imperfectly describe these human beings. Nevertheless, Wencheng was of course 
a real human being—a “corporeal body”—who despite—or better, because 
of—his royal birth lived a difficult life in a complex world of rapid and 
dislocating change. Born in the year 440 he died in 465, at the age of 26 sui. 
Though the cause of his death is unknown, we have no reason to think he died 
from anything other than natural causes. 

Based on surrounding events, a peaceful, natural death would be surprising. 
Wencheng came into the world at the end of a bloody and convulsive period of 
Northern Wei—and Chinese—history. The year of his birth, 440, was the year 
after the conquest by his grandfather, Taiwudi, of the last of the Sixteen 
Kingdoms, namely, Northern Liang in the Gansu corridor. The newly subjected 
populations, both Chinese and non-Chinese, suffered; many were marched north 
to the capital, Pingcheng 平城 (modern Datong), a huge military base on the 
southern lip of the Mongolian plateau. But it was also a difficult time for the 
conquerors. Taiwu had greatly expanded the empire, but its inhabitants— 
conquerors as well as conquered—were now exhausted.4  Furthermore, the 
Tabgatch, who had originally taken shape as a militarized nation, were 
undergoing deep cultural change. Though sporadic military activity would 
continue for decades, after 439 the great age of Northern Wei conquest was over. 
Its monarch would need to begin to define himself in new ways. As we will see 
below, one of the forms this took was religion. He would also have to begin to 
placate and calm his subjects. One of the ways we see this was with a series of 
                                                  
3 In Chinese Wulei zhiqin 乌雷直勤. This is the name given in Song shu (Zhonghua shuju 
edn.), 95.2353; Nan Qi shu (Zhonghua shuju edn.), 57.984; and see Zizhi tongjian (Zhonghua 
shuju edn.; hereafter ZZTJ), 126.3981. Tigin (zhiqin)—one of the few Särbi terms we know 
with some certainty—means “prince.” Boodberg goes beyond this to speculate that  
“Uo-luâi” meant “heir”: “Language of the T’o-pa Wei,” rpt. in Selected Works of Peter A. 
Boodberg, 230. 
4 ZZTJ, 130.4073. 
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reign titles—imperial advertising slogans of a sort—with names like: “establish 
peace” (xing an 兴安, 452–54), “great peace” (tai an 太安, 455–59), and 
“harmonious tranquility” (he ping 和平, 460–65).  

There was also a turbulence—really a profound sadness—in the life of this 
boy-king. I have discussed this in some detail elsewhere,5 but to sum up:  

Wencheng’s father was Huang 晃, Taiwudi’s designated heir. In 451 a rift broke 
out between the Great Martial Emperor and his heir, leading to Huang’s death.6 
A year later, the emperor was killed by a eunuch. This led to a sudden vacuum in 
the court, but eventually a new coalition emerged; the eunuch was killed and in 
452 the twelve-year-old Wencheng placed on the throne. After a year or so of 
power struggle and enigmatic deaths and executions—which included 
Wencheng’s two surviving uncles and his estranged birth mother, a princess of 
the Rouran 柔然, the new power of the steppelands—something resembling 
“peace” was finally established at the court. 

The Great Martial Emperor had been a dominant figure within the regime; no 
single similar figure emerged in the court that took shape in the aftermath of his 
death. In the first few years of his reign, at any rate, Wencheng was little more 
than a child. Two key supporters during his reign were men of Inner Asian origin 
from the military establishment who had played key roles in saving the boy’s life 
(and in their view, at least, saving the realm): Buliugu 步六孤 [or in its Chinese 
transcription, Lu 陆] Li 丽 (Boodberg suggests this means Li the Bulgar)—the 
Minister of the South 7 —who carried the twelve-year-old in his arms on 
horseback from hiding in the deer park to the palace for enthronement; and a 
leader of the palace guard, Yuan He 源贺,8 who opened the gate. We will see 
more about both below. 

