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This dissertation applies a phenomenological and dynamic method to study the 
impact of religious rituals on their corresponding space to achieve two purposes. 
First, it discusses the religious meaning of the Zen Buddhist monastery in the 
context of architecture. Second, it explores the contemporary expression of Buddhist 
architecture. The religious investigation is carried out from two aspects related to 
architecture: 1) the evolution of religious philosophy is the psychological basis for 
the evolution of religious space and 2) religious rituals formulate the religious space.

The main research methods of this thesis include theoretical research, field research, 
and phenomenological research. The theoretical research focuses on the religious 
revolution launched by ancient Zen masters and the evolution of Chinese Zen 
Buddhist architecture. The main survey subject of the field investigation was 
Zhenru Monastery, which is a typical Zen Buddhist monastery with a long 
history. The author also visited some Buddhist hermits in Ziyun mountain. The 
phenomenological research includes modelling studies, drawing studies, writing 
studies, and the final architectural proposal. This multi-angled research helps the 
author approach the deep meaning of Buddhist architecture gradually.

The narrative structure of the thesis is organized into a timeline of a typical day in 
the monastery. After briefly introducing the monastery proposal, the thesis focuses 
on each detailed function of the monastery according to the daily routine. Each time 
node is relatively independent in the text, containing specific theoretical research, 
field research, and phenomenological research. At the same time, each independent 
time node is connected in the sequence and confirms the others’ significance.
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In recent years, as the Chinese government adopted flexible religious policies in 
mainland China, Buddhism has become prosperous again. Buddhist monks have 
gotten enough financial support from their believers to rebuild the monasteries 
which were destroyed in the Cultural Revolution. Some Zen monasteries have even 
built new meditation centers to serve the growing number of believers, and there are 
a lot of similar projects waiting to be built.

INTRODUCTION

The author thinks the following three points are the main reasons causing the 
absence of contemporary Buddhist Architecture. Point 1): The vast majority of 
monks are adherents of traditional culture, and they have a conservative attitude 
towards modernistic architecture. Point 2): Architects have little time and opportunity 
to find a proper architectural expression in the super fast-paced construction 
activities. Point 3): The cultural chaos caused by the Cultural Revolution made many 
traditional construction skills disappear. The contemporary Buddhist projects were 
built in a crude way where traditional wooden structure was thoughtlessly replaced 
by concrete.

During my exchange study at AHO, a study trip to Japan intrigued me to study 
Buddhist architecture. In that studio, I designed three specialized gardens for storing 
the Buddhist Scriptures on the mountain of Onomichi. From then on, I started 
my research about the contemporary expression of Buddhist architecture. This 
time I went back to China to investigate a Zen Buddhist monastery located in the 
mountainous areas. At the same time, I am very fond of Zen philosophy and Zen 
meditation, which is also a driving force for me to carry out this topic.

Why Study Zen Buddhist Monastery?

Absence of Contemporary Buddhist Architecture

My Interest and Passion

Increasing Social Needs

Theoretical research was focused on the following two questions. Question 1): How 
did the religious revolution launched by Zen monks influence the formulation of 
the Zen monastery, which as a new architecture prototype appeared in the Tang 
Dynasty (618-907). Question 2): How did the plan change when Zen monasteries 
moved from the mountainous areas to urban areas in the Song Dynasty (960-1279). 
The author supposed the answer could provide some crucial principles to guide 
design strategy.

RESEARCH METHOD

The first Zen Buddhist monasteries were built in the mountains of central China, 
and the author visited six ancient monasteries in this area. The Zhenru Monastery 
on the Yunju Mountain in Jiangxi Province was chosen as the primary survey target. 
The author lived there for nearly one month, participated in the daily labor and Zen 
meditation with the monks every day. The author also went to the Sizu Monastery 
to attend the winter Zen meditation session and visited some Buddhist hermits who 
live in the mountains nearby.

The phenomenonal research contains a modeling study, writing review, and drawing 
analysis which helped the author to explore the subconsciousness of his field 
research and a gradually approach the underlying meaning of Buddhist architecture. 
This process is a kind of self-exploration, and those related images are talking about 
sensibility and subconsciousness. So there is no apparent logic to follow, but very 
essential for the design.

Step I — Theoretical Research

Step III — Phenomenological Research

Step IV — A Fictitious Proposal

Step II — Field Research 

The specific design task is a Zen monastery at the foot of Yuelu Mountain, which 
could accommodate 200 monks. The daily routine in this monastery adopts the 
timeline used in the Zhenru Monastery, where the author did field research. The 
proposal concerns the interaction between religious rituals and religious space.
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Figure 1 The name of the rose, 
Photo taken and edited by the author

The Name of the Rose is a detective novel written by Umberto Eco. It tells a serial 
murder story that happened in a Benedictine monastery in Northern Italy in the 
year 1327. The narrative structure of this book is fantastic, the murder mystery is 
separated into seven days, and each day is divided into periods corresponding to 
the daily routine of the abbey. The plot was bonded with particular buildings in the 
isolated abbey. This work of fiction inspired the author to frame the paper according 
to a timeline. 
 
