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ANCIENT TEMPLES
IN BEIJING

“TANZHE TEMPLE CAME BEFORE
YOUZHOU CITY”

T he Buddhist Tanzhe Temple in the Tanzhe

Mountains in the western suburbs of

Beijing 1s surrounded by nine peaks on
the east, west and north and faces flat land on
the south. In old times people discribed the
temple as a “pearl played by nine dragons.” It
was built during the Jin Dynasty (A.D. 265-
420), making it the oldest temple in the Beijing
area. People often say that “Tanzhe Temple
came before Youzhou.”

The city of Ji, the capital of a small king-
dom, was built in about the 11th century B.C.
By the Jin Dynasty it became a strategic point
under the jurisdiction of Youzhou Prefecture.
In the beginning of the 7th century, the court
of the Tang Dynasty (A.D. 618-907) reinforced
the city wall, planned the layout of streets there
and built government offices within the city of
Ji. As its importance rose Ji became commonly
known as Youzhou. Its location is in the south-
western part of today’s urban area of Beijing.
The layout of some of the streets has remained
the same.

Tanzhe Temple was built at a time when
Buddhism had begun to spread in the Youzhou
area, 200 years since Buddhism was introduced
into and the first Buddhist temple was built in

China.

Buddhism was founded in India between
the 6th and 5th centuries B.C. In the 3rd century
B.C. it began to spread to other countries. The
religion was brought to China by merchants
on the Old Silk Road to Central Asia, Xinjiang
and further to the hinterland of China in the
first century. Some history books attribute the
propagation of Buddhism in China to Emperor
Mingdi (Liu Zhuang, reigned between A.D.
58-75). Inspired by a dream he sent a dozen
court officials to fecch Buddhist scriptures from
India. When the envoys came to Darouzhi
(present-day Afghanistan and Central Asia), they
met two Indian monks, Kasyapa-matanga and
Dharmaranya. They invited the two monks to
come to Luoyang, capital of the Tang Dynasty,
in A.D. 68.

Emperor Mingdi built a temple of Indian
style in the eastern suburbs of Louyang as the
two monks’ residence and to house the Bud-
dha portraits and scriptures they had brought
with them. The temple was named White Horse

in honor of the white horse which had carried
the Buddha portraits and scriptures.

In Chinese the character for temple is “si”,
which means a grand mansion for high rank-
ing officials, only less magnificent than the imperial
palace. Emperor Mingdi named the residence
for the two monks si to show how highly he
respected Buddhism.




SUI GROTTOES AND TANG
TEMPLES

he Western Jin Dynasty lasted only for
I 50 years. It was overthrown by the Huns
from the north in A.D. 316. The next
year, Sima Jun, a member of the Jin royal clan,
set up the Eastern Jin Dynasty (A.D. 317-420)
in Jiankang (present-day Nanjing in Jiangsu
Province). China was plunged into chaos. In
the north rival tribes fought constant wars; in
the south one government replaced another
quickly; members of the royal clan killed each
other for power; common people led a miser-
able life and nobilities worried about the safety
of their lives. Buddhism advocates “retribution”and
“samsara’, urging people to depend on fate and
place hope on the next life. Frustrated in real-
ity, many people went to Buddhism for conso-
lation. Thus Buddhism spread quickly.

The north where Youzhou was located saw
the change of power frequently. But most of
the rulers supported Buddhism. By the time of
the Northern Wei Dynasty (A.D.386-534) the
number of Buddhist temples in the north had
reached 30,000. A 2.2-meter-high stone Bud-
dha statue carved during that time near Wenquan
in Haidian District is the oldest Buddha statue
in existence in Beijing. Tianning Temple out-
side the city gate of Guanganmen was built
during the Northern Wei Dynasty, called Guanglin
Temple then.

North China was unified during the Sui
Dynasty (A.D.581-618) and Tang Dynasty. The
rulers of the two dynasties all promoted Bud-
dhism as a means to consolidate their power.
Buddhism saw its heyday during this period.
The Beijing area was divided into Zhuojun
and Youzhou, both under the jurisdiction of
Youzhou Prefecture. Main temples and pago-
das built during this period include Yunju Temple,
Hongyue Temple (called Guanglin Temple during
the Northern Wei Dynasty), Minzhong Tem-
ple (today’s Fayou Temple), and the Taoist

Tianchang Monastery.

