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8. E |Preface

Pagodas are not only an important category
of ancient Chinese architecture, but also
a prominent symbol of ancient Chinese
civilization. After Buddhism was introduced
to China from India during the Eastern Han
Dynasty, pagodas as an important part of
Buddhism were also brought to China. They
were wisely combined with the traditional
styles of Chinese architectures, having
built up a beautiful landscape on the vast
land of China. Along with the wide spread
of Buddhism in China, the structure of the
pagoda had changed into many varieties, and
many non-religious elements had also been
injected into its religious theme.

The wide spread of nearly three

thousand pagodas on the vast land of China
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is an accretion of history and culture, as
well as a crystallization of the wisdom of
ancient Chinese architecture. This book
tells the history and culture of the ancient
pagodas from several aspects, and has made
further explanations in details on the famous
pagodas in different localities. From a series
of superb pictures and through reading, we
hope that our readers could find the charm of

these ancient pagodas in China.
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Summary of Chinese Pagodas
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Pagodas, as a product of Buddhism, came into China from ancient
India in the Eastern Han Dynasty. Since then they had continuously
blended in with the Chinese traditional architectures. As a result,
pagodas with a rich variety of styles came into being, and many
regional and ethnic cultural elements had also been injected into its

religious theme.
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> The History of Pagoda

Pagodas were Buddhist buildings
originally built for the purpose of
preserving the relics of Sakyamuni, the
founder of Buddhism. After Buddha
Sakyamuni’s death, his disciples had his
remains cremated, and the crystals left
behind after the cremation is referred
to as “sarira”. In the Buddhist ideas
and concepts, the Buddhist sarira are
considered to be symbols of attaining
consummation and becoming a Buddha.
To pay homage to the sarira is the same
as paying homage to Buddha Sakyamuni
himself.

The ancient Indians built the stupa
(pagoda) to bury the sarira. This was the
oldest stupa and its shape was similar
to a flipped monk’s alms bowl. It is
said that this form of the stupa came
from a story: One day, Sakyamuni’s

disciples asked him how they could truly
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The Bronze Sarira Pagoda (Five Dynasties)

express their devotion to him. Buddha
Sakyamuni thought for a moment, but
did not answer. He simply spread his
robe on the ground, then turned the
handheld’s alms bowl upside down on
the robe, at the end he had the Buddhist
monk’s staff standing on the bowl.
Later, Buddha Sakyamuni passed away.
The disciples began to construct a tomb
in order to place his relics. According
to Sakyamuni’s hint before his death,
his tomb was built upturned-bowl
shape with a square base at the bottom
and a pinnacle on the top. The square
base symbolized the Buddha’s robe;
the upturned alms bowl-shape tomb
in the middle symbolized the bowl;
the pinnacle at the top symbolized the
monk’s staff.

Since then, a great number of
pagodas had been built, but the number
of sarira was limited, so people had
Sakyamuni’s relics or symbols such
as hair, clothing and other items as
substitues placed in the pagoda for

worship.
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Buddhism was first introduced
to China from India around the
Ist century AD. Pagodas, as an
important part of Buddhism, were
also brought to China. The oldest
pagoda in China is the White Horse
Temple Pagoda in Luoyang, Henan
Province. Emperor Mingdi of the
Eastern Han Dynasty, who believed
in Buddhism, once sent people to
ancient Indian for Buddhist sutras.
In the 10th year of Yongping’s reign
(67). the envoy of the Eastern Han
Dynasty invited two Indian eminent
monks to China, and carried back
many Buddhist sutras with the white
horse. To commemorate the merit

of the white horse for carrying back
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The Zhaozhou Zen Master Sarira Pagoda in
Bailin Temple, Hebei Province

Located in Bailin Temple, Zhaoxian County, Hebei
Province, this pagoda was built in the 3rd year
of Tianli reign of the Yuan Dynasty (1330) to
commemorate Cong Nian, an eminent monk and
a great Zen master of the Tang Dynasty. This is
a seven-storey multieave-style brick pagoda, 33
meters high and its plane is octagonal. The Zen
master Cong Nian's mantle, alms bowl and sarira
were kept inside the pagoda for people to worship.
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the Buddhist sutras, in the 11th year of
Yongping’s reign (68) of the Eastern
Han Dynasty, Emperor Mingdi ordered
to construct the White Horse Temple
in the east of Luoyang city, and had
the pagoda built in the center of the
temple in accordance with the shape
and structure of the temples in India at
that time. The White Horse Temple is a
nine-storey tower-style wooden pagoda
which was built in traditional Chinese
style. The ancient Indian “‘stupa” was
placed at the top of the pagoda, known

as the ““pinnacle”.
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The Origin of the
Character “Pagoda”

Before Buddhism came into China,
the Chinese term for pagoda did
not exist because this new form
of architecture was ‘introduced
to China only when Buddhism
spread to the country. “Pagoda”
in Sanskrit is “stupa”™, meaning
tomb. Its Chinese transliteration is
“Si Du Po™ and its free translation
is “fotu”, “futu” or other different
names.

