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Abstract

The Gigantic Buddhist Stele Carved on Mt. Tie in Zoucheng
in the Late Sixth Century: Han Patronage and Their Social and
Cultural Goals

Jungmin Ha"

On the evenly ascending slope of Mt. Tie in Zoucheng, in the southwestern Shandong
Province, the grand scale of Buddhist sutra carving reaches approximately 51.70 meters high
and 14 meters wide. These magnificent carvings were created in ca. 579 CE. Interestingly,
the sutra carving was laid out as a full-fledged traditional Han stele, with two dragons at the
top and two tortoises below the sutra text. The carving at Mt. Tie has several characteristics
distinct from Buddhist carvings at other mountains located in Shandong Province established
during the Northern Qi Dynasty (550~577 CE). First, while the Buddhist carvings of this
period were located in deep mountains and their location required an arduous climb up
rough terrain to access them, the sutra carving at Mt. Tie is located at its foothill and is easily
accessible to the public. Second, the scale of the carving at Mt. Tie was much more ambitious
and the passages excerpted from the Buddhist sutra canon were much longer than those
created at other mountains in Shandong. Third, the carvings at other mountains were created
by monk patrons, while the carving at Mt. Tie was sponsored by several lay patrons. These
features suggest that the carvingat Mt. Tie was created not so much to serve religious goals, but

rather to serve secular ones.
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This paper investigates the form and content of the texts carved at Mt. Tie as a way to
explore their patrons’ goals for the creation of the giant stele form of sutra carving and the
colophons there. It is fortunate that at the Mt. Tie site, the considerably detailed dedicatory
inscription titled, Stone Hymn (shisong /772), still remains. The Stone Hymn gives us precious
information about the patrons, their cultural identity, their social circumstances, and their
aspirations for creating the carvings. Significantly, the Stone Hymn proudly reveals that the
prime patrons’ ethnic and cultural identity is Han Chinese, with illuminated ancestry tracing
back to the Han Dynasty.

The visual aspects of the Buddhist carvings at Mt. Tie are very specific and identifiable.
The creators intentionally employed the use of the traditional Chinese stele form and fine
calligraphy for the text, and in the content of their writing, included an aesthetic evaluation
of the calligraphy itself. Because of these intentional design and content elements, this paper
suggests that the Mt. Tie engraving was the visual rhetoric of the Han Chinese people’s
cultural identity, pride, and belief in their own supremacy. This paper investigates the Han
Chinese patrons, as well as the Han Chinese artistic traditions they imported and then
explores what the patrons hoped their creation would proclaim. Northern Qi social and
cultural circumstances will be discussed in order to better understand the social and cultural

atmosphere in which the Han Chinese patrons chose the forms and content for their creations.
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