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—Cradles of Buddhist Culture

and spectacular Mountains

As if by coincidence, when
Confucius (551-479 BC), the celebrated
thinker, created Confucianism in China
the sixth century BC, the sacred Indian
philosopher Gautama Siddhartha (or
Sakyamuni, 565-486+BC) founded
Buddhism. As contemporaries these two
great philosophers made a perfect pair,
each being the father of a profound
school of thought. The opening of the
Silk Road during the Han Dynasty
around the first century BC, set the stage
for burgeoning economic and cultural
exchanges between China and central
Asian countries. It was in this process
of exchanges that Buddhism found its
way into China via the Silk Road, and

through interaction with Confucianism,

Taoism and other branches of traditional
culture, struck root in Chinese society
and became the Chinese school of
Buddhism with distinctive charact-
eristics.

From the right beginning Chinese
Buddhism has fostered an indissoluble
bond with famous mountains across the
land. The mountains became popular
because of Buddhism, and Buddhism,
on its part, became holier because of
these towering mountains. "Most of the
famous mountains under heaven have
been occupied by monks." This old
saying shed some light on the
geographical features of the distribution
of Buddhism on the land of China. If you

have the opportunity to travel across

China, you will inevitably discover
imposing-looking grottoes scooped into
the craggy walls of stupendous cliffs,
exquisitely designed Buddhism temples
tucked away in dense woods, and
Buddhist pagodas towering over the blue
smudge of mountains. What accounts for
such an irrevocable attachment of
Buddhism with mountains? This
question invariably comes to your mind
as you ramble among these mountains.
With the deepening of your under-
standing of the natural beauty of these
rocky prominences and the culture
associated with Buddhism, you will
eventually get the answer from the
natural harmony and intimate relations

between the two.



The noble image of a mountain
soaring over the mortal world and into
the blue is an apt symbol of the Buddhist
belief in samsara, or rebirth, and its
cultural aspect of introvert meditation.
The dust-free and profound environment
of a mountain gives expression to the
purity of the Buddhist world outlook and
simple style of life. The ideals of
Buddhist culture and the truth of
Buddhist philosophy are symbolized by

the solitude, ethereality and profundity .

of high mountains. A heavily wooded
mountain provides just the right
environment for the cultivation of
Buddhist culture. The forests, detached
from the mundane world, are naturally
the best places for Buddhists to cultivate
their morality. The monasteries and
temples tucked away in the tranquility
of a mountain forest and the sea of
clouds serve to accentuate the awesome
and mysterious image of the Buddha.
When a follower climbs up the mountain
to pay homage to the Buddha, he is
invariably struck with awe, and his
prayers naturally became more pious
and sincere. Nature is nurtured by
Buddhism and its clusters of temples and
grottoes, whose splendid cultural
heritage makes the mountains look even
more appealing and solemn.

More than 220 mountains in China
are associated with Buddhism. Four of
them are domains of Buddhism's four
most venerated Bodhisattvas. To be
specific, Mount Wutai in Shanxi
Province is the domain of Manjusri, or
Bodhisattva of Wisdom; Mount Emei in
Sichuan Province, the domain of
Samantabhadra, or Bodhisattva of

Universal Benevolence; Mount Putuo in

Zhejiang Province, the domain of
Avlokitesvara, or Goddess of Mercy:
Mount Jivhua in Anhui Province, the
domain of Ksitigarbha, Guardian of the
Earth. According to Buddhist legend.
these four Bodhisattvas descended upon
the mundane world with the task of
delivering the multitude to another
world. As time went on, they established
themselves in these mountains to preach
their doctrines.

According to Buddhist classics, the
world of Buddhism is one of strict
hierarchy. The Buddha holds the
supreme position and is known as the
Enlightened One. Enlightenment has
three aspects. The mortals lack all these
three aspects, and a Bodhisattva lacks
only the last aspect. It is a Bodhisattva's
task to help the Buddha deliver all mortal
beings from the Sea of Misery to the
Land of Ultimate Bliss by indoctrinating
them with Buddhist philosophy. The
Buddha is omnipotent and untouchable,
whereas the Bodhisattvas strike people
as sincere, pragmatic and touchable.
That is why in the course of the spread
of Buddhism in China, worship of
Bodhisattvas gradually emerged, and
helped establish the position of the four
mountains as Buddhist sanctuaries in
China.

