
Buddhism in China	

Despite centuries of commercial activity along the 
Silk Road, bringing Chinese goods to the Roman 
Empire and causing numerous cities and small 
independent states to flourish, knowledge of the 
artistic heritage of this vast area remained largely 
unknown until the early twentieth century. 







China History	
While China’s earliest history is made up of legends and has no 
contemporary written record, archaeology confirms that societies 
have been living in China since at least 6000 years ago.  	

–  Around 3000 years ago the last Shang sovereign was 
defeated by the forces of Zhou, they went on to rule an 
increasingly large territory, reaching from Beijing in the 
north, to the Yangzi river valley in the South. 

–  As the land lords began to fight among themselves, it 
became a time of strife, prompting reflection and 
philosophizing by one Master Kong…better known in the 
west as  

–  Confucius.	



Evidence of early Buddhism in China 
was discovered by archaeologists in the 
19th century, Bezeklik includes 77 
Buddhist rock-cut caves cut into 
sandstone. 	
	
Most have rectangular spaces with 
rounded arch ceilings often divided 
into four sections, each with a 
mural of the Buddha.  	
Sandstone did not lend itself to 
carving but it did to painting.	
	
During the late nineteen and early 
twentieth century, European and 
Japanese explorers found intact 
murals buried in sand, and many 
were removed and dispersed 
around the world.  	



 The effect is of entire ceiling covers 
with hundreds of Buddha murals. 	
	
Some murals show a large Buddha 
surrounded by other figures, including 
Indians, Persians and Europeans.	



When Buddhism was introduced in 
China, around the beginning of the 
Christian era, it had to accommodate an 
established Confucian system. 	
	
Within Confucianism, practical, secular 
paternalistic values were favored. 	
	
	
The competing Daoism included 
magical tendencies.	
	
In a process of grafting on or 
convergence, Chinese Buddhists 
emphasized the similarities between 
these doctrines.	
	 Seated Buddha, clay, China�

�

	



Confucianism 
•  thought of as more of a philosophy than a religion, the main theme 

of Confucianism is the conduct of human relationships for the 
attainment of harmony and overall good. 

•  Society was an ordinance of heaven and the five relationships; 
ruler and subject, husband and wife, father and son, elder and 
younger, and friends. 

•  Respect flows upwards, from the young to the old, from the 
subject to ruler.  

•  Virtues like piety, honesty and loyalty formed the basics for 
schooling and emperors sought to establish common moral values 
to create a unified empire. 



Three major figures were 
emphasized each with different 
roles to play:�
�
1.Amitabha, the ruler of paradise�
�
2.Avalokiteshvara (or Guanyin in 
Chinese) thought to save those in 
distress, also functioned as the 
intermediary, escorting souls of 
the believer into Amitabha’s Pure 
Land.�
�
3.Maitreya—the Buddha of the 
future, in heaven awaiting his 
eventual appearance in the world.�

	



So, the Mahayana belief in the 
need to accumulate merit was 
equated with the Chinese love 
of ancestor worship found in 
Confucianism. 	
	
	
Buddhism’s emphasis on 
Karma and the accumulation of 
merit, with accountability, 
suggesting that one could shape 
or affect one’s own destiny, 
which had appeal to the 
business ethic of the merchant 
classes, providing a connection 
with an important segment of 
Chinese culture. 	
	
	

Altarpiece 
dedicated to 

the Maitreya 
(386-534)	



One major theme, shared among all the varying schools was a belief in the 
Western Paradise of Amitabha.  	
Chinese Buddhism, influenced by the Daoists, saw the focus of devotion shifted 
to the western regions. (as opposed to the eastern ones of the Indians)	



 Western Paradise of Amitabha…Yungang	



Countless versions of this paradisiacal land were painted, even 
carved, upon walls of temples and cave shrines…Paradise Amitabha, painting	



�
Most of the art and ritual was 
inspired by the three schools of 
Buddhism. �
�
The popular subjects such as 
preaching Amitabha or 
Amitabha presiding over the 
Western paradise were 
common to many sects while 
others, such as monk portraits 
were favored by certain 
schools.�
�
�
�
�
Preaching Buddha (Amitiaba), 
Dunhuang	



Taoism 
Since Buddhism was imported to 
China from India and 
Confucianism is really a 
philosophy, Taoism is thought to 
be the only home grown religion in 
China. 
 
