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Temples were original government offices of
the ancient Chinese. After the introduction
of Buddhism from India to China in the
Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), they referred
to gathering places for Buddhist worshipers
and monks to cultivate themselves and live.
Geographically, Chinese Buddhist temples
can be divided into three categories: the Han
Chinese, Tibetan and Theravada Buddhist
temples. These temples, located in deep
mountains or downtowns in the plains,
attract a large number of believers who offer
incenses and make pilgrimages in thousands
of years. The famous temples across China
promote the development of Buddhism,
cultivate many eminent monks and have a
profound influence on Chinese traditional
culture and folk customs.

The book details the history of ancient

Chinese temples’ rise and development,
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selects ten representative and famous
ancient Buddhist temples and introduces
their historical development, architectural
styles, cultural values as well as the allusions
and legends. We hope that readers can
know Chinese temples through the book,
thus understanding the integration and
development of Buddhist culture and Chinese

civilization in Central Plains.
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PENHHSHT
Buddhism and Buddhist Temples
in China
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Buddhism which is one of the world's three major religions was created in
the 6th century B.C. in ancient India. Its founder is Sakyamuni. In the third
century B.C., Buddhism became the state religion of India and began to
spread abroad. The introduction of Buddhism to China has profound influence

on the ideology, culture, customs, and even ethnic relations of Chinese

people.
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> Original Buddhist Temples

For the exact time of Buddhism’s
introduction into China, the academic
community has different opinions and
so far they cannot reach an agreement.
There are two most influential sayings.

One saying is that Buddhism was
introduced in 2 B.C. in the Western Han
Dynasty (206 B.C.-25 A.D.) when the king
of Da Yuezhi Kingdom in Western Regions
appointed a messenger to Chang’an (now
Xi'an), the capital of ancient China, to
dictate the Buddhist sutras to a Confucian
scholar called Jing Lu.

Another legendary and mysterious
saying is that in 64, Emperor Ming of the
Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), dreamed
of a deity who was flying in the hall and
shone golden light. On the next day, he
asked a minister about the implication
of this dream. Fu Yi replied “There is a

deity called ‘Buddha’ in western world
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and maybe it is him that my majesty
dreamed last night.” So Emperor Ming
sent Cai Yin, Qin Jing and others to the
Western Regions for the Buddha Dharma.
Three years later, they reached the Da
Yuezhi Kingdom in Western Regions and
met eminent monks Kasyapa-Matanga
and Dharmarakcha. So invited by envoys,
they came to Luoyang, ancient China

with sutras and Buddha statues on their

Mount Gate of White Horse Temple in Luoyang, Henan Province
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White Horse Temple in Luoyang was founded in the year of 68, Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220). It was the
first government built temple after the introduction of Buddhism and was considered as the first Buddhist
Temple in China.
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Dharmarakcha's Tomb inside White Horse
Temple

white horses’ backs. Emperor Ming
ordered to build the White Horse Temple
in Luoyang for them to live. The two
eminent monks translated the Sutra of
Forty-two Chapters in the temple, which
is considered to be the first translation of
sutra in Central Plains. Since the Western
Jin Dynasty (265-317), this saying has
been famous and widely spread among
Buddhist disciples.

Scholars today generally believe that
Buddhism was introduced into China
in the late Western Han Dynasty (206
B.C.-25 A.D.) and the early Eastern
Han Dynasty (25-220). In the reigns of
Emperor Huan (147-167) and Emperor
Ling (168-189) in the late Eastern Han
Dynasty (25-220), the historical materials
of Buddhism’s spread in ancient China
became abundant and the records more
detailed and accurate.

When Buddhism was first introduced
to China, people generally considered it
as a kind of popular fairy alchemy. The
earliest Buddhist temples in the large
cities were built mainly for western
monks and businessmen to live and
worship. At that time, no Chinese people
became monks. With the widespread
of Buddhism, in the late Eastern Han
Dynasty (25-220) some Buddhist temples
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and statues were built in Luoyang,
Xuzhou, Yuzhou and other areas.
According to The Book of the Later Han
(also known as History of the Later Han),
in the period of Emperor Xian (181-
234) in the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-
220), Ze Rong from Danyang “strived
to build Buddhist temples with Furu
(pagodas) and copper gilded statues
with colorful silk clothes.” This is the
earliest historical record of construction
of temples and statues. Futu refers to the
pagodas. In the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-
220), the Buddhist temples were built in
square arrangement with pagodas in the
center and the statues were placed inside
pagodas. Since there were pillars inside
which spared little space in the interior
of the pagodas, statues could only be set
along the four sides with limited numbers
and sizes. So gradually people had the
need to establish Buddhist halls to place

statues.
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> Buddhist Temples in the