The interaction between religious rituals and religious space is the primary angle 
to go through this paper. The rigorous daily routine is the religious ritual for Zen 
monks. Like a mystery novel, this dissertation describes a typical day in a Zen 
Buddhist monastery that is divided into 19 periods, from getting up from sleep. Each 
period is independent contextually but closely connected in the sequence to confirm 
each other`s significance, constituting an architectural story.

This thesis is divided into three parts, including five chapters. The first part is the 
overview of the monastery proposal which contains an introduction of the site, the 
basic idea of the master plan, and the daily routine of the monastery. 
 
The second part is the main body of the thesis, which involves three chapters,an 
tnarrative typical day in the monastery. This part is edited according to the daily 
routine of a Zen monk, from getting up in the morning to going to sleep at night. 
The monastery proposal will introduce more details, corresponding to the specific 
activities. Some texts were directly from my diary book when I lived in the Zhenru 
Monastery. 
 
The third part is the architecture drawing collection.

Part I   —  A fictitious monastery on the Yuelu mountain
                    Chapter 1 — Overview of the proposal

Part II  —  A typical day in a Zen Buddhist monastery 
                    Chapter 2 — In the morning
                    Chapter 3 — In the afternoon
                    Chapter 4 — In the evening

Part III — Beyond religious form
                    Chapter 5 — Architecture drawings collection

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

Three Parts and Five Chapters

INSPIRED BY A DETECTIVE NOVEL



Figure 2 An unexpected guest from 
the snow mountain, Oil pastel on 
paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm)



PART I

A FICTITIOUS MONASTERY 
ON THE  YUELU MOUNTAIN

CHAPTER 1 
OVERVIEW OF THE PROPOSAL

Figure 3 Part of the atmosphere drawing of the 
site, Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Oct.2019, Size (210x297 mm) 

No house should ever be on a hill or on anything. It should be of the hill. Belonging 
to it. Hill and house should live together each the happier for the other.

Frank Lloyd Wright
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I took the academic year (fall.2018-spring.2019) as a gap-year during my master's 
study. A friend invited me back to China to start a small company with him. The 
office specialized in producing floating houses with predictable steel structures. 
The office management was different, but I had enough spare time to do my field 
research. On a cold winter afternoon, when I finished my winter meditation session 
at Sizu Monastery, I got a call from my friend. He told me that a Buddhist nun and 
one of her students had come to our office. They wanted to build a tiny monastery. 
My friend wanted me to hurry back to the office. The nun wished to communicate 
with the architect directly.
 
I met the nun and her student in a beautiful teahouse. The nun told me that she had 
lived in the snowy mountains of Tibet for the past few years, and now she wanted 
to come back to secular society to preach Buddhism. Her student had a homestead 
at the foot of the Yuelu mountain, where they wanted to build a tiny monastery for 
the nun initiation sermon. The negotiation concerning the design fee was not going 
well, but we both agreed to investigate the site first. Although we didn`t make a deal 
with the nun in the end, I still used the site in the final proposal. 
 
The site is situated at the foot of Yuelu mountain and surrounded by dense 
vegetation. There is a road passing by and a small pond in front, the neighborhood is 
tranquil. The site itself is flat but has a 4-5 meters height difference with the adjacent 
road.
 
The nun's vision of running a monastery was based on a business model of preselling 
the cell property rights to believers to raise the start-up capital. The nun also had 
other students who wantrd to sponsor part of the fund. Most of her students were 
eager for a place where they could practice meditation together under the nun`s 
instruction. Such a monastery could also provide accommodation services for tired 
urbanites to relax their spirits. This partial income could also maintain running the 
monastery.

1.1 An unexpected guest from the snow mountain

Figure 4 The location of 
Changsha City in Hunan 
Province, Download from 
Wikimedia Commons and edited 
by the author

Figure 5 The satellite image 
of Yuelu Mountain, Changsha, 
Hunan Province, China, 
Screenshot from the google earth, 
Edited by the author

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Origin of the story
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Figure 7 Entrance of the site, 
Screenshot from Baidu maps, 
Image edited by the author

Figure 8 Situation of the site, 
Screenshot from Baidu maps, 
Image edited by the author

Figure 6 The satellite image of the 
site, Screenshot from the google earth, 
Edited by the author

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Location of the site
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A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Regional culture study

Figure 9 The 72 peaks of Heng Mountain range, 
Photo taken by the author, on the path to the 
summit of Heng Mountain, Dec.2013  

Figure 10 Aiwan Pavilion on Yuelu Mountain, 
Retrieved from (http://www.sohu.com/
a/209950457_159753)

Figure 11 Yuelu Academy, Retrieved from 
(http://www.sohu.com/a/209950457_159753)

Five holy mountains are guarding the ancient land of China. The Heng mountain 
range is the sacred guarding mountain in the south. It corresponds to the stars of 
longevity in the sky, so Chinese people like to climb Heng mountain praying for 
health and longevity. The ancient people believed that the south represents the 
mysterious power of fire and the god of fire living on the Zhurong peak of Heng 
mountain. So the swan goose would stop at Heng mountain when they fly from 
north to south to spend winter. There are 72 peaks in the Heng Mountain range, the 
last one runs into Changsha city and ends at the west bank of the Xiang River. The 
last peak is the famous Yuelu Mountain.
 
