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Geometry, Cosmology, and the Design of Early Buddhist Architecture in China:
The Plan of the Songyuesi Pagoda
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Abstract: This article argues that the plan of the Songyuesi Pagoda reflects design strategies
popularized in South Asia to encode temple architecture with generative power. Using a diagram
found in key locations of the abacus and miniature hall supported by the Yicihui Pillar, the author
demonstrates how the circle could be used to produce an infinitely regenerating lotus blossom.
The same design scheme was employed both to determine the columniation of the Yicihui Pillar
miniature hall, but also the interior and exterior proportions of the Songyuesi Pagoda plan. It was
also used to layout the Vastupurusa mandala, the building diagram used as a ground plan for
Indic temples ( Hindu as well as Buddhist ) developing during the early centuries CE. Its appear-
ance in later divinatory diagrams preserved at Dunhuang suggests an association with attempts
to control time and the future in early imperial China. The use of this design technique to enliven
the structure and enhance the efficacy of Buddhist architecture may have helped prove the truth—-
fulness of Buddhist teachings in East Asia.

Keywords: Songyuesi; Yicihui Pillar; pagoda; Vdastupurusa mandala; Divinatory diagrams;
Buddhist architecture and ritual
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