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White Horse Temple
— the First Buddhist Monastery

in China

About 12 km to the east of Luoyang in
Henan Province, a city known as the “ancient
capital of nine dynasties” , magnificent pa-
laces and a towering pagoda come into view
amid green pines and cypress groves, They
are the White Horse Temple buildings— well-
known both at home and abroad.

Many people may associate the White
Horse Temple with the Tang-dynasty monk
Xuanzang’s search for the Buddhist scrip—
tures!. A mythological novel, The Pilgrimage
to the West, describes how Monk Xuanzang rode
astride a “white-dragon” horse on his pil-
grimage to the West in search of Buddhist
scriptures. It is said that Monk Xuanzang
placed the scriptures in the White Horse
Temple. Others say, his white horse died
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there. As a matter of fact, this monastery
has nothing to do with Monk Xuanzang at
all, for it was built in the Eastern Han
Dynasty (AD 25—220), whereas, Monk Xu-
anzang's journey took place during the Tang
Dynasty (AD 618—909). In other words, the
monastery was built over 500 years before
Monk Xuanzang's search for the Buddhist
scriptures,

The White Horse Temple was first built
in AD 68 during the Eastern Han Dynasty,
Some historical writings suggest that the
second emperor of the Eastern Han Dynasty,
Liu Zhuang, known as Emperor Ming Di, on
‘hearing that there were Buddhas in the West,
dispatched envoys under Cai Yin and Qin
Jing—two leading ministers, to seek Buddhist
scriptures there. They arrived in Dayuezhi,
now in Afghanistan, where they obtained
some Buddhist scriptures and a statue of
Buddha. They also met Kasyapa-matanga
and Dharmaratna, two eminent Indian monks,
who were invited to come with them to China.

They travelled night and day, and went
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through all kinds of hardships and difficul-
ties. The two guests and the Han envoys
finally arrived in Luoyang, the capital,with
the Buddhist scriptures and the statue of
Buddha carried on the backs of two white
horses.

In the following year, Emperor Ming Di
issued an edict to build a monastery near
Luoyang. It was named the White Horse
Temple because the Buddhist scriptures and
the statue of Buddha were carried there by
two white horses. It was the first Buddhist
monastery built by order of the Chinese
governor, More than 1,900 years have ela psed
‘since it was completed.

The monastery was the centre for spread-
ing Buddhism and carrying out other Buddh-
ist activities during the early days of Chinese

history. It has always been referred to as
“Zuting” and “Shiyuan” , respectively the
“home of the founder” and the “origin of
Sakyamunism” (Buddhism).Thus can be seen
the important role the White Horse Temple
played in the history of Buddhism in China,
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The monastery faces south, with a rec-
tangular compound and a gate in memorial
archway style. Outside the vermilion gate
stands an impressive-looking stome-carved
horse on either side. The horses are consider-
ed the symbol of the monastery. They are
of life-size, carved in a manner suggesting
neither galloping horses nor runaway wild
ones,but appearing rather gentle, submissive,
quiet and calm. One can picture such horses
enduring hardships and fatigue of the long
journey from the West, burdened with the
Buddhist scriptures on their backs, over
1,900 years ago,

The two horses of exquisite craftsman-
ship. carved out of limestone are works of
the Song Dynasty, They provide wvaluable
material for the study of stonecarving in that
period,

Passing through the main entrance, one
can see five halls in a line, seemingly the
central axis of the monastery. They are the
Hall of the Heavenly Kings(Tianwangdian),
the Hall of the Great Buddha (Dafodian),
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the Hall of the Great Heroes (Daxiongdian),
the Reception Hall (Jieyindian) and the Pilu
Pavilion. On both sides of these main build-
ings stand appurtenant ones, which were
originally the meditation rooms, dining-
rooms, drawing rooms and“ancestral”rooms.
The whole complex appears solemn and dig—
nified. The buildings .are all distinct from
each other and of different heights. laid out
compactly in symmetry, displaying the unique
art and traditional style of China’s ancient
architecture.

What make the entire complex look more
lively, and remove the feeling of monotony,
are a couple of two-storied square turrets,
one in the southeast and the other in the
southwest corner—the Bell Tower and the
Drum Tower. They are elegant and decora-
tive with upturned eaves rearing skyward,
adding much to the monastery’s splendor.

One of the main structures is the splen-
did and magnificent HHall of the Great Bud-
dha which is crowned with nine ridges made

of tube-shaped tiles, upturned eaves and an
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intricate system of wooden brackets connect-
4ng the tops of columns and the eaves.