The Chinese character
* 1% (pagoda) first appeared in
Ge Hong's “Essays on Chinese
Characters” of the Eastern Jin
Dynasty in the original complex
form of writing * 1§ "(pagoda).
According to the pronunciation of
the Sanskrit word “Buddha”, the
ancient Chinese people created a
Chinese character “ & “and added
“ & "(earth) on the left meaning
tomb. In this way, the Chinese
character * # " ( pagoda) is
accurate and appropriate as it has
precisely and perfectly expressed
its intrinsic function of sarira
burial, as well as expressed from
the pronunciation that the building
originally came from ancient India.
Since then the Chinese character
“3# * (pagoda, simplified Chinese
character ) has been widely used.

ERMELEE (K)

Three-Color-Decal Buddhist Monk
Pagoda (Song Dynasty)
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Later, along with the further spread
of Buddhism, stupa gradually blended in
with China’s traditional architecture and
culture, thus having built a greater variety
of pagodas with Chinese characteristics.
The development of these ancient pagodas
was closely related with the rise and fall of
Buddhism in China. Buddhism prevailed
in the Northern and Southern Dynasties
(420-589), and a large number of wooden
pagodas were built combining the ancient

Chinese tower-style building and the India

“stupa” together. Since then, this type of

pagoda had become the mainstream of the
Chinese ancient pagodas, and scattered all
over the country.

During the period of the Tang and
Song dynasties (618-1279), not only
the number of pagodas was increasing,

but the engineering technologies were
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The Qixia Temple Sarira Pagoda, Nanjing,
Jiangsu Province

Qixia Temple Sarira Pagoda was built in the first year of
Renshou's reign, Sui Dynasty (601). It was origionally
a wooden pagoda which was destroyed afterward. The
existing Pagoda, a multieave-style, was built during the
Southern Tang period of the Five Dynasties (937-975)
It is about 18 meters high, a total of five levels and its
plane is octagonal. Now part of the stone eaves has
been damaged, however on the whole the pagoda still
stands rock-firm.
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also improving day by day. In the Tang
Dynasty (618-907), people had gradually
replaced the wooden materials with brick
and stone materials. Pagodas built during
this period were mainly square shape
roughly modeled on wooden pagodas
in structure, but did not pursue precise
similarities due to the characteristics of
the people at that time who favored simple
and neat in their aesthetic pursuit. On the
whole they had reflected the beauty of
the masonry structure itself with vigorous
simplicity.

There had been a significant progress
in building ancient pagodas in the Song
Dynasty (960-1279): the plane of the
pagoda changed from square in the Tang
Dynasty to hexahedral and octagonal
shapes; the construction materials changed
from brick and wood to brick and stone.
These changes were closely related with
the Song people’s aesthetic characteristics
in pursuit of a delicate, fine and elegant
taste. The changed structure of the ancient
pagodas had greatly enhanced the anti-
quake capability and broadened the view
of overlooking into the distance high from
the pagoda. The beautiful parts of the
exterior wood carving on the body of the
pagoda had made the overall shape and

structure finer and more delicate.
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Silver Pagoda (Song Gilded Copper Pagoda Gold Pagoda (Qing
Dynasty) (Yuan dynasty) Dynasty)



The building materials of the
ancient pagodas

In China, many different kinds
of materials had been used in the
construction of ancient pagodas, such as
wood, brick, stone, copper, iron, gold,
silver, and colored glaze, etc.

In the initial stage, the ancient
pagodas were usually built of wood.
Wooden materials had strong anti-quake
capability, but easily to be burned down.
Later, with the progress of the building
technology, people gradually replaced
wood with brick and stone. Since then,
brick and stone materials had always
been the main building materials of the
ancient pagodas in China. In addition,
some solid metals, such as copper,
iron, etc. had also been used in the
construction of the ancient pagodas.

Some people also used gold,
silver and other precious metals or
precious materials to build pagodas,
such as golden pagoda, silver pagoda,
pearl pagoda, glazed pagoda, and
ivory pagoda to show their reverence
for or devotion to the Buddha. These
very expensive materials had further
demonstrated the extraordinary
splendour of these pagodas. The size
of these pagodas was generally smaller
and they were usually kept for indoor
worship due to their expensive cost.

- ZEHHE (F)

Precious Porcelain Pagoda (Qing Dynasty)



