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Abstract

On the Seven-jeweled King A§oka Stapa from the Underground
Relic Crypt of Zhenshen Pagoda at Changgan Monastery in
Northern Song Jinling

Lee Seunghye”

The site of Grand Bao’en Monastery of the Ming dynasty, located in present-day
Nanjing, Jiangsu province, corresponds to the former site of Changgan Monastery—one
of the great monasteries built in southern China ever since the introduction of Buddhism.
The monastery is well known as home of a “King A$oka stupa,” which was believed to have
enshrined the true-body relics of Sakyamuni Buddha. In particular, it was remembered for
the grand-scale relic veneration sponsored by Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty. Legend has
it that the Indian King A$oka of the Mauryan Dynasty, who reigned during the third century
BCE, had built 84,000 stapas overnight to enshrine cremated bodily relics of the Buddha all
over the world. Although Chinese Buddhist writers claimed and recorded the presence of
“King A$oka stapa” on their native land, modern scholarship agrees that those stapas were in
fact built after the transmission of Buddhism to China. Nevertheless, the miracle tales about
the King Asoka stupas, collected from the Northern and Southern dynasties to the Tang
dynasty, attest that the King Asoka stapas were widely revered as the sacred places where the

true-body relics of the Buddha were held regardless of historical facts or their forms.

* Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art
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The fame of Changgan Monastery was inseparable from its King Asoka stapa. More
importantly, the fame of monastery and stapa was printed in the collective memory of
the local Buddhist even after the monastery was ruined through the circulation of textual
accounts in which they are recorded at length. Changgan Monastery and its King Asoka
stapa during the Northern Song, an important moment in the long history of the monastery,
came to light when the underground relic crypt of Zhenshen Pagoda (d. 1011) was excavated
underneath the Ming ruins of Grand Bao’en Monastery from February 2007 to the end
of 2010. The underground relic crypt and its deposits demonstrate the local Buddhist’s
perception of the King Asoka stapa, formed through the textual sources, during the Northern
Song. Since the underground relic crypt of Zhenshen Pagoda was builtin the archaic structure
not to be found in contemporary pagoda crypts, it received particular attention from Chinese
archaeologists shortly after the completion of the excavation.

This article re-examines recent archaeological scholarship on the structure of the
underground relic crypt of Zhenshen Pagoda in comparison with textual records of the
foundations of successive King A$oka stupas at Changgan Monastery and other pagoda
crypts excavated in China thus far. The pagoda crypt was, I argue, built in the archaic form
because the local Buddhist of the time, both monastic and lay, deeply respected the history of
Changgan Monastery. Shifting from a previous perspective that considers the Seven-jeweled
King Adoka stapa as one of stapa-shaped reliquaries prevalent in the Jiangnan region since
the Five Dynasties, this study considers it within the local context of successive veneration
of the King A$oka stapas at Changgan Monastery. My analysis has shown that the Northern
Song patrons modeled their Seven-jeweled King Asoka stapa upon the seven-jeweled stapa
commissioned by Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty, while revealing the distinctiveness
of this particular reliquary among other contemporary stapa-shaped reliquaries from the
region. The local patrons of Zhenshen Pagoda must have well known the historical pattern of
excavation and re-enshrinement distinctive to the King Asoka stapa of Changgan Monastery
that traces back to the Eastern Wu through textual accounts and verbal transmissions.
This is attested by the archaic structure of the relic crypt not to be found in contemporary
pagoda crypts, seven jewels—the distinctive materials selected for the adornment of the

reliquary—, and the very appellation of the reliquary, King Adoka stapa. After all, building
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of the underground relic crypt of Zhenshen Pagoda and making of the Seven-jeweled King
Asoka stapa were intended to re-enact the historical pattern of venerating King A$oka
stapa of Changgan Monastery, which is distinguishable from other King Asoka stapas on
Chinese soil. Yet, the patrons of Zhenshen Pagoda and its underground relic crypt were not
monarchs who had sponsored and venerated the King Asoka stapas of Changgan Monastery
for political reasons, but the local community of the monastic and lay. Considering that the
emperors dominated the Buddhist institution during the early Northern Song, what the
patrons of Zhenshen Pagoda wished to restore by returning to the past or fugu was the active
patronage and support of their monastery by the imperial power just like Emperor Wu of the

Liang dynasty had established a precedent.
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