The most splendid sculptures are those
in the Hall of the Great Heroes, the third
building. A niche with a statue of Buddha
overlaid with gold leaf occupies the central
part of the hall. Above it, there is a carved
roc with outspread wings flanked by two
lively dragons, On the ceiling are painted
colourful lotus patterrs; the walls on both
sides are adorned with more than 5,000 Bud-
dhist carvings. The most remarkable ones
are the ramie-cloth statues? of the Three
Buddhas® made in the Ming Dynasty and
thpse of the Two Heavenly Generals* and 18
arhats® made in the Yuan Dynasty, They are
no doubt the best that exist demonstrating
the art of statue-making, and a treasure
among cultural relics. Wei Tuo, a heavenly
general, with. plump and smooth cheeks,
appears gentle and kind, while Wei Li, the
other general, with glaring eyes, looks mili-
tant and bellicose; the elder arhats seem

deep in thought and inscrutable, while the
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young ones frank and inzocent. The “Dragon
Conqueror” arhat is bare-chested and full-
muscled, fiery and daring; whereas opposite
him is seated the “Tiger Tamer” arhat,
with a walking-stick in hand and appearing
serene, calm and in good humour. Those two
arbats provide a striking contrast: one,
vigorous, the other, relaxed; one, express—
ive,the other, reserved.

Instead of being carved figures and clay
idols, dull and dry, the figures seem to be
of flesh and blood, differing in age and tem-
perament as in real life, ‘

Of particular interest to visitors is the
female arhat carved by great masters.

QOut of the 18 arhats in the Hall of the
Great Herces, 17 are bare—headed. Only one
on the west side is wearing a crown, and
dressed in a kasaya and a skirt. This arhat
has finely-shaped arched eyebrows, tender
lips and {ull cheeks. This seems to be a tender
and elegant female. So, many sight-seers call
it “a flower among the 18 arhats” . As soon

as the ancient sculptors set their hands to
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work on the arhats, their mysterious nature
vanished and the gods in heaven were trans—
formed into nortals on earth,

{f one compares the viewing of ancient
statues to drinking a glass of delicious wine,
the climbing of the Cooling Terrace (Qing-
liangtai) wouldbe like reciting a classical
poem,

The Cooling Terrace measuring 43m long,
33m wide and over 6m high is a brick
platform in the rear part of the monastery
grounds. Among old cypresses are magnificent
buildings and a high pavilion, serene and
tastefully laid out on the terrace, forming a
courtyard in itself, which can be called “the
garden in the air”. The Pilu Pavilion, the last
structure along the “central axis”, towers
over the terrace. It is of graceful, ancient
style. The chests containing the sutra kept
in the pavilion were used to house Buddhist
scriptures.,

On both side in the front of the Pilu
Pavilion are side halls for the two eminent

lndian monks—Kasyapa-matanga and Dhar-
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maratna, whose statues were sculptured there.
After coming to Luoyang more than 1900
years ago, they lived on the Cooling Terrace,
translating the Buddhist scriptures and
propagating Buddhism, While living there,
they translated and edited Forty—two Chapters
of the Sutra, the earliest Buddhist scripture
in Chinese. After their death, they were
buried in the White Horse Temple. Today,
their graves and tombstones can still be seen
in the cypress groves to the east and west
inside the main gate.

Folklore has it that the pomegranates
in the White Horse Temple are of a rare
species, Once they were ripe, the emperor
would send for them and award them to his
ministers and concubines. People in those
days grudged just getting a pomegranate
occasionally. In case they did have one, it
often passed through many hands, being given
away as a gift. Thus, in Luoyang, a saying
went:“One sweet pomegranate from the White
Horse Temple is worth a head of cattle.,”

There was a historical reason for pome-
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granates to be considered a rare fruit, Like
Buddhism. pomegranates were introduced to
China from the West in ancient times. Luo-
yang was perhaps one of the first areas in
the Central Plains to grow them. Therefore,
it was not accidental that the White Horse
Temple produced such rare pomegranates.

A common saying goes: “In the month
of May pomegranates blossom as red as fire.”
But, those in the monastery are different—
their blossoms are white instead, When the
pomegranate trees on both sides of the hall
are in full blossom, they look as pure as
jade and as white as snow, contrasting
sharply with the dark green leaves on mid-
summer days. It is a heautiful sight indeced!

A short distance to the southeast of the
monastery stands a 13-ticred Buddhist pag-
oda called the Qiyun (reaching the clouds)
Pagoda. It is a brick structure 25m high. Its
eaves are closely positioned one on top of
the other. Each tier is square-shaped. The
pagoda proper with soft and smooth lines is

somewhat parabolic in shape, square tiers
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