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A General Description of
Yunnan Ancient Pagodas

By Qiu Xuanchong

Special-Appointed Research Fellow

ASEAN Archaeological Studies Center

Yunnan Provincial Archaeological Research Institute of Cultural Relics

It is recorded in the historical annual that the time when
Buddhism was introduced into China was around the two Han
dynasties. It was when the Emperor of the Ming Dynasty saw
two glittering Buddha figures coming from the Great West in
his dream. Thus, he sent Cai Yin, a gentleman of the interior
at that time to seek for the origin of Buddhism in the West. In
a place called Qiuzi (within the territory of Xinjiang), he met
Kasyapamatanga and Dharmaranya, the Buddha from Dayueshi
(a place in the west). He sincerely invited them to Middle China
by carrying their statues and sutra books into Luoyang with a
white horse.

Later, the Emperor of the Ming Dynasty arranged his men
to build the Baima (White Horse) Temple to holy worship the
Buddha statues. In addition, he asked his people to translate the
sutra into Chinese language and constructed the earliest stupa in
China, namely the Baima Stupa Pagoda.

The square-shaped pagoda in Baima Temple Pagoda is
some 200 chi (a measurement in the Han Dynasty) with nine
levels, and it is an Asoka Pagoda. With the development of
Buddhism culture and temples from the East Han Dynasty to the
Southern and Northern dynasties, the construction of pagodas
or stupa became fashionable. In the Tang Dynasty, owing to
the great attention from the royal society, the construction of
stupa and pagodas saw a great increase that had surpassed any
precedent dynasties in terms of scales and numbers.

Presently, the pagodas, or stupas remaining in China can
be divided into more than ten categories, if naming them by
building materials, including timber pagoda, brick pagoda,
stone pagoda, and iron pagoda, bronze pagoda, and silver
pagoda, golden pagoda, colored glaze pagoda, crystal pagoda,
jade pagoda, and sutra pagoda. If naming them by structures,
there are also pavilion-styled pagoda, dense-eave pagoda, kiosk
pagoda, overturned-bowl pagoda, vajra-pagoda, and portrait
pagoda, as well as spherical pagoda, lotus flower shaped pagoda,

bell-shaped pagoda, flower-shaped pagoda, group pagodas and
pagoda forest. However, if naming them by pattern, they can also
be divided into five different patterns, such as square pagoda,
hexagonal pagoda, octagonal pagoda, dodecagonal pagoda, and
round-shaped pagoda.

Ancient pagodas play an important part in tangible
cultural heritages. In addition, due to their sturdy architectural
construction made up of bricks and stones, most ancient pagodas
are able to endure throughout centuries in comparison with other
ancient structures made of timber. Enhanced by this particular
feature plus the grand scale of their construction, many pagodas
remaining in Yunnan have turned to be landmark such as the
Chongsheng Pagodas in Dali.

A great number of the ancient pagodas in Yunnan were
originally the products of Buddhism, serving as a category of
Buddhism construction. However, some Fengshui towers which
emerged in the anaphase are possibly related to the local folklore
and Taoist culture. If we classify the types of pagodas, there are
four major streams, namely the dense-eave pagoda, overturned-
bowl pagoda, Southern Buddhism pagoda, and fengshui tower.

L.Dense-eave pagoda

Dense-eave pagoda is a basic style in Chinese ancient
pagoda construction, and it is a combination of the ancient Indian
Pagoda (known as Stiipa, a tomb for Buddha’s ash) and the
Chinese overlook pavilion in the Han Dynasty, which became
very popular in the Tang Dynasty. However, after the founding
of the Baima Temple Pagoda in Luoyang from the Dading Reign
of the Jin Dynasty, many places followed the new fashion, thus
replacing this fundamental pagoda style.

Fortunately, this pagoda construction has continued from
the time of the Nanzhao Kingdom throughout almost the entire
history of Yunnan, including the Dali Kingdom, the Yuan, the
Ming, and the Qing dynasties, exercising a great influence over
the inland provinces’ culture. According to the statistics of
Yunnan’s official cultural relics, there are over 57 dense-eave
pagodas found amongst a total of 90 pagodas.