One of the signs of real change at the Wei court, however, was that the regime 
was no longer completely dominated by males, as it had been since at least the 
                                                  
5 Scott Pearce, “Nurses, Nurslings, and New Shapes of Power in the Mid-Wei Court.”  
6 In ZZTJ, 126.3981, Sima Guang cites comments in Songshu, 95.2353 (see also Nan Qi shu, 
57.984), that Huang had planned to rebel against his father, who then killed him; Sima 
dismisses these, suggesting they were groundless rumors. Li Ping rejects Sima’s rejection, and 
has constructed a complex argument suggesting not the plot of a eunuch, but the will of the 
monarch, Bei Wei Pingcheng shidai, 120–29. 
7 Lu was the sinicized form of the Särbi name that is transcribed as Buliugu (which Boodberg 
[Ibid., 254] has associated with the term “Bulgar”); Yao Weiyuan, Beichao huxing kao, 28–31; 
Chen Lianqing, Zhongguo gudai shaoshu minzu xingshi yanjiu, 99. His biographies are in Wei 
shu (Zhonghua shuju edn.; hereafter WS), 40.907–8; Bei shi (Zhonghua shuju edn.; hereafter 
BS), 28.1015. The Minister of the South oversaw all administration of the conquered farmlands 
south of Pingcheng. See Yan Yaozhong, Bei Wei qianqi zhengzhi zhidu, 47. I render this term 
differently than Charles Hucker does; see his A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China, 
no. 4114, 340. 
8 For Yuan He, see WS, 41.919–23; BS, 28.1023–26. Regarding the kinship group of which he 
claimed to be a part, see Chen, Xingshi yanjiu, 79–80. 
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time of the founder, Daowudi 道武帝 (r. 386–409). A new pattern of politicking 
had appeared in the courts of northern China that it might be plausible to suggest 
culminated two and a half centuries later in the reign of the female “emperor” 
(huangdi) Wu Zetian 武则天.9 Playing a different role from Yuan He and the 
Bulgar, but clearly powerful in her own right at Wencheng’s court, was his 
nursemaid, Madame Chang 常氏, who had since his infancy been much closer to 
Wencheng than his birth mother. It has, in fact, been suggested that it was she 
who fled with him to hiding in the deer park during the melee that followed the 
killing of Taiwudi.10 Her power is evidenced in a number of ways. One is the 
bestowal upon the wetnurse in 453 the title of Empress Dowager—an 
extraordinary act without parallel in Chinese history.11 And Madame Chang also 
possessed and exercised the power to kill, as we see in 456 when she ordered the 
suicide of Wencheng’s favorite, the mother of the designated 
one-and-a-half-year-old heir (the future Wei Emperor Xianwen献文 [r. 465–71]). 
At the same time, designated as Wencheng’s empress was the Empress Dowager’s 
choice, Madame Feng 冯氏 (or Wenming 文明), who after Wencheng’s death 
would dominate the Wei court for decades. Whatever his inner feeling about the 
events of 456, Wencheng deferred to Madame Chang.12 

The structure of power at the court had thus become more complex. At the 
same time, the state as a whole had begun the process of becoming more 
centralized and bureaucratized. Under Taiwudi and his immediate predecessors, 
the driving force within the state was the army and its wars of conquest. Fitful 
attention was given to administration in and of itself. Again and again, on an ad 
hoc basis, ministries were established then abolished; in the newly conquered 
territories, little care was taken in appointing the officials who would administer 
them after the army’s departure. Beginning with Wencheng’s reign, we see in the 
court a growing desire to curb the gross corruption that had followed, and more 
efficiently tax the peasantry. It must be noted that part of the reason for this was 
depletion of the treasury by Taiwu’s campaigns. At any rate, efforts were now 
                                                  
