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Professor Chun-Fang Yu Gives Lecture on

Guanyin and Chinese Culture
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On May 6, 2021, Professor Chun-Fang
Yu from Columbia University gave an online |
lecture to the Dharma Realm Budddhist
University on Guanyin Bodhisattva and
Chinese Culture. Yu is the Sheng Yen
Professor Emerita of Chinese Buddhism;
her research revolves around how Buddhism
evolved throughout Chinese history, as well
as how Chinese culture influenced Buddhism. g

In her lecture, Yu began by asking how
Buddhism, originally a foreign religion, came
to be one of the three great religions of China
(on par with Daoism and Confucianism).
The answer, of course, is complicated, and
can be attributed to various factors, such as similarities with
existing concepts of nothingness and meditation within Daoism,
promotion from royals and elites, and the appeal of savior figures.

To illustrate the complicated interactions between Buddhism
and Chinese culture, Yu discussed the evolution of how Guan
yin Bodhisattva was perceived and worshipped throughout
Chinese history. Guanyin, also known as Avalokiteshvara, who is
present in many different traditions of Buddhism, but has been
portrayed in different ways throughout history. For example,
Guanyin was not portrayed as feminine at first in China, as tenth
century paintings from Dunhuang depict him with moustaches.
In addition, Guanyin is associated with different qualities
depending on the geographical location. In Southeast Asia,
Guanyin is connected with royalty, and is seen as a “legitimizing
symbol.” However, this is not the case in China, where the royalty
was already legitimized with the Mandate of Heaven.

In China, worship of Guanyin became popularized through
the translation of the Lotus Sutra, specifically its 25th chapter,
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the “Universal Gateway” (translated by BTTS as the “Universal
Door”). The sutra expounded a “new and democratic way of
salvation,” where all one had to do was recite Guanyin’s name
sincerely to be freed from myriad difficulties. In addition to the
“Universal Door Chapter,” compilations of miracle stories, which
circulated among monasteries since the 4th century, also played
a role in popularizing Guanyin. Through these miracle stories,
Guanyin transformed from a “mythical figure” to a “real presence.”

Of the artistic depictions of Guanyin, the water-moon
Guanyin, the white-robe guanyin, and the child-giving Guanyin
were among the most popular. Professor Yu notes that many of the
attributes of these depictions cannot be traced to the sutras, but
instead are rooted in local legends and regional culture. This was
evidence of how Guanyin became indigenized, as artists attempted

“to present the Bodhisattva in a way that would respond to the
spiritual needs of the faithful.” Through images, miracle stories,
and other legends, Guanyin became a regional and historical
figure in China, a Chinese goddess.

One of the clearest examples of “indigenization” was the
legend of Miaoshan, the “human manifestation” of Guanyin.
Miaoshan was a princess who spurned her father’s wishes to marry
and instead practiced Buddhism, but was executed for her unfilial
conduct. She later returned to the world, achieved enlightenment,
and sacrificed her hands and eyes to save her father’s life. Through
this story, the Bodhisattva was given a historical setting as well as a
birthday, as is the case with all Chinese gods and goddesses.

As Professor Yu concluded the lecture, she noted that the
popularity of Guanyin may have in part been a reaction against
the antifeminist stance Neo-Confucianism, the established state
religion around the tenth and the twelfth century. In addition,
though one might assume that Guanyin, as a female figure, was
empowering to women, the reality was more complicated. Yu
notes that the “feminine images of Guanyin...were not and
could not be endowed with a real woman’s characteristics,” and
that worshippers perceived Guanyin as “child giving” so that “the
domestic religion would never be disrupted by lack of a male heir.”

Throughout her lecture, Yu grounded her discussion of
Guanyin as a figure who both influenced and was in turn shaped
by Chinese culture throughout several centuries. “In the end, the
influence of Buddhism on Chinese culture cannot be separated

from the influence of Chinese culture on Guanyin belief,” she

concluded. &
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