China is a country that values education since ancient times. Except for the official 
educational institutions, there was a trend of running private schools by intellectuals, 
which could be traced back to the era of Confucius. Confucius was the first private 
teacher in Chinese history, and as a teacher, Confucius was considered a saint and 
revered by Chinese people. In premodern China, there were four famous private 
academies, and the Yuelu academy was undoubtedly the most famous one. It has 
continued to the modern era and had a significant influence on contemporary 
China.

1.2 Yuelu Mountain &  Yuelu Academy

The late Tang Dynasty (618-907) was the golden age of Zen Buddhism. At that 
time, Zen Buddhism, like a teenager full of vitality, brought fresh air to the ancient 
country. Zen masters had a strong revolutionary spirit and initiated bold religious 
reforms to make Primitive Buddhism more suitable for the local culture. They 
established this particular monastery and new disciplines for Zen monks. To make 
a stand against idolatry, Master Deshan only built a Dharma hall in his monastery, 
instead of the Buddha hall as the spiritual center. But such a radical proposition 
gradually disappeared in the long history.

1.3 The golden age of Zen
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1.5 Memory of  the Yuelu Mountain

Figure 12 Atmosphere model of the site, 
Various materials, Made by Xianwen 
Zheng, Photo taken by Xianwen Zheng, 
Jun-Aug.2019

I lived on Yuelu mountain for two years. I rented a flat from a young teacher who 
just got married. The apartment was located in an old community behind the 
Yuelu Academy, lots of senior people and young students were living there. Green 
plants were everywhere, and the rich scent of the wet soil and moist air filled my 
living room on the summer nights. There was a famous spring near my flat, which 
was surrounded by older adults who came to fetch water. The taste of local black 
tea boiled with spring water was unforgettable. I liked fetching water on rainy 
days, walking on the mountain path alone. The vegetation made sounds under the 
raindrops, the stream was full of water, and frogs suddenly hopped out from the 
forest.

After further negotiation, I was very skeptical about their business plan of raising 
the start-up capital by pre-selling the property rights of a homestead. This kind of 
operation is in a very gray area that needed to deal with the local government all 
the time. Such a project is unprofitable and inefficient. When we talked about the 
design fees, the student expressed that our office will own one or two rooms as 
compensation when the project would be finished in the future. The nun asked us 
to give them a proposal as soon as possible, and then she could use the plan to raise 
the rest of the money. Finally, we refused the nun's offer. The fragile financial status 
of our office didn`t allow us to do free work for an empty promise in such a gray 
operation. Of course, I have never seen the nun and her student again.

1.4 An irregular operation

 

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Perception of the site

Figure 13 Atmosphere drawing of the site, 
Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by the Xianwen 
Zheng, Oct.2019, Size (210x297 mm) 



Figure 14 Mindmap sketch, collage on 
paper, Drawn by the Xianwen Zheng, 
Oct.2019, Size (210x297 mm) 
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1.6 The plans kept by Japanese monk

In a sense, a Zen monastery is a religious school where monks learn how to reach 
enlightenment under the supervision of the patriarch. In the Song Dynasty (960-
1279), Zen Buddhism developed to its crest. Japanese monks who studied in China 
had carefully recorded the plans of the most important Zen monasteries around the 
capital city. Those image materials help us to have a deeper understanding of the text 
materials recorded in Chinese history books. Inspired by the plan of saint-Gall and 
the plans recorded by Japanese Zen monks, the author started the design work from 
the plan diagram. The fictitious monastery could accommodate around 200 monks. 
The meditation hall would be the main building of the monastery and restrain the 
entrance axis of idolatry. The monastery provides a large vegetable garden and long-
term exclusive cells. Besides, like the ancient monasteries, it also has the function of 
the Buddhist Scriptures collection.

Figure 15 Plan of Saint Gall, Retrieved from 
(https://erikafranz.wordpress.com/2012/05/15/
building-a-monastery-the-medieval-way/)

Figure 16 Sketch of the plan, 
Pencil on tracing paper, Drawn 
by the author, Jul.2019 

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
A study about plan

Figure 17 Functional zoning sketch, 
Oil pastel on tracing paper, Drawn 
by the author, Edited by the author, 
Jul.2019, Size (210x297 mm) 
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Figure 18 The site model, Various 
materials, Model made by the 
author, Photo taken by the author

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Work on the site model

Figure 19 Basic volume on the site, 
Various materials, Model made by the 
author, Photo taken by the author
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Figure 21 The Site-plan, Image drawn and edited 
by the auther
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Figure 20 Aeroview of the basic volume, 
Various materials, Model made by the 
author, Photo taken by the author 
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Figure 22  Isometric diagram, Pen on 
tracing paper, Drawn by the author, Edited by 
the author, Dec.2019, Size (420x297 mm) 
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Figure 23  Entrance flow area, Oil pastel 
on paper, Drawn by the author, Edited by 
the author, Jul.2019, Size (420x297 mm) 

Figure 24  Isometric entrance flow 
diagram, Image rendered by the author 
and edited by the auther and Ke Chen
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The love between men and women is something that Buddhist monks try to 
overcome. A city is a place that accommodates endless love stories. An unenlightened 
monk easily loses his willpower in secular life, so ancient Zen masters decided to 
build monasteries in the mountainous area to move away from secular society. Heavy 
manual labor in the field and regular Zen meditation could reduce sexual desire. 
 
