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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. 	

In 1899 peasants unearthed pieces of 
polished bone and turtle shells. These 
relics were inscribed with characters and 
date to 1500 BCE. They are thought to 
be the earliest examples of the elaborate 
writing system still in use in China 
today.	



China history is divided into dynasties. 	
The Shang Dynasty 1700-1100BCE	
Zhou 1100-221 BCE	
Qin 221-207 BCE and 	
Han 206-220 ACE and on…	
 	
•  The Qin—(221-206 BCE) the first Emperor of Qin won and 

reigned by the sword. He built an expansive empire based on 
law and punishment, which dealt a blow to the teachings of 
Confucius.	

•  He began building walls to surround the country and laid the 
foundation for a unified, integrated empire. Even though the 
empire didn’t last long, it influenced future Chinese empires.	



However, it was the expansion 
of the Han Dynasty 
(206BCE-220 CE) that brought 
China into contact with the 
West. 	
	
Thought of as the ‘barbarians’ 
that encircled their world, 
military expansion sent Chinese 
military into the nomadic areas 
to the north which provided 
them with access to Central 
Asia…opening up the routes 
that carried Chinese silk as far 
away as Rome.	

A gilded bronze oil lamp in the shape of a 
kneeling female servant, dated 2nd century 
BCE, found in the tomb of Dou Wan, wife of 
the Han prince 	



•  Buddhism—	
when Buddhism entered China from India, its 
exotic nature, with chanting, strange colored 
robes, incense and foreign images, was an 
attraction for many Chinese disillusioned 
with Confucianism. 	
	
Admitting the impossibility of saying "when 
or how the first Buddhist missions in China 
began", Kenneth Saunders mentions Ashoka 
and the Fayuan Zhulin (written 688 CE) 
noting missionaries arriving in Qin Dynasty 
(221–206 BCE) China. 	
This Buddhist encyclopedia claims that in 217 
BCE, the monk Li Fangand and seventeen 
others arrived in Xi'an – but this legend is 
uncorroborated by historical sources.	
	
 	

A Jiangnan funerary jar from ca. 250-300 
CE, decorated with a row of Buddhas seated 
on lotus-petal thrones, said to be one of the 
earliest examples of Chinese Buddhist art.	



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.�

	



One major theme, shared among most Chinese schools of Buddhism was that of 
the Western Paradise of Amitabha…   Paradise Amitabha, painting	



Most of the art and ritual 
was inspired by the three 
schools of Buddhism 
(Theravada, Mahayana 
and Vajrayana). 	
	
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.	
�
	

Meditating Monk, 900 from Cave 17 Dunhuang. Ink on paper	



•  By the sixth century, the most important influence was the 
Chinese creation of the Tiantai—a comprehensive 
doctrine that preached a belief in the Buddha-potential 
within all beings.	

 	
•  The Tiantai school derived its doctrine from the Lotus 

Sutra. The Lotus Sutra emphasized faith, advocating 
devotion that exceeded good deeds or personal sacrifice as 
the primary means to salvation.	

•   It also allowed women to be among the elect, contributing 
to its growth in popularity.	



The Lotus Sutra begins with 
Shakyamuni preaching from 
Vulture Peak, propounding the 
Law and introducing the 
tenants of the Tiantai.�
�
This event is depicted in the 
embroidery showing Vulture 
Peak as mountains behind the 
mandorla of light behind the 
Buddha. �
�
dunhuang, preaching	



The goal was not the vague, Nirvana of the old school, but the splendid, 
materialistic wealth associated with the Western Paradise of 

Amitabha…with a heaven of riches beyond any mortals imagination.	



�
Whether in painting 
or sculpture, the Pure 
Land of Amitiaba was 
filled with heavenly 
splendor and previous 
Buddhas.	



The attainment of heavenly rewards was 
facilitated by the Bodhisattvas, 
particularly Avolokiteshvara and 
Samanabhadra (sitting on his 6-tusked 
elephant)�
	



During the Tang dynasty, Avalokiteshvara’s image had assumed such great 
demand it contributed to the rise of block-printing. �

	 	 	 	 	Woodblock print, jingangjing	



The other major group for 
Buddhist art (also Tang) though 
there is little surviving art, were the 
meditative branches, known as 
Chan and in Japan as Zen. �
�
These schools fit into the Chinese 
contemplative tradition, with 
emphasis on insight, self-discipline 
and intuitive comprehension.�
�
Especially concerned with lineage 
and traditions of ancestor worship, 
they traced their origins to the 
Indian monk Bodhidharma.�
�
�
�
Persimmons, Mu Qu, 13th century	



Although the Tang dynasty was 
one of Buddhism’s great 
periods of artistic development, 
it was also the beginning of its 
decline.�
�
The causes had less to do with 
religious issues but rather 
resentment and anti-Buddhist 
sentiment related to their 
accumulated wealth.�
�
�
�
By the close of the first 
millennium, neo-Confucianism 
revived and Buddhism waned.	