9 As an anonymous reviewer of this article pointed out, however, much more work is needed 
to prove this point. 
10 The modern scholars Song Qirui and Li Ping agree on this suggestion: see Song Qirui, Bei 
Wei nüzhu lun, 107–8; and Li Ping, “Bei Wei Wenchengdi chunian de san hou zhizheng,” in 
his Beichao yanjiu cungao, 149–53. In the same text, on 155, Li Ping makes the very good 
point that whoever it was who was protecting the boy, and Madame Chang is the logical 
choice, would have been in communication with Lu Li and the others; otherwise, how would 
the Minister of the South gallop out and quickly collect the boy? Other modern scholars do 
disagree with this interpretation. For more discussion, see Pearce, “Nurses, Nurslings, and 
New Shapes of Power in the Mid-Wei Court.” 
11 WS, 5.112. 
12 See Pearce, “Nurses, Nurslings, and New Shapes of Power in the Mid-Wei Court”; ZZTJ, 
128.4025; WS, 5.115; BS, 2.68. 
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made to improve the selection of local officials, and inspectors were sent from 
Pingcheng to examine their activities. While in general punishments were 
lessened, corruption could now bring the death sentence.13 From this time, we 
are told, the peasantry began to “engage in peaceful occupations.” And even the 
armies were changing. It was under Wencheng that Yuan He—the guard 
commander who had opened the gate for the boy’s enthronement—made his 
famous memorial to the throne suggesting that felons be used to refill the 
dwindling ranks of the northern garrisons, which protected the empire from the 
Rouran. The social composition of these key garrisons would never be the same.14 

While the central power of the court vis-à-vis the provinces was growing, 
since the court no longer clearly lay under the authority of a single 
commander-in-chief it is hard for us to tell exactly how decisions were made, or 
by whom. While it is clear that, for good or ill, the buck had once stopped with 
Taiwu, the situation at Wencheng’s court was more murky. One gets a sense of 
back-room bargaining among various groups or individuals; power had become 
more diffused. Still, at times it is clear that a decision had been made and then 
imposed on the young emperor—such as Madame Chang’s order that his favorite 
must kill herself. Perhaps part of the reason Wencheng took so many trips out of 
the court—to Hexi 河西, or the Yinshan 阴山 mountains—was that he felt 
suffocated at the Pingcheng court, with its various political actors. This applies to 
a variety of issues during Wencheng’s reign. For this paper, of particular interest 
is the question of who scripted representations of his power; who organized 
displays of the “mystical body” of Tabgatch rulership. Our meager sources of this 
period do not give a clear answer, but it is likely that these shows were not staged 
by any single figure, since there were multiple centers of power within the court, 
with different interests. Furthermore, Wencheng did not just have one “mystical 
body,” but—as is typical with leaders both ancient and modern—many, as he 
displayed himself—or was displayed—before various kinds of audiences.  

Representing the Emperor to the Fighting Men 

I will begin with some examples of displays to particular groups in the composite 
realm, and then close with discussion of one key way—the display of monarchy 
within the Buddhist idiom—in which attempts were made to bind disparate 
elements into a new whole. In examining these, I will also pay attention to 
continuity and discontinuity between grandfather and grandson. And we will 
begin with a category showing clear continuity. The Great Martial Emperor was 
                                                  
13 See the series of edicts in WS, 5.116–20, ranging from 458 to 462; and discussion in Bei Wei 
shi, ed. Du Shiduo, 190ff. 
14 WS, 41.920–21. 
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an East Asian Teddy Roosevelt, who delighted in showing himself on horseback 
hunting down both man and beast. He did this, of course, for himself, and he also 
did it for audiences; and perhaps these are simply two faces of the same 
phenomenon. Part of the audience would have been those whom he was hunting 
down—to terrorize and intimidate. But of equal importance as audience would be 
the comrades with whom he fought or hunted, the guoren, “men of the 
nation”—the mostly Inner Asian populations that had been forged by the early 
Tabgatch lords into the militarized nation that created the empire. These men 
wished to see their lord as fearless, peerless leader. 