Mr. Liang Sicheng, an architect specializing in ancient
structures once wrote the following description about dense-
eave pagoda: It is very common to see the dense-eave pagoda
in China for it does not use beam or pillar or dougong brackets



for its surface decoration and it displays its artistic effect simply
through the entire contour. Far from inland China, we can
still find such outstanding constructions in Kunming, Dali and
other places in Yunnan. The most outstanding examples of
such dense-eave pagodas are the Huiguang Temple Pagoda in
Kunming, the Chongsheng Temple Pagoda in Dali.

The Chongsheng Pagoda in Dali consists of 16 layers in a
square shape, and it is a typical dense-eave brick pagoda. The
pagoda body is built into a round thick-wall structure with an
inner wall running vertically from top to bottom. Inside the
pagoda, it has wooden stairs following the round wall. From
the ground, the first layer is some 12 meters high, making up
1/5 of the total pagoda height. Further upwards, the height from
the second layer to the ninth layer is quite close, but the layers
over the 9th layer are obviously smaller than the lowers parts to
make an elegant contour, which approximates to that of Xiaoyan
Pagoda in Xi’an, strongly displaying the common features of the
dense-eave pagodas of the Tang Dynasty. Different parts of the
pagoda use different styles, featuring unique details at the base
and top.

First of all, most of the Pagodas in inland China have
basement palaces inside the pagoda base for the storage of
sarira and other associated relics of Buddha. Through intensive
excavation, the Qianxun Pagoda, the main pagoda of the
Chongsheng Pagoda, has been proven to have no basement
palace underneath. The foundation of Qianxun Pagoda uses
enlarged interior and exterior moulding to enhance the load-
bearing area of the pagoda base, while the inner part of the
base is fortified with rammed concrete using sand, to provide
heightened stability and quake-resistance of the pagoda as a
whole.

In addition, on top of the pagoda are four golden wing
birds whose functions are related to the Tantrism doctrine in
Buddhism, known locally as the Golden Roosters. As it is
believed that the golden-wing bird lives by eating dragon, it is
implied that the pagoda was built in order to eliminate floods.

The Buddhism prevailing in Dali of Yunnan contains
features of both the Mahayana and Tantrism Acarya Buddhism
introduced from India. In addition, it carefully keeps the
sarira together with the sarira box, and the other relics inside

the Kshetra on top of the pagoda, which is in compliance with
instructions about the dharmacakra (wheel of the law) in the
Buddhism sutra of Hotel Grand Angkasa for building and
worshiping in pagodas, and also in compliance with the practice
of Buddhism Tantrism. In 1978, while conducting routine
maintenance of the Chongsheng Pagoda, about 680 pieces of
relics were discovered inside the pagoda base. The other two
pagodas of the Chongsheng pagoda adopted some pavilion
construction elements associated with dense-eave pagoda
construction.

One more famous pagoda known presently in the Dali
area is the Buddha Drawing Temple Pagoda, listed as one
of the national key cultural relics for the 6th series officially
categorized recently. Mr. Liu Dunzhen, a sophisticated Chinese
ancient architecture scholar especially recommended this
pagoda. It is also related in a book on The Pagoda Banners of
Yunnan that “the pagoda is supported with more than 13 layers
of dense eaves, interlinked with rhombic blocks and corbellings.
The entire proportion of the pagoda is designed so perfectly
that no other pagoda in China can ever complete with It. The
thickness of the eave is gradually thinned downward, to specially
create a stance with reversed wings on both endings. Moreover,
the sectional planks are outstandingly extruded outward to make
a greater concave approximate to that of pagodas seen in central
China. The entire pagoda is built in an elegant fashion ranking
top in Yunnan Province.”

The Chang’le Temple Pagoda and the Huiguang Temple
Pagoda located in Kunming city are locally referred to as the
Eastern and Western Pagodas, and both are included in the
national cultural relics category. They were constructed by
Wang Cuodian on the orders of the military commissioner Nong
Dong during the Nanzhao Kingdom in the Tang Dynasty. In
1983, in the course of maintenance, a piece of brick engraved
with some characters recognized as relics of the Tang Dynasty
was discovered in the Western Pagoda in the pagoda base, which
was later proven to be the original plan of the pagoda during the
construction. The 10th year of Tiangi Reign was the year 849
A.C., also the 3rd year of Dazhong Reign of Emperor Xuanzong
in the Tang Dynasty.