The Yunju Temple is located on the Shijing
Mountains southwest of Beijing proper. Dur-
ing the period of Dayue (A.D.605-517) Bud-
dhist monk Jingwan (2-639) began to dig caves
in the stone mountainside to hide stone slabs
inscribed with scriptures. He did so as a result
of two suppressons which took place respec-
tively in A.D.446 and A.D.574. Northern Wei
Emperor Wudi and Northern Zhou Emperor
Wudi ordered Buddhist monks and nuns to
resume secular life. Buddhist followers called
the two incidents as “disasters of the law”. Monk
Hui'en, teacher of Monk Jingwan, decided to
carve scriptures on stone slabs and hide them
in mountain caves. In earlier days the scrip-
tures were written on silk or leather. Monk
Hui'en died. Monk Jingwan carried on the project
over 30 years until his death in A.D.639. When
he filled up a cave with stone slabs inscribed
with scriptures he would block the cave mouth
with stone and seal it with melted iron. His
disciples continued the carving into the 17th
century. More than 1,000 volumes of scrip-
tures were carved on stone slabs. Now the 14,278
stone slabs that have been well preserved are
national treasures.

The Fayou Temple outside the city gate of
Xuanwumen is one of famous temples in Beijing.
It was built in the beginning of the Tang Dynasty.
Tang Emperor Taizong (Li Shimin, reigned
berween A.DD.627 and 649) led expedition troops
to Liaodong. It turned out to be a protracted

war. He suffered a lot of losses and was forced
to withdraw. When he arrived in Youzhou he
had a temple built and named it Minzhong in
memory of dead soldiers. The temple was com-
pleted in A.D. 696. History books record there
was a high tower in the temple, so high thart
people said “it could reach the sky within a
distance of a fist.” The tower and halls had
been destroyed long ago. Temples built during
the Tang Dynasty that have remained in other
places show that the layout, size and architec-




tural style had changed a great deal since Bud-
dhism was first introduced into China.

* The earliest temples followed the style of
those of India. There was a pagoda at the center
of a temple to house relics. Monks bedrooms
and the prayer hall were arranged on four sides
around the pagoda. The White Horse Temple,
China’s first Buddhist temple built in the middle
of the first century is of this layout: a wooden
pagoda in the center and halls and houses around
it. Later temples were much like Chinese pal-
aces or government offices with main buildings
arranged along a central axis. Usually within
the front gate was a pagoda and behind which
the main hall where Buddha portraits and stat-
ues were worshipped. As time went on the
prayer hall became as important as the pagoda
and thus was arranged to be next to it. In the
7th century Monk Dao Xuan (A.D.596-667)
changed the layout to make the prayer hall as
the center. The pagoda was located either on
the side, in the back yard, or in a separate
place.

After the Tang Dynasty, Chinese architec-
ture stressed changing scenes with meandering
paths, trees, foundains and hills. Influenced by
the trend, Buddhist temples also had gardens
within them. Thus the architecture of temples
became total Chinese.

THE NORTH HAD THE LARGEST
NUMBER OF TEMPLES

n the beginning of the 10th century, the

Qidan tribes in Inner Mongolia founded

the Liao Dynasty. Their influence gradu-
ally reached to the northern part of North China.
In A.D.938 Youzhou was made one of the five
capitals of the Liao Dynasty and was named
Nanjing, also known as Yanjing.

To win the support of the people, the Liao
rulers made great effort to promote Buddhism.
They built temples and pagodas and distrib-

uted scriptures. Members of the royal clan and
aristocrats donated money and land to temples.
History books record 36 large temples within
the city. At that time the city hadfew imperial
palaces and gardens. Those magnificent tem-
ples looked very attractive. The History of the
Liao Dynasty writes: Yanjing “had the largest
number of temples in the north.” But today
only some pagodas and broken stone tablets
have left from those days.

The Dajue Temple in the Yangtai Moun-
tains in the western suburbs of Beijing was
built on the site of Qingshuiyuan Temple of
the Liao Dynasty. It faces east, a custom of the
Qidan tribes who worshipped the rising sun.

The first mosque appeared in Beijing dur-
ing the Liao Dynasty. In A.D. 996 the son of
a rabbi from Arab came to China to spread
Islam and built a mosque on Niujie Street where
Moslems lived in a compact community. The
mosque has survived and become the largest
mosque in Beijing.