These Buddhist

sanctuaries are endowed with a

mountain

venerated history and an abundance of
Buddhist cultural legacy. As treasure
houses of numerous invaluable Buddhist
art and cultural relics, they figure
importantly in the history of Chinese
Buddhism. Every mountain, every
stream, every grass or tree here is

steeped in Buddhist fable and history.

Every temple is a witness to the
development of Buddhism. Everyday
the air reverberates with Buddhist music
and incantations, and the halls are
enshrouded in the smoke of burning
incense, while a constant stream of
pilgrims arrive to worship and ask the
Buddha for blessings. Picturesque
scenery and tranquil environments make
these mountains ideal haunts for men of
letters to comme to seek out the secrets
behind them. As cradles of Buddhism-
related culture, the four mountain
sanctuaries are something of an
encyclopaedia on Buddhism. As famed
scenic resorts, they have all the salient
features of Chinese mountains -- high
and rugged in the north, serene and
graceful in the south, splendid and
mysterious like the West Territory, and
ethereal and wonderland-like in the east.
They are, in a nutshell, a microcosm of
the charms of Chinese landscape.

Over the last centuries, these four
major Buddhist sanctuaries have
attracted numerous Buddhist followers
and visitors from at home and abroad,
who come to ramble in these cradles of
Chinese Buddhist culture so as to purify
their soul, readjust their frames of mind,
and draw on the wisdom of Buddhist art.

These mountains are a study of
harmony between the natural beauty of
Chinese mountains and the aesthetics of
Buddhist culture. There, breathtaking
natural beauty mingles with man-made
scenes and sights, adding lustre to
Chinese culture and landscape,
rendering a melodious note to Chinese
tourism, and bridging cultural exchanges

between Chinese and foreign Buddhists.
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Sakyamuni, 565-486+BC) founded
Buddhism. As contemporaries these two
great philosophers made a perfect pair,
each being the father of a profound
school of thought. The opening of the
Silk Road during the Han Dynasty
around the first century BC, set the stage
for burgeoning economic and cultural
exchanges between China and central
Asian countries. It was in this process
of exchanges that Buddhism found its
way into China via the Silk Road, and

through interaction with Confucianism,

Taoism and other branches of traditional
culture, struck root in Chinese society
and became the Chinese school of
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eristics.

From the right beginning Chinese
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bond with famous mountains across the
land. The mountains became popular
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on its part, became holier because of
these towering mountains. "Most of the
famous mountains under heaven have
been occupied by monks." This old
saying shed some light on the
geographical features of the distribution
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have the opportunity to travel across
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tucked away in dense woods, and
Buddhist pagodas towering over the blue
smudge of mountains. What accounts for
such an irrevocable attachment of
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question invariably comes to your mind
as you ramble among these mountains.
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standing of the natural beauty of these
rocky prominences and the culture
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environment for the cultivation of
Buddhist culture. The forests, detached
from the mundane world, are naturally
the best places for Buddhists to cultivate
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Sichuan Province, the domain of
Samantabhadra, or Bodhisattva of

Universal Benevolence; Mount Putuo in

Zhejiang Province, the domain of
Avlokitesvara, or Goddess of Mercy:
Mount Jivhua in Anhui Province, the
domain of Ksitigarbha, Guardian of the
Earth. According to Buddhist legend.
these four Bodhisattvas descended upon
the mundane world with the task of
delivering the multitude to another
world. As time went on, they established
themselves in these mountains to preach
their doctrines.

According to Buddhist classics, the
world of Buddhism is one of strict
hierarchy. The Buddha holds the
supreme position and is known as the
Enlightened One. Enlightenment has
three aspects. The mortals lack all these
three aspects, and a Bodhisattva lacks
only the last aspect. It is a Bodhisattva's
task to help the Buddha deliver all mortal
beings from the Sea of Misery to the
Land of Ultimate Bliss by indoctrinating
them with Buddhist philosophy. The
Buddha is omnipotent and untouchable,
whereas the Bodhisattvas strike people
as sincere, pragmatic and touchable.
That is why in the course of the spread
of Buddhism in China, worship of
Bodhisattvas gradually emerged, and
helped establish the position of the four
mountains as Buddhist sanctuaries in
China.

These Buddhist

sanctuaries are endowed with a

mountain

venerated history and an abundance of
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steeped in Buddhist fable and history.
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the air reverberates with Buddhist music
and incantations, and the halls are
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pilgrims arrive to worship and ask the
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