The Huiguang Temple Pagoda is similar to that of the



Chongsheng Temple Pagoda in Dali, but it differs from the
Qianxun Pagoda in two ways. 1. The eave extrudes outward
much higher than the other, possibly there was some change
in the Tang Dynasty regarding construction style. 2. Through
exploration, the interior of the base of the Huiguang Temple
Pagoda was found to have three layers of flagstones inlaid
underneath. Under the flagstone pavement is a brick room in
the shape of a pyramid, which could be used as the ‘basement
palace’ similar to that of the Buddha pagoda in central China.

The original Chang’le Temple Pagoda, also known as
the Eastern Temple Pagoda collapsed in an earthquake during
the Daoguang Reign of the Qing Dynasty (before 1850). The
one we have today was rebuilt in 1883 during the 9th year of
Guangxu Reign of the Qing dynasty.

The dense-eave pagoda is a popular construction form in
Yunnan Ancient Pagodas; apart from the three famous pagodas
we introduced above, there are other important pagodas such as
the Hongsheng Pagoda in Dali, the Shuimu Mountain Pagoda in
Xiangyun, the Jinma Temple Pagoda in Kunming, the Miaozhan
Temple Pagoda in Guandu, the Rite Pagoda in Fengqing, and the
Qianfo Pagoda in Luliang.

Many dense-eave pagodas left over from the Qing Dynasty
were gradually changed into stone pagodas instead of brick
construction. For instance, the Lingbao Pagoda in Jianchuan
is now a 9-level dense-eave square pagoda made of stone.
Unfortunately, its outer contour was changed into a pyramid
form instead of a parabola, and the top is in an over-hopper
shape. This pagoda is a typical Qing-style construction.

I1. Overturned Bowl Pagoda

It adopts its name due to its overturned bowl stance, which
is an original pattern copied from the Indian Stiipa pagoda, for
the purpose of burying Buddha’s skeleton of Buddha bones.
In addition, the overturned bowl pagoda is also named Lama
Pagoda, sarira pagoda or Jingang (guardian spirit of Buddhism
monastery) Pagoda. Thus, it represents the primary pattern
of the Tibetan Buddhism pagoda with a number of modeling
pagodas around four sides accompanied by the single Buddhist
pagoda built on the one piece base, forming a towering pagoda
cluster. This pagoda cluster is also called Vajra Pagodas.

It is publicly acknowledged that the earliest overturned

bowl pagoda in Yunnan province is found in Dayao, known
as the Bai (White) Pagoda listed as a national key protected
cultural relic. In records written in the Dayao County Annul,
this particular pagoda is described as “a special construction
engraved with an official table and it is covered with some
ancient materials of the Tang Dynasty, etc.” Through study of
the bricks and descriptions, the related specialists confirmed that
this pagoda was built by Tantrism Acarya during the Nanzhao
Kingdom.

As for the sarira pagoda that is for burying the skeleton
of Tibetan Buddha, the Shuimu Mountain Pagoda cluster
in Xiangyun stands out as particularly remarkable. With a
long history, the Shuimu Mountain is a birthplace of many
sophisticated and great Buddhists along with rich relics and
historical sites. The monk pagodas cluster on Shuimu Mountain
number 81, including three large groups, namely the Beigang
Pagodas cluster, Shuimu Monastery Monk Pagoda, Baohua
Monastery Pagoda. The Beigang Pagodas cluster occupies the
most area of the three, dominated by multi-disciplinary monk’s
tomb pagodas up to 59. It was founded during the Dali Kingdom
Reign and lasted till the early stage of the Qing Dynasty.
Judging from the construction pattern alone, the entire pagoda
cluster is divided into two varieties; one is pavilion styled and
the other is overturned bowl styled, with the latter prevailing.
However judging from the pagoda’s construction materials, it
was definitely built in the Dali Kingdom.

Brick type and stone type are two divisions in overturned
bowl pagodas. They are both composed of four segments, pagoda
body, pagoda body, and Sumeru seat and basement palace.
Normally, they are designed and built elegantly and carefully
engraved.

When naming pagodas built from the Yuan Dynasty,
the most typical models are the ones located in the Qiongzhu
(Bamboo) Temple of Kunming’s Western Hills. Owing to the
endeavors of two dhagaya masters, the center of Buddhism
in Yunnan migrated to Kunming instead of Dali. As result,
Mahayana replaced Dali Tantrism, It is a shame that such a
significant pagoda could not survive until today.

