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Abstract

The religious problem is one of the current prominent social prob-
lems in China. The problem in northwest China is especially significant
historically and currently. Properly dealing of the religious affairs de-
mands not only an in-depth research in related disciplines as theology,
ethnology and sociology but also a study in historical geography. Since
most of the religious cultural phenomena are rooted in different historical
~ conditions, it will be difficult for us to grasp the regional features of pres-
ent religions if we do not understand the chronological and geographical
evolution of religions in different historical periods. In history, quite a
few religions were widespread in the northwest of China. However, cul-
turally and historically, Buddhism has been the most influential one in
the regions. Nowadays, Buddhism still remains the most important reli-
gion with the largest population of followers in the northwest apart from
Islam. Therefore, the study of the spread and evolution of Buddhism in
the northwest in different historical periods is particularly important in
the comprehensive and thorough understanding of the origin and evolu-
tions of current religious problems in these regions.

Buddhist temples, the important carriers of Buddhist culture, serve
as the main places for monks to spread Buddhism. In different historical
times, the geographical distributions of Buddhist temples in the northwest
were different. Around 100B. C, crossing Congling ( ¥y ) Buddhism
was first disseminated in Tarim Basin (38 K8 H#) , this made the ba-
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sin the center of Buddhist temples in the Han(206B. C. —220A. D) and
Wei(220—265) dynasties. In the Wester Jin(265—420) and Eastern
Jin(317—420) , North and South dynasties(420—589 ), more temples
came into existence in the northwest, and Changan( %) became an-
other center for the growing numbers of temples. In addition, a narrow
strip of temples was formed in Helong ( 7[Bf ) region with Liangzhou ( %
‘M ) as the center. Buddhist temples could be found everywhere in the
northwest in the Sui(581—618) and Tang(618—907) dynasties , the
golden age for Chinese Buddhism. Temples were densely distributed in
Jingji Dao (3 #3H ) and Longyou Dao (B 4718 ) with Jingzhao Fu(3JK
Jif) as the center. The density of temple distributions in Changan was
rare in the history of Chinese Buddhism. In the Song(960—1279) , Liao
(907—1125), Xia(1038—1127) and Jin(1115—1234) dynasties, a
rather big number of Buddhist temples were built in Central Shaanxi( %
W), Hexi(78) in Gangsu, Yinchuan(4))|) in Ningxia, Yushu( %
) in Qinghai and Turpan (8 %) in Xinjiang, and these temples
made these regions as the major places of Buddhist temples in the north-
west. In the Yuan dynasty (1206—1368 ) there were many Buddhist
temples in Guanlong( 3B ) in the northwest. A large number of Tibet-
an Buddhist temples could be found in Xiningwei ( 7§ T0), Ganzhou
(H M) and Liangzhou ( 3 ). In the Ming(1368—1644) and Qing
(1616—1911) dynasties, Hehuang (798 ) region was the most densly-
distributed region of Buddhist temples with the largest scale while Hexi
region was the second.

Grottoes, special forms of Buddhist temples carved in cliffs, are im-
portant relics of Buddhist culture in the northwest. Grotto temples in

2 these regions are grand in scale, large in number and wide in distribu-
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tion. From the preserved relics, grotto temples in the northwest can be
divided into Western Regions( Fq18) district, Hexi( W[4 ) district, Cen-
tral Gansu ( B 79 ) district, Southern Gansu ( B ) district, Eastern
Gansu (BE % ) district, Southern Ningxia( T°Rg) district and North of the
Weihe River({Hdt) district according to their regional features. Owing to
different geographical conditions, grottoes in different areas bear distinct
regional features in terms of architecture and carving. Thus in the vast
territory of northwest of various geographical features, we can find varie-
gated Buddhist figures. Generally speaking, the grottoes close to the
Western Regions bear more Indian features while those close to Central
Shaanxi assume more Chinese cultural features. The rich fine artistic
Buddhist figures in these grottoes systematically demonstrate the gradual
evolution of Buddhist art from the west to the east, slowly acquiring Chi-
nese characteristics.

Buddhist scriptures translation served as a foundation for the spread
of Buddhism in China. The largest part of the translation was finished in
the middle ancient times(3C—9C). In that times, three large cultural
regions were formed, namely Western Regions, Hexi and Central
Shaanxi. The translating centers were usually in the vicinity of main ar-
teries and big cities. Western Regions remained the center of Buddhist
scriptures translation in northwest China for a long time in the middle
acient times. In the Jin and Tang dynasties the center shifted to Central
Shaanxi. In the South and North dynasties, Sui and Tang dynasties,
Luxue (1 %), which studies the Buddhist disciplines, including
Shisonglu({ + @) ), Wufenlu ((H53#)), Sengqilu ({f43EAY)
and Sifenlu({4}#2) ), gained much popularity in the northwest. Be-
fore the Sui snd Tang dynasties, Sengqilu had been long adhered to in 3
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Central Shaanxi and Wufenlu had also been popular for a time in some
areas in Guanlong. By the Tang dynasties, Sifenlu had become the or-
thodox sect of luxue for which Changan became the center. Yixue ( X
%), which studies the meaning of Buddhist scriptures, became popular
in the North and South dynasties and reached its peak in the Sui and
Tang dynasties. In the times of the Sixteenth-state ,North, Sui and Tang
dynasties, Changan was the capital for many dynasties. At that times
Central Shaanxi had become the gathering place for the contemporary
prominent monks. Yixue was in full swing there while that in Hexi and
Western Regions was the second and that in other northwest areas lagged
behind. In the middle ancient times, Buddhist culture reached its high-
est in Central Shaanxi while that in Hexi and Western Regions was the
second.