Wencheng began to go hunting with guoren at the age of fifteen, and continued 
it through his life; at the age of twenty-three, we are told, he single-handedly shot 
three tigers.15 In practical terms these hunts, generally taken in the depth of 
summer, allowed the men to escape the heat of Pingcheng, while providing meat 
for the troops.16 But hunting was more than that. As Thomas Allsen tells us, it 
was throughout Eurasia “a demonstration of the ability to rule, the means of 
projecting an image of vigor and authority.”17 

Another way of both practising and demonstrating the arts of war is the contest, 
which in this culture of the mounted bowman was first and foremost the archery 
contest.18 A vivid description of such activity is found in the “Stele of the 
Southern Progress” (Nanxun bei), set up near the town of Lingqiu 灵丘, Shanxi. 
This monument marked a progress taken by Wencheng at the age of twenty-one, 
in the spring of 461, in the course of which he and his party traveled from 
Pingcheng along the Lingqiu Road down into the North China Plain, and then 
back again.19 This was not, it must be noted, a unique event in his reign; he 
made numerous such trips, to the south, north, and west, and on at least some of 
                                                  
15 WS, 5.121. Frequent references are seen throughout his reign: WS, 5.115, 116, 117, 120, 121. 
Hunts, of course, served as military practice, and at least in some cases an outright effort to 
intimidate local populations; see the description of the call up of corvee in 461 to build a 
“hunting road” in the restive region of Hexi, WS, 5.119. See also attempts to curb excessive 
enthusiasm on the hunt, which had at times become a senseless slaughter, WS, 5.121. 
16 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this facet of the hunt. 
17 Thomas Allsen, The Royal Hunt in Eurasian History, 129. I will point out that Allsen is 
drawing here on Mencius. Wencheng practiced and affirmed the arts of war in more direct 
ways as well, conducting troop reviews, and on one or two occasions personally leading 
campaigns. For rallies and reviews of the troops, see WS, 5.113, 120. For the campaign he led 
in 458 against the Rouran, ZZTJ, 128.4040; WS, 5.117. 
18 For examples of this, see description of the building in 453 of a “horseback archery 
platform” (ma she tai), WS, 5.112; and the viewing of such a contest in 458 in Zhongshan, WS, 
5.116. 
19 For the text, see “Shanxi Lingqiu Bei Wei Wenchengdi ‘Nanxun bei’.” For analysis, Zhang 
Qingjie, “Bei Wei Wenchengdi ‘Nanxun bei’ beiwen kaozheng”; Zhang Qingjie and Guo 
Chunmei, “Bei Wei Wenchengdi ‘Nanxun bei’ suo jian Tuoba zhiguan chutan.” The progress is 
also described in WS, 5.119; BS, 2.71; ZZTJ, 129.4053. 
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these occasions other stelae and monuments were set up.20 
For the stele of the 461 progress, the better preserved verso contains a list of 

almost 300 names, with titles. All are written in Chinese characters, but these 
characters are used in different ways—sometimes as Chinese proper, sometimes 
as transcription of Särbi names or titles. First among the names was Li the Bulgar, 
the man who on horseback carried the twelve-year-old into the palace to take up 
the throne. As a whole, the group was overwhelmingly composed of such 
non-Chinese military men, the core of the guoren community. 

On the much-more-damaged recto of the stele are descriptions of some of the 
events that took place in the course of the progress. In connection with “images 
of vigor and authority” is the story of an archery contest, which has also been 
incorporated, with significant differences, into the dynasty’s standard history, the 
Wei shu. After having finished a visit to the North China Plain and reentered the 
uplands on their way back to Pingcheng, the imperial party camped on a mesa 
below a mountain. “South of Lingqiu,” Wei shu says, “there is a mountain more 
than 4,000 feet high. (The emperor) proclaimed that all the officials 
(accompanying him) should shoot up to the mountain peak. There were none 
who could shoot over it. The emperor (then) bent his bow and loosed an arrow 
that went more than 300 feet above the mountain, and (landed) 440 yards past the 
mountain’s south side. Subsequently, they cut a stone to engrave an inscription.”21 

Though in fragmentary form, we can read enough from the stele to know that 
it tells the story a bit differently: “several hundred men all (shot their arrows) 
several dozen feet over the mountain”22; Wencheng was not the one and only. 
The modern scholar Zhang Qingjie 张庆捷 quite sensibly suggests that the truth 
lies in the stele, which was composed shortly after the event and was on display 
in public, and so less able to distort the facts. If that is true, then we might be 
seeing in the rewriting that appears in Wei shu a subsequent effort at propaganda. 
We do not, however, know when the change was made in the historical records, 
and since the final compilation of Wei shu did not occur until almost a century 
later—after the fall of Northern Wei—it is possible that the propaganda effort 
was unconscious or, perhaps more importantly, irrelevant. Still, it might be fair 
for us to begin to wonder about the single-handed slaying of three tigers as well. 