Take the Zhenru Monastery as an example, and female believers are not allowed 
to enter the meditation hall. They have to practice meditation in their cells. But 
different monasteries have different rules. Sizu Monastery is still a time-honored 
monastery, which allows males and females to sit in the meditation hall at the same 
time. In my proposal, males and females share the meditation hall and the dining hall 
that they sit on opposite sides. The dormitory has different entrances for males and 
females to make a strict separation.

Figure 25 The separation of male & female, 
Diagram made by the auther

Figure 26 Gender Neutral Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara 
in Water Moon Form, Retrieved from (https://www.
metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/42731) 

1.7 The separation of males & females

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Males & Females
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Zhenru Monastery is the birthplace of the Caodong School of Zen Buddhism, and it 
was built in 806-820, Tang Dynasty. The frequent wars in that area made it the loop 
of destruction and reconstruction. Zen master Xuyun hosted the last restoration at 
the age of 114 years old in 1953. At that time, all the buildings had been destroyed by 
the Japanese army during the Second World War, only leaving a rusty copper Buddha 
statue sitting in the brush. Lots of monks flocked to Yunju Mountain where they 
knew Master Xuyun wanted to rebuild Zhenru Monastery. But the new monastery 
was partly damaged again in the coming cultural revolution. As the most influential 
Zen Master, Xuyun spent his last days in Zhenru Monastery and went to Nirvana 
in 1959 at 120 years old. His students inherited his spirit to guard the tradition of 
Zen Buddhism. So Zhenru Monastery is one of the best examples to research the 
religious culture of Zen. The daily routine in the proposal is the same as in the 
Zhenru monastery.

1.8 The daily routine of Zhenru Monastery

Figure 27 Zen master Xuyun and his student Foyuan, Retrieved 
from (http://www.chinafoyou.com/thread-186094-1-1.html)

A Fictitious Monastery on the Yuelu Mountain
Daily routine in the monastery

Figure 28 The timetable of Zhenru 
Monastery, Photo taken by the author 
in Zhenru Monastery, Yunju Mountain, 
Oct.2018  

Figure 29 The translation of the timetable of 
Zhenru Monastery, Diagram made by the auther



Figure 30 The meditation hall in Song Dynasty, 
Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 



PART II

A TYPICAL DAY 
IN A ZEN BUDDHIST MONASTERY

CHAPTER 2
IN THE MORNING

Figure 31 The old meditation hall of Zhenru 
Monastery, Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/
p/22787479) 

Heart Sutra
Translated by Thich Nhat Hanh

"Listen Sariputra,
this Body itself is Emptiness

and Emptiness itself is this Body.
This Body is not other than Emptiness

and Emptiness is not other than this Body.
The same is true of Feelings,

Perceptions, Mental Formations,
and Consciousness."
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03:00AM — 03:30AM
RING THE BELL

Figure 32 The lame bellman, Oil pastel 
on paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Oct.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

2.1.1 The lame bellman 

The sounds of the huge bell breaks the short dream, a typical day in the monastery is 
beginning. The old lame bellman is the monk who gets up earliest in the monastery 
when the other people are still sleeping. He has already walked through the narrow 
corridors in the cold air, stopping at the gate of the bell tower, which stands by the 
corner of the main yard. The moon breaks through the clouds, and the stars grow 
pale and dim. The bellman opens the large lock with the key tied on his belt. By the 
dim light from his torch, he climbs up the dusty wooden stairs. 
 
Every time I passed him by in the monastery, I could feel the strong mind hidden 
in his disabled body. He told me that he was a sailor before he became a monk. I 
often imagined him raising the sails in the sea breeze, just like he rings the bell on 
the tower. The bell tower rather than the ship becomes his home, the sails become a 
concrete wall, the mast, and the rigging becomes the striker, the sea breeze becomes 
the sound of the bell, the energetic young sailor becomes an old lame monk. 
 
According to the ritual formulated by the ancient Zen masters, the bellman must 
ring the bell 108 times, which means breaking the 108 annoyances of human lives. 
At the same time, he also needs to drone a particular hymn when he rings the bell. 
The melody of the psalm is deep but resonant, and it has already been sung by 
countless bellmen for more than a thousand years, in this monastery. The sound of 
the bell connects the past and the moment we experience now throughout history. 
 
The sound of the bell is history itself.
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Figure 33 Travellaer`s view to the cold 
mountain temple from his lonely boat, 
Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Oct.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

When the poet wrote this poem on his boat, the Tang Empire just experienced the 
most devastating rebellion. Smoke from the burning palaces covered the sky, and the 
rebellion army destroyed the wealthiest city, the bodies of dead people blocking the 
road to the capital, hungry parents sold their children as slaves in exchange for a little 
bit of food. Their past bustling lives were just like a beautiful dream disappearing in 
the dark.
 