 
Legend has it that at the end of his life, 
the teacher, Laotzu, climbed on a water 
buffalo and headed west towards what is 
now Tibet. On the way he was asked by a 
gatekeeper to leave behind a record of his 
beliefs. He left a 5000 character text 
called the Tao Te Ching (Dao De Jing). 
Or the Book of the Way.   
                                   Laozi, 8-11th century 



The Book of the Way 
The Book of the Way is an amalgamation of old beliefs and 
ritual, Taoism placed an emphasis on individual freedom, 
laissez-faire government and harmony with nature. 	
	
The Tao, or way, is the essence of all things in the universe 
but ultimately cannot be defined. A central facet of Taoism is 
the concept of ‘nonaction’, meaning to live in harmony with 
the universe without forcing things to your will.	
	
Eventually, Taoism broke into two branches…one more 
philosophical the other more religious. 	
	
The religious direction borrowing elements from Buddhism.	
                             



	
The Daoist eremitic 
tendencies were likened 
to Buddhist 
monasticism. 	
	
	
	



	
By the 12th century we see in the scroll, the theme "Confucianism, Taoism and 
Buddhism are one". 	
	
Depicts Taoist Lu Xiujing (left), official Tao Yuanming (right) and Buddhist monk 
Huiyuan (center, founder of Pure Land) by the Tiger stream.	
	
	



 Formative phase of Buddhist art is represented by groups of cave shrines 
in the north at Yungang in Shanxi province and at Longmen near 

Luoyang.  Longmen. 	



 The major works at Yungang, in Shanxi province, were created around the 
same time as those at Ajanta…around 460 by the Wei rulers.�
They consist of over 50 caves, 20 with important inscriptions and statues. �
Yungang	



The largest figure is nearly 14 meters high and was once protected by a �
multi-story wooden façade. �
A particular Chinese tendency of combining linear, calligraphic surface decoration 
with sculptural form, elegant drapery and elaborate decorations is seen.�

	



Yungang Caves �
�
Shakyamuni and 
Prabhutaratna with 
Maitreya (the future 
Buddha).�
�
�
Evidence of the emphasis 
on Mahayana vision of the 
Buddha as a transcendent 
figure.	



The square faces and bodies of the figures in cave 20, and their linear drapery, 
suggest artists worked from drawings or sketches carried back by pilgrims from 
holy sites in India.�
All are dedicated by Tuoba Wei rulers.	



Longmen Caves �
�
�
 In 494 the Wei rulers 
shifted their capital to 
Luoyang and began 
another program of 
cave shrines at 
Longmen.�
�
	



This site, beside the Yi river, had 
hard stone, allowing the Chinese 
artists to create large scale images 
and detailed relief carvings.	
	
	



Longmen Caves	



Longmen Cave, loose fitting robes begin to have a life of their own, rhythmic and 
patterned, more surface details with elaborate mandorlas and ceilings related to a more 
linear,  calligraphic surface decoration.	





Instead of images, the center of many of the Yungang caves was occupied by a 
single square tower, cut from the cliff to form a square pagoda.	
 	
With little resemblance to the Indian stupa, these pagodas still maintained space 
for circumambulation and solid core.	



The Chinese pagoda (a term coined by the Portuguese) derived 
from the Indian Buddhist Stupa…but the development was 
influenced by earlier Chinese wooden architecture—in particular 
watch-towers from at least the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE)	



The Chinese erected pagodas in a variety of shapes and of wood, 
stone and brick…but the variations of the square, multi-tiered 
type continued to be the favored design.	



Later Chinese pagodas bore little resemblance to the Indian 
model. 	
Inspired by wooden models, elaborate doors and functional 
interiors began to conform to cosmological schemes. 	



Horyu,	

Great Goose Pagoda 
appears more like a 
Buddhist Temple 
with a shrine, the 
goal of pilgrims.	
	