Representing the Emperor to the Farmers 

For Wencheng as for Taiwu, the men of the armies were the basis of the 
                                                  
20 Note the monuments he left on his trip to Manchuria, WS, 5.116; and his ascent of Chelun 
(Cartwheel) Mountain, WS, 5.117. 
21 WS, 5.119. It is, of course, quite likely that this was done later, in Pingcheng, the stele then 
transported back to Lingqiu.  
22 “Shanxi Lingqiu Bei Wei Wenchengdi ‘Nanxun bei’,” 72. 
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dynasty’s power, and so the twenty-one-year-old needed to try his best to display 
warlike skills before the Bulgar and the others. But in his complex and changing 
realm, the young emperor now had to be represented in other ways, before other 
groups. Mentioned above are efforts by the court to root out corruption and so 
give peace to the peasantry, and some real meaning to the reign titles. These 
intentions are seen in another anecdote of the 461 progress, describing 
interactions of the emperor and the Chinese farmers of the flatlands that lay 
below Pingcheng. Once again, this event was recorded both in Wei shu and on 
the Southern Progress Stele. According to Wei shu, “wherever the emperor’s 
carriage went, he would personally meet with the seniors, to ask of the people’s 
hardships. He [then] proclaimed that for subjects over eighty years, one son 
should not be called up for corvee.”23 The stele passage giving the story of these 
visits is again badly damaged and only a few phrases survive, which describe a 
sacrifice conducted along a river, reception of a Song envoy from Jiankang 建康, 
and the performance of music and dance. Though different activities are 
described in Wei shu and on the stele, drawing on both, Zhang Qingjie makes the 
interesting suggestion that the sacrifice, reception of the envoy, and performance 
all took place on the same day, down in the lowlands on the bank of the Heng 
River 恒水 (the modern North Heng River 北横河 in Hebei province).24 It 
should be noted that the ceremony depicted, called the Xi 禊, was an ancient 
Chinese ritual of spring; if this really went on as Zhang suggests, Wencheng’s 
court was actively seeking to win over local agrarian populations. The 
grandfather Taiwu had marched south to conquer; Wencheng journeyed to that 
part of his realm to listen, participate, and show sympathy. 

We have seen in the 461 progress the monarch displaying “images of vigor and 
authority” to the inner group of his regime, the guoren military. On the same 
progress, he displayed to the Chinese farmer his power—the appearance of 300 
doughty mounted warriors must have been intimidating as they moved through 
the villages—but also good will. In the next to the last year of his life, Wencheng 
made a representation to another group, which was neither the source of his 
power nor the source of his wealth, but instead one of the sources of his troubles. 

The Gaoche 高车, “High Wheels”—a Turkic group from the steppes—had 
early in the regime been defeated and forcibly resettled to serve as a buffer 
population along the northern fringes of the Wei empire. They did not like the 
situation, and rebelled repeatedly. In the spring of 464 Wencheng went, as he 
frequently did, up to the old stomping grounds of the Tabgatch, the Yinshan 
                                                  
23 WS, 5.119. For another such event, three years before in Manchuria, where he showed 
solicitude to the elders, see WS, 5.116. These were, of course, not necessarily aged Chinese 
farmers. 
24 Zhang, “Bei Wei Wenchengdi ‘Nanxun bei’ beiwen kaozheng,” 83.  
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mountain. From there he traveled down into the more dangerous great loop of the 
Yellow River, the Hexi region, where a major rebellion had shaken the empire 
just fifteen years before, with repeated aftershocks. Here he visited a branch of 
the Gaoche who had been settled there. It must have been a bit intimidating. 
Wencheng would presumably have been accompanied by his crack guard, but as 
seen in the 461 stele this was just a few hundred men. On this occasion, tens of 
thousands of Gaoche had assembled to sacrifice to Heaven, Tengri. In the end, 
however, all was well. The Gaoche, we are told, were very pleased that the Wei 
monarch had personally come to observe their rituals.25 And so—while to his 
troops he showed both power and comradeship; and to the farmer he showed 
magnanimity; to this peripheral population he showed only interested 
observation. 