The lonely poet passed by Suzhou, a beautiful city well kept in the rebellion because 
it was far away from the battlefield. He couldn`t sleep, just laid in his little boat. He 
forgot the time and didn`t know where he was, and was immersed in deep sorrow. 
He listened to the sound of the bell from the cold mountain temple, and suddenly 
he couldn`t help bursting into tears. The bell sound reminded the poet how short 
human life is when compared to long history. 
 
The wind of imagination blew the sea of memory. The poet`s small boat drifted in 
the dark corner of memory. He found another bell tower standing there, which was 
built by two kinds of bricks, the brick of imagination and the brick of desire. The 
sound of that bell was calling the lonely traveler back to his home. He saw an old 
monk standing by the enormous bell, striking the bell. The old monk looked like 
his father, who was killed in the rebellion. The poet got lost; he couldn`t distinguish 
reality from illusion. He faced the bell tower like a lonely traveler facing an unknown 
destiny and eternal time.

Figure 34 Atmosphere model of the cold mounatin, 
Various materials, Made by Xianwen Zheng, Photo 
taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

Tying up for the Night at Maple River Bridge
Ji Zhang (712 - 779) Translated by Burton Watson

Moon setting, crows cawing, frost filling the sky,
through river maples, fishermen’s flares confront my uneasy eyes.
Outside Gusu City, Cold Mountain Temple,
late at night the sound of its bell reaches a traveler’s boat.

2.1.2 The sound of its bell reaches a traveler`s boat
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Three hundred years later, another famous poet doubted the credibility of the bell 
sounds Ji Zhang had listened to in his boat because there was no temple ringing 
the bell at midnight. He regarded the bell sounds as a literary embellishment. But a 
historian who had been living in Suzhou confuted him. Ringing the bell at midnight 
was a tradition of the Cold Mountain Temple. 
 
For me, the truth of poetry is even more reliable than the truth of reality. The same 
as Chekhov`s gun principle, if there is a bell in the poetry, it must be rung. A lonely 
traveler like Ji Zhang, needed the bell sounds in the deep autumn midnight hours 
when he couldn't sleep. Meanwhile, the midnight bell sounds can only be listened 
to by people who desired to hear. The sounds of the bell from the Cold Mountain 
Temple have never stopped. It is always ringing there and waits for the soul who 
needs it. 
 
The lame monk is standing on the top of the bell tower, and the sounds of the bell 
will never stop, just like the fishing boat will keep drifting in the sea where the lame 
monk had been working when he was young. The ship of the lame monk and the 
boat of Ji Zhang met in a dream, in the sounds of the bell from the Cold Mountain 
Temple, under the dim stars.
 
Both the bell tower and the sailor`s boat are spaces related to gathering. The sounds 
of the bell tower gathering the frost filling the sky, gathering the Cold Mountain 
Temple, gathering the Maple River Bridge, gathering the small boat of the lonely 
poet. It`s the bell, which sounds allow everything to be themselves. In the sounds of 
the bell tower, the sky was filled with frost, and the mountains surrounded the Cold 
Mountain Temple, the small boat was tied up at Maple River Bridge. A lonely poet 
began to worry about the future of his country, began to miss his home; The sailor`s 
fishing boat gathered the sea breeze, gathered the dim stars, gathered the destiny of 
the strong young sailor to become an old lame monk in the future. The size of the 
bell striker is similar to the mast of the fishing boat, every time the lame monk rings 
the bell with the striker, the feeling of his hand will remind him of his past life on 
the fishing boat.     
 
A monk told me that the sounds of the bell are the connection between heaven and 
hell. The suffering souls in hell will get temporary relief when the monk rings the 
bell. Every soul in hell is anxiously waiting for the sounds of the bell. Actually, the 
bell is always ringing there, and they just missed it.

2.1.3 Between heaven and hell

Figure 35 Collage of the bell tower as a 
momument, Charcoal on paper, Drawn by the 
author, Edited by the author, Jun-Dec.2019
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Figure 36 The Plans and Section of  the Bell Tower, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther 

Figure 37 The bell tower rendering, 
Image rendered and edited by the author
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03:30AM — 06:00AM   
WORKING IN THE KITCHEN

Figure 38 Working in the kitchen, 
Film still from SHAOLIN, Retrieved 
from (https://blog.xuite.net/event/
movie/41607050)

Figure 39 The kitchen of 
Zhenru Monastery, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/
yanchen)

There is a giant pot in Zhenru Monastery, which was made in the Qing Dynasty 
(1636-1912). It was called the giant pot for a thousand monks. It could steam 
250-kilogram rice at once, which was enough to feed a thousand monks. Nowadays, 
the kitchen already uses modern kitchenware, so the giant pot was no longer used. 
They moved it to an exhibition room as an antique to show to the public. The 
giant pot lays on the ground, covered with rust, telling the flourishing history of the 
monastery silently. 
 
Preparing food for more than three hundred monks is a big job. An old monk 
mentioned that modern kitchenware had made the cooking job much more 
comfortable than in the past, especially tap water and gas saved a lot of human labor. 
When he was young, they needed to fetch water from the well outside the mountain 
gate, pick up firewood in the forests. Buddhist monks believe that taking on the 
heavy work could atone for their sins, so many monks volunteered to work in the 
kitchen. Chinese monks are vegetarian, and normally breakfast includes porridge, 
steamed bread, and pickled vegetables. Time in the morning is very tense, and the 
monk who worked in the kitchen did not need to participate in the morning prayer 
ceremony. The philosophy of Zen Buddhism believes that Zen meditation can be 
maintained while doing daily work. In other words, Zen monks could meditate and 
work at the same time. From that perspective, working in the kitchen to prepare 
breakfast is their special morning prayer ceremony. 
 