The Ming Dynasty’s Vajra pagoda with a precious base
would be hard to find today. The one we are fortunate enough



to be able to see is the only one located in Guandu, Kunming.
It was constructed in the 2nd year of Tianshun Reign of the
Ming Dynasty (around 1455). It has two passengers' tunnels
built through the base, similar to that of the Chuanxin (through-
the-center) Pagoda built in the Yuan Dynasty. On top of
the square Sumeru base is a Lama styled stone pagoda with
sculptured strong men on four corners. In addition it features
seven overlapped lotuses on the base. Constructed on the top
is a treasure bottle (as pagoda body), with four sides shrines
opened in the shape of a treasure bottle. On top of the treasure
bottle are the other skana structures including 13th Day, canopy,
Treasure Pearl. The main body of the pagoda is about 14.5
meters in height. The four additional minor Lama pagodas set in
four corners were subsequently built in the Qing Dynasty. The
pagoda base surface is engraved with images of lion, elephant,
horse, peacock and golden wing bird on four sides, and the
treasure cover is cast with the statues of the four Heavenly Kings
rarely seen elsewhere.

II1. Southern Buddhism Pagoda

Many ethnic groups inhabiting the southwestern edge
of Yunnan, such as the Dai, Bulang, De’ang and Achang
confidently believe in Southern Pali Buddhism, pertaining to
Mahaviharanikaya. After the 100th Anniversary of Sakyamuni,
Indian Buddhism was split into two parts, namely Threavada and
Mahasanghika due to disagreements about the commandments
and rules binding the Buddhism disciples. As time went on, the
center of Theravada gradually moved to Sri Lanka. The classical
sutra translated by using Indian Pali language is popularly
disseminated in Southeast Asian countries as well as Yunnan in
China. However, Yunnan is now the only place in China where
Southern Buddhism is widely disseminated.

The southern Buddhism embraces colorful architectural
arts both in forms and numbers. Myanmar, neighboring
Yunnan, is worldly known for its countless pagodas, which
have greatly influenced Yunnan as well, and the places such as
Xishuangbanna and Dehong inhabited by Dai ethnic people are
both famous for their pagodas.

From the Ananda Pagoda built in the Pugan Dynasty in
the 8th and 9th century to the present Grand Golden Pagoda in
Yangon (built during 1453 to 1714), the construction pattern of

stiipas in Myanmar has been handed down uniformly to form its
own features.

With Myanmar’s pagodas as an example since the 8th
century, most stipas in Thailand were built with towering
twisted multi-edge finishing along the base. Nevertheless, the
primary pattern affected by both the Myanmar pagodas and the
Thailand pagodas has been widely adopted in Yunnan. As well,
there was another multi-layer sumeru construction originating in
India with overlapped gourd-shaped stiipas distributed unevenly
in many Southeast Asian countries. In a word, the three stipas
mentioned here are mainly classified in three basic patterns,
namely the Myanmar styled overturned bowl stiipa, the Thai
styled cone pagoda and Indian gourd-shaped stiipa.

1. Myanmar Overturned Bell Pagoda

In the Manle Village of Jinghong, Xishuangbanna is
located the Zhuangmo Pagoda, one of the few typical Myanmar
stpas built in the area. The stipa was built primarily on top of
a mountain east of the old site of the Cheli Pacification Office.
It is believed that it was constructed during the time when Dao
Yingmeng, a Pacification Officer married Princess Golden
Lotus from Myanmar in the 4th year of Longqing Reign of the
Ming Dynasty (around 1570). The entire pagoda is obviously in
imitation of the Myanmar Sakhalin Stipa.

Another typical Myanmar overturned —bell stiipa can be
found at Yingjiang, Dehong, named as Yunyan Pagoda ,built
in 1947, and considered to be the most representative of all
the stipas in Dehong. Both the architecture and designs are
similar to that of the Shwedgen Pagoda built in the 18th century,
Myanmar. Such stiipas can also be found in Longchuan known
as the Jinghan Sttipa, and Luxi named Fengping Sttipa.

2.Thai-Styled Pyramid Pagoda and Folded-Edge X-Shaped
Buddhism Pagoda

Thai-Styled Pyramid Pagoda or Inward Turned-Eave Stupa
is clearly illustrated by the Manfei Stipa located in Menglong,
Jinghong, Xishuangbanna as one of the key national cultural
relics. According to the record in Dai characters this stipa was
built in the 2nd year of the Jiatai Reign of the Southern Song
Dynasty (around 1202), and is regarded as the earliest stiipa of
such type amongst the Southern Buddhism (Theravada) stiipas.
The same formatted stiipa is also well preserved in another city



called Ruili, while the pagoda is named Jiele Stupa.