Representing the Emperor as a God 

The Spring Festival among the Chinese farmers, the sacrifices to Tengri by the 
Turks, bring us to the last stage of our discussion—examination of an important 
set of events in the relation of religion to the state during the reigns of Taiwu and 
Wencheng. These would include the well-known persecution of Buddhism by 
Taiwu; his attempt instead to establish Kou Qianzhi’s 寇谦之 form of Celestial 
Master Daoism 天师道  as state orthodoxy; and then the state-supported 
resurgence of Buddhism under Wencheng and the making of the first set of caves 
at Yungang 云岗, close by Pingcheng. This is a broad and complex set of topics, 
already the subject of much scholarly work; in my discussion, I shall build on 
earlier studies to make just a few key points regarding another way of 
representing power in the mid-fifth century. I add that in the approach to religion 
taken by Taiwu and then Wencheng I see discontinuity, but also continuity. 

Despite the inroads of the proselytizing monk Fotudeng 佛图澄 and others a 
century before, Buddhism was still in early stages of implanting itself in northern 
China in the early 400s. It seems to have been most firmly established in 
peripheral regions: Guanzhong and the Gansu corridor, to the west, and in 
Manchuria to the northeast. It does not seem to have been well known to or 
deeply appreciated by the Tabgatch when they swept down from the Mongolian 
plateau.26 The Wei founder, Daowudi, showed some interest. But at this time, 
“the Empire had only just settled down, war chariots were frequently moving, the 
                                                  
25 ZZTJ, 129.4068. This was clearly not just a polite visit, but a mission of reconnaissance and 
flag-showing. Wencheng spent four months in the region in 462, and in 463 led his men in a 
great hunt there that involved slaughter of animals on such a vast scale that, as mentioned 
above, it troubled the emperor: WS, 5.120–21. 
26 Tang Yongtong, Han Wei Liang Jin Nanbeichao Fojiao shi, vol. 2, 488. 
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multitudinous affairs of state were still beginning and there was as yet no 
building of reliquaries or inviting of clergy.”27 An exception was the monk 
Faguo 法果, whom Daowu appointed to the bureaucratic post of daoren tong 道
人统, “supervisor of religion.” Apparently what he liked about the fellow was his 
frequent repetition of such phrases as “The Great Ancestor28 is enlightened and 
loves the Way. He is a living Tathagata. Monks should pay him all homage,” and 
“I am not doing obeisance to the Emperor, I am merely worshipping the 
Buddha.”29 

Kenneth Chen has pointed out that by appointing Faguo to a bureaucratic post, 
Daowu was “circumscribing him with official barriers and removing any 
possibility of an organization existing side by side with the imperial state.”30 
Four decades later, however, under Taiwu, the situation had changed. In the 
course of the conquest of Northern Liang in 439 and suppression of the 
northwestern Gai Wu 盖吴 rebellion in 445 and 446, the emperor repeatedly saw 
monastic communities as an organizing force for his opponents in the northwest, 
in opposition to his regime. Thus, in 446, with the endorsement of his Chinese 
prime minister Cui Hao 崔浩, Taiwu proscribed Buddhism, putting forth instead 
Celestial Master Daoism.31 From a negative point of view, he saw Buddhism as 
a threat, both in recently conquered regions and among populations from those 
regions that had been transported to Pingcheng. From a positive point of view, I 
would suggest he saw that with the end of the great campaigns his world was 
changing and he was trying to respond. Using Kou’s religion—with its books 
with names such as “Articles of a New Code to be Chanted to Yunzhong Musical 
Notation”—he had begun to craft a new justification for his state, a “new code” 
to unite and control the populations of his empire.32 On a personal level, Taiwu 
seems to have particularly liked displaying himself as the “True Lord of Great 
Peace 太平真君 [or to give the term ping a slightly different spin, Great 
Pacification],” which he turned into his reign name for the years 440–451. 