The giant pot reminds us of a simple but profound truth. The size of the kitchenware 
is different when you cook food for three hundred monks compared with cooking 
food for a small family. The giant pot could steam rice more than 250 kilograms 
which is enough to feed around 1000 monks. Such a supersize pot needs a supersize 
shovel. The chief monk looked like he was digging a tunnel when he used the 
supersize shovel cooking Chinese food. Different sizes bring different meanings. The 
size of the super kitchenware reminds those cooks that they are serving the public. 
Their work is a selfless devotion that helps themselves to atone for their sins.

2.2.1 The giant pot for a thousand monks
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Figure 40  Eight treasure porridge, Oil 
pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Oct.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

2.2.2 From Mendicancy to Cooperation

In such a country with a vast population and full of natural disasters and wars, the 
shortage of food is always an existential threat that could happen at any time. They 
worked hard on the farm from generation to generation, which is the only way for 
an ordinary farmer to survive in feudal society. Primeval Buddhism forbids monks 
to cook by themselves. This discipline had been strictly observed when Buddhism 
was introduced to China in the very beginning. But this discipline has some 
conflicts with the traditional values of Chinese society. Chinese culture is a kind of 
agricultural civilization, so diligence is a virtue that is respected by most people. A 
healthy adult begging for food on the street is considered laziness, which should be 
shamed. 
 
Self-adjustment is inevitable if a new religion wants to take root in a foreign country, 
especially when the target country has a long history and rich culture. Zen monks 
firstly challenged the Primeval Buddhism tradition, and ancient masters played 
the role of pioneers for religious revolution. They left the cities and built their 
monasteries in the deep mountains. They established new disciplines according to the 
local culture. They farmed the land to produce food and cooked meals by themselves. 
The Zen monastery became a self-sufficient society.
 
Porridge is the most common food for Chinese monks. As a head monk who 
only has limited grains, cooking porridge could equally be shared with everybody. 
Every single grain is the result of hard work. The head monk could control grain 
consumption by changing the density of the daily porridge, which is very important 
for the monastery. They must ensure that they have enough food through the winter. 
Even though they only had a tiny amount of grain, but each monk could share 
a bowl of porridge, a bowl of porridge like water, but still porridge. The lifestyle 
of Zen monks changed from mendicancy to cooperation. Primeval Buddhism 
developed into Chinese Buddhism.
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There is a proverb in the monastery, Zen masters from the kitchen. The most famous 
cook monk is Weishan Lingyou (771-853), who established the Weiyang School 
of Zen Buddhism. When he studied with his teacher, he worked in the kitchen as 
the cook for many years until he was enlightened. Then his teacher asked him to 
establish a new monastery on another mountain. When he got old, he said he would 
be a water buffalo after he went to Nirvana and his name would be written on the 
buffalo. At that time, how should he be called? A monk or a water buffalo?
 
Another Zen master from the kitchen was Wuzhu Wenxi. Wenxi hid in the kitchen 
of a monastery as the cook monk after he was enlightened. One day when he 
steamed the rice, Manjushri appeared and rode his lion around the side of the giant 
pot. Wenxi immediately used the shovel to hit Manjushri after he saw him. He said 
to Manjushri, please don`t disturb me cooking the rice. A true Zen master does not 
follow after the saint. He only does his job.  
 
The heavy workload in the kitchen does not become a burden to Zen monks but 
helps them reach enlightenment. Zen meditation is continuously observing your 
mind without distinguishing the difference between manual labor and meditation. If 
people could maintain observation during manual work, they changed manual work 
into meditation. In that way, Zen masters transformed the kitchen into the Buddha 
hall, turned cooking work into meditation, transformed the recipe into Sutra.

2.2.3 Zen masters from the Kitchen

Figure 41 The tomb tower of 
Weishan Lingyou, Photo taken 
by the author in Wei Mountain, 
Ningxiang, Hunan Province, 
March.2019  

Figure 42 Wenxi and Manjushri, Oil 
pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Oct.2019, Size (250x176 mm)  
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Figure 43 Plan of the kitchen area, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 44 Section C 1-1, Image drawn 
and edited by the auther
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Figure 45 Section C 2-2, Image 
drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 46 Kitchen courtyard rendering, 
Image rendered and edited by the author



4948

04:15AM — 05:30AM
PRAYER CEREMONY

Figure 47 The morning prayer ceremony in Zhenru monastery, 
Retrieved from (http://www.bskk.com/thread-3081514-1-1.html)

2.3.1 In the Buddha Hall

The cold wind blew, and the moon was in the sky. I put on my kasaya quickly and 
walked through the main yard to the Buddha hall. The monk in front of me walked 
very fast. He was out of my view and disappeared around the corner in a little while. 
When I arrived, lots of people were already waiting beside the cypress trees. Planting 
cypress trees in front of the Buddha hall is a tradition in the Zen monastery. Warm 
lights glinted in the wooden windows and the sounds of the bell gradually stopped, 
the atmosphere was super calm and dignified. Everybody tried to hold their breath 
to make no sound. I followed the queue walking into the Buddha hall. 
 