Wei, Jin and the Southern
and Northern Dynasties

This war-ridden period (220-589)
also witnessed the widespread and
development of Buddhism throughout
China. In order to escape from wars,
many people fled to temples and became
monks. Rulers, for the purpose of
pacifying people, also actively promoted
the spread of Buddhism. Therefore,
Buddhist temples were built everywhere
in China during this period. In the late
years of the Northern and Southern
Dynasties, especially in the Northern
Wei Dynasty (386-534) and Southern
Liang Dynasty (502-557), the respect
and worship for Buddhism reached to its
zenith. In the late years of Northern Wei
Dynasty (386-534), there were as many
as over 1,300 Buddhist temples only in

the capital Luoyang, and in the capital of
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Pagoda of Songyue Temple in Dengfeng,
Henan Province

Buddhist temples built in the State Wei and
Jin Dynasty and Southern and Northern
Dynasties were all destroyed in the later time.
The only preserved one is the Pagoda built in
Songyue Temple in the 4th Year of the Period
of Zhengguang (523), Northern Wei Dynasty
(386-534). Located in Dengfeng, Henan
Province, this pagoda is multi-eaves style
brick pagoda with 15 stories. It can be divided
into upper and lower segments. In each lower
segment, there are 12 sides on which corner
columns and pagoda-shaped niches are carved
like the ancient Indian style; on each side of the
upper segment, one door and two windows are
built, which is of the Chinese architectural style.

Liang Dynasty, Jiankang (now Nanjing),
there were almost 500 temples. All
across the country, the number reached to
15,000.

In the Southern and Northern
Dynasties (220-589), the layout of
temples was gradually changed from the
pagoda-centered style to hall-oriented
style. Buddhist statues were enshrined in
halls which were given more importance
than pagodas. Yongning Temple in
the Northern Wei Dynasty (386-534)
in Luoyang gave equal importance to
the hall and pagoda and became the
representative of Buddhist temples in the
period. Another type of temples with no
pagodas was mostly converted from the
private residences donated by noblemen.
This type of temples always had the front
hall for enshrining statues and back hall
as lecture hall; subsidiary gardens of the
private residences were changed into the
Buddhist temple gardens.

Since monks’ meditation practice
needs quiet environment, the newly built
Buddhist temples are mostly located
in mountains. It is recorded that in the
Period of Taiyuan (376-396) in the
Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-420), when
the famous monk Huiyuan started to

build Donglin Temple, he realized to
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Portrait of Emperor Wu (464-549) of the
Southern Liang Dynasty (502-557)
Named Xiao Yan, Emperor Wu (464-549)
was the founder of Southern Liang Dynasty
(5602-557). After his middle age, he became
a devout Buddhist believer and built many
Buddhist temples. He cultivated himself three

times and the ministers spent a lot of money
to redeem him.

include temple gardens, which was the
earliest record of building Buddhist
temple gardens. Temple gardens are
different from imperial palace gardens
or aristocratic mansions. They are open
to believers and like public gardens,

which highlight the quiet and seclusive

atmosphere.
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Patriarch Bodhidharma and the Shaolin Temple

Patriarch Bodhidharma and Damo for short, was from South of ancient India. It is said that he
was the third son of an Indian King, King Kanchipuram and was student of Prajna Doro, the
27th Master of Buddha after Mahakashyapa who was the first disciple of Sakyamuni. One day,
Bodhidharma asked his master “If I get the Dharma, how and where should I pass it?” Prajna
Doro said “You should go to Zhendan (namely China)”. He added “When you go to Zhendan, do
not live in the South where monarchs prefer achievements and cannot comprehend the Buddhist
Dharma.” Obeying his master’s orders, Bodhidharma spent three years and came to China through
trials and tribulations.

When Bodhidharma arrived in China, it was right the
Northern and Southern Dynasties (386-589). Emperor Wu (464-
549) of Southern Liang Dynasty (502-557), a devout Buddhist
believer, immediately sent envoys to receive Bodhidharma to
the capital Jiankang (now Nanjing) after he heard of his coming.
However, Emperor Wu and Bodhidharma had few similarities
when they talked about Buddhism, so Bodhidharma left for the
north without noticing the emperor. He reached to the Shaolin
Temple in Mount Song, Henan Province in the 3rd Year (527) of
the Period of Xiaochang in the Northern Wei Dynasty (386-534).
After he saw the surrounding mountains, dense forests and quiet
atmosphere, he thought it was a rare Buddhism Pure Land. So he
made it as his Bodhimanda to live and preach, gathered many
monks and believers and introduced Zen to them for the first
time. Since then, the Bodhidharma became the original
ancestor of Chinese Zen Buddhism and Shaolin Temple
became the master hall of Chinese Zen Buddhism.
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Wooden Sculpture
of Bodhidharma