In this effort, however, the Great Martial Emperor failed. There is no evidence 
that the disparate populations that had so recently come under Taiwu’s control 
were moved to see the conqueror as a “True Lord of Great Peace,” or to feel any 
                                                  
27 Leon Hurvitz,Treatise on Buddhism and Taoism, 51; from WS, 114.3030. 
28 This is the temple name bestowed upon Daowu after his death. 
29 Hurvitz, Treatise on Buddhism and Taoism, 53 (with modifications); WS, 114.3031. 
30 Kenneth Chen, Buddhism in China, 146. 
31 See discussion in Richard Mather, “K’ou Ch’ien-chih and the Taoist Theocracy at the 
Northern Wei Court, 425–451,” in Facets of Taoism, 103–22; Chen, Buddhism in China, 
147–51; and Liu Shufen, “Cong minzu shi de jiaodu kan Taiwu mie Fo,” in Zhonggu de Fojiao 
yu shehui, 3–45. 
32 This gives more agency to Taiwu than is usually done by modern scholars; typically, the 
leading role in these matters is given to his Chinese Prime Minister, Cui Hao. The latter is the 
route taken by Mather, in his excellent article “K’ou Ch’ien-chih and the Taoist Theocracy.” 
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new fealty for his regime; this invented tradition seems to have been too 
transparent an invention. Opposition to the proscription existed at court as well. 
It was one of the points of tension between Taiwu and his son, Huang, who 
sought to soften the effects.33 Even the wife of Cui Hao, the prime minister who 
had stridently voiced the need to proscribe Buddhism, was an adherent of the 
Buddhist faith.34 In Taiwu’s last years, enforcement grew lax; one wonders if the 
tyrant’s persecution did not draw people to the persecuted faith. 

With the accession of Wencheng, the proscription of Buddhism formally ended. 
This was, on the one hand, a reversal of the grandfather’s policy. On the other 
hand, it could be seen as continuation of those policies under a more utilitarian 
garb—since it continued to use religion as a way to attempt to reconcile the 
population to the state. In this sense, then, it was Taiwu who first began actively 
to experiment with these policies, even if his own particular effort at it failed. In 
fact, the brief suppression that had occurred under Taiwu had changed the 
equation; there was now a much greater willingness under the emerging 
leadership of a chastened Sangha to draw on the logic of Faguo to identify the 
monarch as Buddha. 

Thus began the recasting of Northern Wei as a Buddhist state, which reached 
its point of highest development decades later in Luoyang. Early steps in this 
process began during Wencheng’s reign. Shortly after Wencheng’s enthronement 
in 452 an edict was issued, explaining that Taiwu—who had sought only to root 
out corruption within the Buddhist community—had been misunderstood by his 
officials, and that the heir apparent Huang had been grieved at what happened, 
“but since, as it happened, the army and the State had much business, he never 
had leisure to make amends.”35 In this same year, we see a first example of 
physical depiction of the Emperor—the twelve-year-old—as Buddha: “the 
officials were commanded by Imperial edict to have made a stone likeness of the 
Emperor’s person. When it was finished, on both the face and the soles of the 
feet were black pebbles, which mysteriously resembled the moles on the upper 
and lower parts of the Emperor’s body.” Two years later, this depiction of 
Emperor as Buddha was extended to all the Wei lords from Daowu to Wencheng, 
with the casting at a temple in Pingcheng of five sixteen-foot-tall bronze 
Emperor-Buddhas.36 

The representation of the power of the Tabgatch lords as Buddhas, first clearly 
stated by Faguo at the beginning of the dynasty, had now taken on physical form 
(and it must be added, a very expensive physical form). Less than a decade later, 
                                                  
33 See Hurvitz, Treatise on Buddhism and Taoism, 66ff; WS, 5.3034–35. 
34 Chen, Buddhism in China, 151. 
35 Hurvitz, Treatise on Buddhism and Taoism, 70; WS, 114.3036. 
36 Ibid., 71; WS, 114.3036. 
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in the early 460s, this was done on an even grander scale—and even greater drain 
on the treasury—with the excavation of caves 16 to 20 at Yungang, and the 
shaping of their colossal Buddhas.37 