Three giant statues were sitting on a high stone stage, which almost filled the 
entire Buddha hall. The sculptures were decorated with gold leaves and had a 
mysterious smile on their faces. In front of the stage there were a lot of cushions and 
instruments which would be used in the prayer ceremony. The behind of the Buddha 
statues was a full-height wall in which was carved as Avalokitesvara (a bodhisattva who 
embodies the compassion of all Buddhas) crossing the sea. Avalokitesvara stands on the 
back of a dragon, surrounded by all kinds of nameless creatures. There are countless 
tiny Buddha statues carved on the walls, and the eighteen Arhats stand against the 
wall on both sides. The crowd was divided into two groups, one group stood on 
the west side and the other stood on the east side. The Buddha hall was jammed 
with people, and the air was full of the smell of incense. I could perceive that the 
cold ground was very hard and not flat. A fat monk walked around to usher the 
latecomers into the crowd. 
 
Along with the chimes of the handbell, the morning prayer ceremony began. The 
leading monks started to chant a prayer. The chanting voices filled every corner of 
the Buddha hall, and then the other people joined the chant. People who could not 
recite the whole incantation held a small book in their hands. The chanting lasted 
for more than an hour. Then the fat monk opened the back door of the hall, people 
praised the name of Avalokitesvara, stepped out the door, and walked around the 
building. I have forgotten how many rounds we walked, but I had a deep memory 
of the lamp hanging on the corridor, and the smell of the fresh steamed bread 
coming from the direction of the kitchen, I felt so hungry. When the morning prayer 
ceremony ended, people stepped out of the buddha hall one by one. Suddenly, I 
found the sky was turning bright, and the sun had already risen.
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Figure 48 The concept 
sketch of idolatry, 
Charcoal on paper, Drawn 
by the author, Jul.2019, 
Size (250x176 mm) 

Figure 49 The concept 
model of idolatry, Various 
materials, Made by 
Xianwen Zheng, Photo 
taken by Xianwen 
Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

Three giant Buddha statues filled the dimly lighted hall, which was decorated by 
sculptures and baldachin, massive columns blocked the sunshine illuminating the 
dark corner. The smooth flame of countless candles lighted the gold leaf, which 
was used to decorate the statues. The Buddha statues sat on the high platform and 
the believers knelt down on the ground. A hierarchy space generated between the 
Buddha and the believers. There was a giant incense burner standing outside the 
Buddha hall. Believers burned incense to pray for wealth for themselves, pray for 
promising careers for their children and pray for health for their parents. It’s human 
nature to pray for secular happiness from the god they worship, but the core of Zen 
is pursuing ultimate freedom. There is no place to build Buddha hall in an idealized 
monastery. The real Buddha hall is in the heart of everyone.
 
Zen is anti-idolatry. Like Dogen Zenji said, to study Buddhism is to study the self, 
to study the self is to forget the self. Religious service is not bad behavior, but far 
from the truth. Zen monks should observe their mind and focus on their meditation 
topic instead of kneeling down before the image of Buddha. Compared with other 
schools of Buddhism, Zen monks emphasized a direct way to attend enlightenment. 
Zen masters Deshan (782-865) refused to build a Buddha hall when he established a 
specialized Zen monastery.
 
A monastery without a Buddha hall still needs a spiritual center, and ancient masters 
built Dharma halls as the place to teach his students. There was nothing in the 
Dharma hall. It was an empty stage to play Zen dramas. Teaching activities that 
happened in the Dharma hall left no trail to follow. The conversations between Zen 
masters and their students were difficult to understand and sometimes looked crazy. 
How to explain why a Zen master cut his student`s finger with a knife, then the 
student achieved enlightenment? Zen teaching is a kind of instinctual behavior from 
heart to heart which is beyond logical thinking, beyond human language.

2.3.2 A dramatic stage
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Figure 50 Zen master Danxia burning the 
wooden Buddha statue in a cold winter night, 
Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Oct.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

Zen Master Danxia once passed by a monastery in the deep winter. The night was 
so cold and there was no firewood. Master Danxia went to the Buddha hall and cut 
down a wooden Buddha statue to light the fire. The abbot of the monastery was 
irritated by the crazy sacrilegous behavior, he reproached master Danxia, "Why did 
you burn the statue?" 
Danxia poked the ash with his crutch and answered, "I want to find relics." 
The abbot said, "How can a wooden statue have relics?" 
Master Danxia said: "If there are no relics, I will get another to burn." Then Master Danxia 
threw two more Buddha statues into the fire.
"You'll be punished for this!" The abbot roared to the old Zen master. 
"Yes, there will be retribution." master Danxia said to the abbot quietly.
As soon as he spoke, the abbot's beard and eyebrows suddenly fell off.