Buddhist architecture, with its 
distinctive wooden temples and 
pagodas has become one of the best 
known subjects in Chinese art…�
�
�
Just as the pagoda derived primarily 
from pre-Buddhist gate towers, the 
origins of the Buddhist temple are 
found in traditional secular, wooden 
buildings…resembling royal 
audience halls..�
�
With all statues facing the 
worshiper, much as the ruler and his 
entourage face their subjects. �
�
�
Kondo	



Clay painted figures, Liao dynasty (900-1125, China.	



The traditional groups of images 
such as Shakyamuni or Amitabha 
surrounded by bodhisattvas and 
monks continued to appear, 
especially in Pure Land temples 
though their role was diminishing 
in favor of subjects related to 
contemporary values.�
�
The materials changed giving a 
greater degree of realism…�
A number of once lesser subjects 
such as luohans (arhats) and 
patriarchs now rose in importance. �
�
�
Lohan, Ming, China	



Avalokitshvara in more feminine form (known 
as Guanyin, the bodhisattva of mercy in China) �
�
Guanyin, 12th to 13th Century, 	

Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara of 
the Lion's Roar or Simhanada 
Avalokiteshvara (Shi hou 
Guanyin Pusa), Ming dynasty 
(1368–1644), late 15th–16th 
century, China	
Wood (poplar) with pigments, 
single woodblock construction	



By the end of the Song dynasty, in 1279, despite textual sources noting the irrelevance 
of gender for a bodisattva, images of those beings had become noticeably more 
feminine.�
	



The traditional standing pose now had a seated one, languid with right hand resting on 
the raised knee, this was known as the Lalitasana (the pose of royal ease).�
 It suggested the confidence of royalty…the self-assurance of imperial power.	



After the Tang period, the image of Maitreya began to be merged with a 
legendary hero, called Budai, (hemp sack), a portly, laughing and generous 
individual who went about the countryside spreading cheer and befriending 

children.  Maitreya	



Beginning with the Tang period, 
the Luohan were portrayed as 
intense, often bizarre individuals, 
humbly dressed but always with an 
expressive, focused gaze, reflecting 
their profound spiritual attainment.�
�
These individuals had always been 
important even in early Buddhism 
for the represented the concept of 
individual effort, achievement 
through self-control, study an�
individual striving– contrasted with 
the Bodhisattva who denied 
personal nirvana to save others. 	



Monks and patriarchs had 
been a part of Buddhist 
iconography from the 
early periods in India. 
Now the image of the 
monk became a major 
aspect of Buddhist art and 
in addition countless 
idealize images began to 
appear quite real.	



The arhats came to benefit others 
as a model of individual 
striving…�
�
�
The Buddhist arhats found a 
parallel in the reclusive, eccentric 
Daoists, with the belief that 
insight is gained through 
individualistic, unorthodox 
practices.�
�
�
http://82nd-and-fifth.metmuseum.org/
divinity �
�
	



 The once vigorous creativity of Chinese Buddhist art was gradually eroded by 
Confucian values, and as Daoist practices were revived and imperial patronage 
diminished, the religion slipped into secondary position in the culture.�
�
Even though Buddhism was strong in the early part of the second millennium, 
it never really recovered from the persecutions of the ninth century.�
Ming Painting	



The Great Anti-Buddhist Persecution initiated by Tang 
Emperor Wuzong reached its height in the year 845 AD. Among 
its purposes were to appropriate war funds and to cleanse China 
of foreign influences. �
�
As such, the persecution was directed not only towards Buddhism 
but also towards other foreign religions, such as Zoroastrianism, 
Nestorian Christianity and Manichaeism. Only the native Chinese 
ideologies of Confucianism and Taoism survived the upheaval 
relatively unaffected.�
�
Reasons for persecution:�
Economic�
Social�
Religious	



There were actually 4 different Buddhist persecutions in China 
between the 5th and 10th centuries. �
�
�
1 and 2--In 574 and again in 577, Emperor Wu had Buddhist and Taoist 
images destroyed and their clergy returned to lay life. He believed the temples 
had become too rich and powerful, so he confiscated their land and gave it to 
his own soldiers.�
�
3-- In 845, Taoist Emperor Wuzong of the Tang Dynasty initiated the "Great 
Anti-Buddhist Persecution" in an effort to appropriate war funds by stripping 
Buddhism of its financial wealth and to drive "foreign" influences from China�
�
4--In 955, Emperor Shizong (r. 954-959) of the Later Zhou (951-960), due to 
the need for copper, ordered that Buddha statues be destroyed so that copper 
could be used to mint coins.	