Various theories have been put forth as to which Buddha at Yungang 
represents which emperor, a topic I will not pursue here. For this paper, what is 
most important is that, in the words of the modern scholar Wang Jianshun 王建

舜, “Buddhas had become emperors and emperors Buddhas” in an imposing 
spectacle on the cliffs along the banks of the Shili River 十里河.38 

I will simply close with two open-ended questions—who was the audience of 
this? And who made the decision to present the “mystical body” of the Tabgatch 
monarchy at Yungang? 

To begin with the second question—we have little sense that Wencheng 
himself had any great interest in Buddhism, though his son, Xianwen, is said to 
have studied its scriptures. Despite his frequent travels, we have no record of 
Wencheng ever visiting Yungang, which was just ten miles west of his capital.39 
Beyond this we can only theorize as to who within the court supported a huge 
outlay from the treasury to present emperor as god. After Wencheng’s 
enthronement, we are told, “the host of officials repeatedly begged to restore 
[Buddhism].”40 The fervor of some of these men may have extended beyond 
mere restoration to a desire to solidify Buddhism’s place in the regime by 
representing Emperor as Tathagata. It is also possible that support came from 
powerful women at the court. Although Madame Chang died in 460, probably 
before the plan had taken shape, Wencheng’s empress, Madame Feng (the future 
Wenming) was from a devoutly Buddhist family from Manchuria.41 And we see 
close connections between women rulers and Buddhism in the later Northern Wei, 
and all the way up to the Tang huangdi Wu Zetian, who, it has been suggested by 
some, was presenting herself as a Buddha at Longmen. These women were, of 
course, political actors as well, and Buddhism offered them a way of representing 
and justifying power that was an alternative to the military skill that was a 
monopoly of males. 

As for the audience of the imposing spectacle created on the banks of the Shili 
River—here again, we have little direct evidence, no record of a gathering of the 
faithful at the feet of the Emperor/Buddhas. It is true that these icons were largely 
concealed from view outside the cramped space of the caves. I will, however, 
suggest that the great expense of these icons was not intended only for private 
                                                  
37 Ibid., 72; WS, 114.3037. 
38 Wang Jianshun, Bei Wei Yungang, 88.  
39 James Caswell, Written and Unwritten: A New History of the Buddhist Caves at Yungang, 
14. 
40 ZZTJ, 126.3982. 
41 See the biography of her brother, Feng Xi: WS, 83A; BS, 80. 
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viewing, and that they held for larger audiences the “sacred power” that John 
Kieschnick has so effectively described in discussion of icons in his Impact of 
Buddhism on Chinese Material Culture. However they connected with this site in 
the 460s through the 490s—in the thirty years when the Wei capital remained at 
Pingcheng—the interest and attention of local gentry, and even commoners, is 
seen in a surge in the creation of mini-chapels by people lower on the social 
ladder after the court had decamped to Luoyang.42 

Concluding Comments 

Many modern scholars have suggested that the vigorous young man shown as a 
Buddha in Yungang’s Cave 16 was Wencheng, and I must admit that I wish I 
could be sure of that—and so in this one solid, material way could connect with 
the person who has been the object of this study.  

But unless some bit of new data comes forth, that will not be. We will need, 
instead, to characterize him by, on the one hand, remembering the series of 
traumas that must certainly have shaped his thinking—as it would shape the 
thinking of any human being—without ever eliciting any clear-cut expression of 
grief and rage; and on the other hand, to look at the various ways in which, in a 
time of change and instability for his regime, he was represented to the 
world—as powerful warrior, benevolent monarch, and bundling both of these as 
one, as a god. 

And, as the compiler of Wei shu, Wei Shou, said, by presenting himself in 
these ways in the aftermath of the turbulence and exhaustion of his grandfather’s 
reign, he “gave his age rest... fostered might and made virtue widespread, and 
bound to his breast both those within [the realm] and those without.”43 
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