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The Cakravartin Symbolism in the North Cave at Northern
Xiangtangshan

So Hyunsook”

The North Cave at Northern Xiangtangshan is a site of large scale built by Wenxuandi, the
first emperor of Northern Qi (550-577). It is situated at Gushan in the southemn part of present
Hebei province not far from Ye, the capital of Northern Qi. Judging from the cave’s scale and
decorative motifs, we can see that the North Cave is not a site purely for religious worship, but a
monument of political propaganda of the Northemn Qi royalty .

The North Cave's unique feature is a single-story square stupa with a domed roof. It differs
from other Buddhist caves in contemporary China; most notably, it is a stupa-shaped cave.
Examining the appearance of the North Cave, this paper probes into the significance of the cave
as well as the background of its construction, and attempts to state the relationship between the
patrons and the cave’s shape with a focus on Emperor Wenxuan .,

Through the analysis on contemporary literary sources and inscriptions, this paper first
explores how the people in the Northem and Southern dynasties understood the single-story
stupa with a domed roof, The single-story stupa was venerated as an Asokan stupa, and this

conception related to the idea that the worship of an Asokan stupa promised the annihilation of

* Lecturer, Ewha Womans University
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calamities and salavation from hells; thus, the stupa was an auspicious symbol.

In ancient China, religious auspicious signs were frequently used for political propaganda
eulogizing the lofty virtue of a ruler. The worship of an Asokan stupa was precisely the case. This
directly relates to that Asoka received entrustment from Sakyamuni Buddha and ruled India as a
cakravartin, Based on this, there was a prevalent belief that the place where an Asokan stupa was
discovered was a buddhafield ruled by an ideal Buddhist ruler, cakravartin, Both Emperor Wu of
Liang and Emperor Wen of Sui attempted to declare himself as a cakravartin on the basis of the
belief,

Emperor Wenxuan was no exception, He constantly tried to imitate virtuous acts of Asoka
such as taking Bodhisattva precepts, prohibiting the consumption of meat and alcohol, and setting
free captured birds and fish. He also conducted reenactment of the Dipankara-jataka to show he
was a reincarnation of the cakravartin. Inscriptions on images of the Northern Qi and historical
sources of Tang often refer to him as a cakravartin, The Asokan stupa is the visual embodiment
of such conception.

Stupa-shaped caves are found only in the capital city Ye, not in the Tianlongshan caves,
which was the power base of the Northern Qi royalty. This may be connected to the fact that Ye
had among its residents as many as 400,000 households moved from Loyang, the capital of the
Northern Wei, which include the Wei royalty. The construction of the Asoka stupa could have
been an attempt of the Northern Qi emperor to justifying his rule achieved through the abdication

of the throne by the Eastern Wei emperor,
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