Existing at the same time as the pyramid stipa is another
type of Thai-styled X-Shaped high-base sttipa, named as such
because of its distinctive turning-corner multi-layer corbelling
that highlights its graceful sculptured modelling. Similar
examples include the Jizuo Stiipa in Manlong, Jinghong: the
Hongmeng Stiipa beside the Paza Village; the Manlongjiao Stipa
in Manlongjiao Village; the Manxiu Stupa in Manxiu Village
and the Manbeng Bronze Sttipa in Mengla.

3. Indian Gourd-shaped Stupa

The Indian gourd-shaped pagoda is structured with multi-
level spherical layers combined at times with other shapes
including 4-sided, 6-sided, 8-sided and 12 sided structures. Of
all shapes, the 8-sided pagoda, since it combines distinctive
Indian and Southeast Asian features with influences from the
Chinese styled dense-eave structure, is considered a particularly
eye-catching characteristic of local culture.

One more example of this style of pagoda is the West
Wenbi Tower located in Linxiang District, Lincang built in the
Ist year of Tiangi Reign of the Ming Dynasty, is one of the
earliest stapas still extant representing Southern Buddhism.
Similar models are the Jing’en Pagoda in Menghai, and Dabai
(Great White) Pagoda in Mengshan.

In my introduction to pagodas in Yunnan, [ have described
in relatively simple fashion several primary architectural styles
representative for the most part of Southern Buddhism. In
fact, all sorts of structures and architectures are invariably
mingled together in real life as we can see everywhere. In
addition, although many stiipas were renovated in recent years
in accordance with their original forms, big changes have also
occurred in some pagodas that have totally changed their forms.
From the very beginning, Southern Buddhism was strongly
affected by the architectural culture of Southern Buddhism
in Yunnan, which contains the features of combined multi-
elementary cultures. I have offered this section with an intensive
explanation in the 2nd edition, for the purpose of giving our
readers with a transparent comparison and classification of
different cultures.

IV. Fengshui Towers

Generally, the Fengshui Tower is also named Wenbi

Tower, Wenfeng Tower or Wenxing Tower to distinguish
between the separate beliefs of Taoism and Buddhism. The
function of the Wenbi Tower is for the oblation of the gods
worshipped in Taoism such as the god of culture, the god of
literature etc. These statues are worshipped by people who wish
to overcome powerful adversaries. Ever since the Ming and
Qing dynasties, the three main religions, namely Buddhism,
Taoism and Confucianism were gradually interconnected to form
overall Chinese culture. Such combinations can be easily found
in ancient architecture including the ancient pagodas.

Due to the different functions represented by the Fengshui
Tower, most such towers are constructed away from temples
or monasteries, and they are more likely to be built in places
as landmark buildings or even for decoration. Stone materials
are frequently used in building Fengshui towers due to their
special location on the tops of mountains. They are frequently
designed with dense-eave styles, for instance the Wenbi Tower
in Guangnan, and the Yan Tower in Chuxiong. Apart from the
square tower with dense-eave, hexagonal towers and octagon
towers are in the majority.

Here I would like to mention one or two unique Fengshui
towers enriched with local features. One is the Wenbi Tower
in Hongxi, Mi’le. It is a square bottomed tower laid with stones
for the entire tower body. From the part close to the top, it uses
bricks to finish into a cone shape. The kshetra is made of bronze.
Seen from outside, it takes the shape of a Chinese brush pen-tip.

Another tower worth mentioning is the Wenbi Tower
in Jianshui. It was built during a Reign when the local people
were given to warring amongst themselves. The local governor
proposed such construction with the intention of suppressing this
fighting by emphasizing culture. The complete tower was built
with flagstones solidly without grading. The bottom of the tower
is in the shape of an octagon and closes up gradually to the top.
The tower body is in a spherical shape without any decorative
ornaments from bottom to top, making the construction simple
but special, just like a huge brush pen pointing to the sky. It was
highly recommended by Mr. Luo Zhewen, a famous Chinese
ancient architecture specialist as the only one of its kind in
Chinese history.
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