During the Liao Dynasty there were five
pagodas of five colors in five directions. Four
pagodas were destroyed in war. Only the white
pagoda has remained intact, which stands in-
side the Miaoying Temple inside the city gate
of Fuchengmen. Pagodas that have remained
from the Liao Dynasty today are those in
theTianning Temple outside the city gate of

Guang’anmen and in the Yunjun Temple.
Pagoda is a major part of the temple. There are
two kinds of pagodas in India. One kind is
called stupa for keeping the relics and remains
of dead high monks. It is buile like an over-
turned bowl with a canopy, raised base and
balustrade. A flight of steps in front is used to
walk up and down the stupa. The White Pa-
goda in the Miaoying Temple is of this kind.
The other kind is built inside grottoes. In China
this kind was eventually turned into the central
pillar in a stone cave. Buddhist pagodas in China
evolved from Indian stupas with strong Chi-
nese traditional architectural features. They are




built of wood, stone, bricks, gold, silver, cop-
per, iron, porcelain or glazed tiles. Their cross
section is either square, round, hexagonal, oc-
tagonal or 12-sided. Their form is of tower,
pavilion, with multi-eaves, in the shape of an
overturned bowl, with a base of diamond seat,
in the shape of flower. Some were built across
a street. Their variety and function were much
more diversified than those of Indian pagodas.

The Jin Dynasty (1115-1234) founded af-
ter the Liao Dynasty moved its capital to Yanjing
and changed its name to Zhongdu. A number
of imperial palaces and gardens were built. But
the rulers were even more ardent in building
temples and pagodas than the former rulers. At
a time there were over 100 temples in the city.
Among the most famous were the Mituo Tem-
ple, Husheng Temple, Xiangshan Temple,
Sheng’an Temple, Long’en Temple, Gongde
Temple, Xianglin Temple and Quer Temple of
Buddhism and Yuxu Temple, Tianchang Tem-
ple, Congfu Temple and Xouzhen Temple of
Taoism.

FAMOUS TEMPLES IN THE
CAPITAL

n 1271 Mongol chieftain Kublai Khan
I (reigned between 1260 and 1294) estab-

lished the Yuan Impire. He built a new
city over 20 years in the northeastern suburbs
of Yanjing and changed its name to Dadu. In
1279 and 1234 respectively he eliminated the
Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279) and the
Jin Dynasty to bring the country under a cen-
tralized rule. Beijing replaced the previous national
capitals of Chang’an (present-day Xi’an in Shaanxi
Province), Luoyang and Bianliang (present-day
Kaifeng in Henan Province). It remained the
imperial capital for 640 years through the Ming
Dynasty (1368-1644) and the Qing Dynasty
(1644-1911).

During the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynas-
ties Buddhist and Toaist temples were seen eve-

rywhere inside and outside of the city. History
books note over 1,000 temples. A map of Beijing
made in the Qing Dynasty marks out 1,400
side streets and 1,300 temples, almost one temple
for every side street. Many temples were reno-
vated on large scale. When the Doushuai Tem-
ple was renovated during the Yuan Dynasty,
for example, a Buddha statue in an inclining
posture was cast, using 54 tons of copper. Thus
the temple was popularly known as the Sleep-
ing Buddha Temple. The art of painting and
sculpture reached a new height during this period.
The murals in the Fahai Temple in Jingshan,
colored sculptures in Dahui Temple outside
the city gate of Xizhimen, the carvings on the
base of the Diamond Pagoda in the Five Pa-
goda Temple and the giant bell in the Juesheng
Temple are all master pieces of the Ming Dynasty.
The Diamond Pagoda and 500 arhat statues
made during the Qing Dynasty in the Biyun
Temple are works of superb craftsmanship.
Taoism flourished during the Yuan Dynasty
thanks to the support of the rulers. The court
exempted taxes on the property of Taoist tem-

ples. Taoist followers increased in great num-
bers.

Taoism, a native religion of China, was
founded in the 2nd century and follows the
philosophy of Laozi who lived during the Spring
and Autumn Period (770-476 B.C.). Taoism
prospered during several periods and saw its
heyday during the Yuan Dynasty. It declined
rapidly during the Qing Dynasty.

Lamaism (a sect of Buddhism popular in
Tibet) was promoted by the central govern-
ment during the Yuan Dynasty.

During the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynas-
ties various religions including Buddhism, Taoism,
Lamaism and Islamism coexisted in China. A
Catholic church was buile in Beijing during
the Yuan Dynasty.

Temples built during the Yuan Dynasty were
the most magnificent. The Tianchang Temple
changed its name to Changchun Palace and