Various sects were formed in the long process of Buddhism develop-
ment. Different Buddhist sects gained popularity in the northwest in dif-
ferent periods. Even in the same period the spreads of these different
sects in the same region were not similar. In the Han, Wei, Western and
Eastern Jin, North and South dynasties, both Dasheng Buddhism ( 3
#() and Xiaosheng Buddhism( /»3&#) were once popular in the north-
west while their popularities were different in regions. The expansion of
Buddhist sects such as Zen, Mi and Huayan sects was thriving in Central
Shaanxi in the Sui and Tang dynasties. Central Shaanxi became the
birthplace of various Buddhist sects with Changan as the center. Since
the Song dynasty Chinese Buddhism was on the decline as a whole
though it was still spreading , meanwhile Tibetan Buddhism began to
rise. In the Song dynasty, Tibetan Buddhism was very popular in Qing-

| 4 tang City( 7 FEYR , present Qinghai, Xining) and Yushu( E4¥)area. In
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the Western Xia dynasty, Tibetan Buddhism was spread mainly along the
Hexi Corridor and extended to the present Ningxia gradually. Based on
its spreading in the Western Xia dynasty, Tibetan Buddhism in Gansu
and Qinghai was more thriving in the Yuan dynasty. The development of
Tibetan Buddhism in the northwest in the Ming dynasty was characterized
by the wide spread of the Gelu Sect( # ¥ ). In the early Qing dynas-
ty, the Gelu Sect was prevailing in Gansu and Qinghai. At present, a-
mong the Tibetan Buddhist temples in Gansu and Qinghai provinces,
those of the Gelu Sect make up the largest number, most of which were
constructed or adapted from temples of other Sects in the early Qing dy-
nasty.

Buddhism enjoys the longest history in the Northwest of China and
inserts a far-reaching influence upon the culture and history of the re-
gion. Owing to the different natural surroundings and humane traditions,
from the Han and Wei dynasties to the Sui and Tang dynasties, Bud-
dhism spread widely in the Northwest and formed 6 great Buddhist cul-
tural regions, namely, Western Region ( mainly the present Xinjiang ) ,
the Region along the West bank of the Yellow River, the Region to the
West of Longshan Mountain (B 11l1), the region of the Central Shaanxi
Plain, the Region of the Northern Shaanxi, and the Region of the South-
ern Shaanxi. This endowed the locoal cultures with remarkable Buddhist
marks. Since the second half of the 10" century, the sudden emergence
of Islam led to a great change of religious setups. During the dynasties of
Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing, the northwest Buddhist cultural regions
were made up of Tibetan Buddhist cultural region of the north of Tian
Mountain(X1l1), Gansu-Qinghai Tibetan Buddhist cultural region, and
Han secular Buddhist cultural region. This setup, which started in Song 5
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and Yuan dynasties, and which took its shape in Ming and Qing dynas-
ties, has laid the foundation for the modern setup of Northwest Buddhist
culture.

It has been more than 2000 years since Buddhism was first intro- -
duced into northwestern China in 100 B. C. The center of Buddhist cul-
ture in northwestern China continued to transfer in different historical pe-
riods. In the time when it was first spread to the northwest, Buddhism in
the Western Regions was the most thriving. The Western Regions remained
the center for the Buddhist culture in the northwest for rather a long
time. Up to the Western and Eastern Jin the North and South dynasties,
Buddhism had become prevailing in the east of northwestern China. The
center of Buddhist culture was transferred to the Central Shaanxi in the
Sui and the Tang dynasties. However, after the Song dynasty, the Chi-
nese Buddhism declined gradually while the Tibetan Buddhism experi-
enced a quick growth in Hehuang region and became flourishing there in
the Yuan dynasty. Since then Hehuang region became known as the cen-
ter of Buddhist culture in the northwestern China during the Ming and
Qing dynasties. The flourishing of Buddhism in Hehuang region did not
only influence the distributions of the Buddhist cultural districts of north-
western China in the Ming and Qing dynasties but also determined the
mordern and contemporary distributions of Buddhism in the regions.
Buddhism is still popular in present Qinghai and some parts of Gansu
and Xinjiang. This situation is owing to the long process of historical de-
velopment after the Buddhist cultural center of Northwestern China was

shifted to Hehuang region in the Ming and Qing dynasties.
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