2.3.3 Danxia burned the wooden Buddha statue

2.3.4 The control of idolatry

The spatial form is the mapping of the psychological form. We get used to projecting 
our emotions to something which we could empathize with them. Idolatry is 
constructed by forms and concepts, which make it much more accessible for 
people to create emotional connections compared with emptiness. People enter a 
Zen monastery from a mountain gate, through multiple courtyards before coming 
to the Buddha Hall, the ending point of worship. The religious atmosphere was 
gradually intensified, and the lofty expectation was continuously satisfied by the 
axial symmetry of the buildings. On the contrary, the unscripted drama that played 
in the Dharma hall was too hard to understand. The sudden plot and the illogical 
conversation were confusing to secular believers. 
 
The development of Zen Buddhism reached its peak in the Southern Song Dynasty 
(1127-1279), and the Zen school became the chief representative of Buddhism in 
China. The state government began to intervene with monastery ratings, and the 
most influential Zen monasteries were no longer located in the deep mountains, 
but near the capital city or essential harbor cities. Then the impact from the secular 
society was involved in the monk`s life. Even though ancient masters actualized the 
scheme of using the dharma hall instead of the Buddha hall, but in an urban context, 
to satisfy the idolatry needs of secular people, the Buddha hall with the giant 
statues occupied the center of the Zen monastery again. The Dharma hall which 
represented the spirit of Zen, was moved to the side.
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Figure 51 Guardian gate rendering 
of the entrance axis, Image rendered 
and edited by the author

Figure 52 Plan of the entrance axis, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther
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Figure 53 Entrance courtyard 
rendering, Image rendered and 
edited by the author

Figure 54 Section C3-3, Image drawn and 
edited by the auther
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06:00AM — 06:30AM
BREAKFAST

Figure 55 Breakfast in Zhenru Monastery, Retrieved 
from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/23269836)

2.4.1 Eating as a ceremony

Zhenru monastery sticks to the Zen Buddhism tradition that emphasizes the 
religious meaning of daily behavior. No matter what they did, Zen monks focused 
on their meditation topic. Mahayana Buddhism regards dining as a kind of food 
offering to the Buddha. They chant offering hymns before and after the meal to 
remind them not to be obsessed with food. The purpose of dining is preserving their 
lives, in order to accept the believer`s offering; they must devote themselves to Zen 
meditation.
 
The abbot`s seat was placed on a platform in the middle of the dining hall directly 
facing the gate. The abbot usually makes essential speeches to the public at the end 
of breakfast. The dining tables are divided into two groups, placed on both sides of 
the abbot's seat. The monk's dining table is very narrow, equipped with a long stool 
that can be shared by four monks. Everyone has two bowls and a pair of chopsticks, 
one bowl used for porridge, and the other used for pickles. The chopsticks are like 
a balance beam slightly placed on the bottom of the two upturned bowls. The 
breakfast is quite simple, ginger pickles are the most common side dishes, with fresh 
steamed bread and porridge to eat together. Everybody quietly stays on their seats 
waiting for the monks on duty, and the porridge was served on a wooden barrel 
with a rope hanging on their shoulder. Speaking is forbidden, and people get a 
corresponding amount of food through fixed gestures. Monks use their own alms 
bowl, which is as their status symbol. The alms bowl is equipped with a small brush. 
When the meal is finished, they pour hot water into the bowl and wash their bowl 
with the little brush. Food dropped on the table or the ground must be picked up 
and eaten, leftovers are not allowed.  
 
The dining table has the inner meaning of gathering, and people sit around the 
table to share food and news. Usually, in movies or fiction, a conversation around 
the dining table will promote the plot of the story. Chinese people like using round 
dining tables, which could gather the whole large family. But the size of the narrow 
table has the inner meaning of rejecting dialog. The monks sit back to back, instead 
of face to face. The way they set the table and overly strict table manners are all 
designed to stand against the secular lifestyle.
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Figure 56 Carring food to Yaolai´ 
house, Photo taken by Yaolai, Ziyun 
Mountain, Dec.2018

Figure 57 Chiyang cave, Photo 
taken by the author, Ziyun Mountain, 
Dec.2018

Figure 58 A Taoist tomb tower, Photo 
taken by the author, Ziyun Mountain, 
Dec.2018

Figure 59 An idol in Yaolai´ house, 
Photo taken by the author, Ziyun 
Mountain, Dec.2018

Figure 60 The author and the hermit 
in front of his stone house, Photo 
taken by the author, Ziyun Mountain, 
Dec.2018

56                57

58

59

60

Figure 61 Poer mountain, 
Photo taken by the author, 
Ziyun Mountain, Dec.2018  

After enlightenment, Zen monks would leave the monastery and go to the deep 
mountains. To explore the deeper meditation without any disturbance, they would 
build a small hut in a place where nobody can find them. China indeed has a long 
tradition of hermit culture since ancient times. People who were not satisfied with 
dirty politics and people who are pursuing immortality will choose to live in the 
mountains. 
 
Boyi and Shuqi, two famous hermits of ancient China, were royal family members 
of the former dynasty. They refused to eat the grain of the new dynasty, they hid in 
the mountains and only picked potherbs to eat. Eventually, they starved to death. 
Chinese people appreciated and praised their virtue. It`s challenging to get enough 
food when people are living in the mountains alone. To deal with this problem, the 
Buddhists and Taoists who lived in the mountains began to practice fasting. They 
only ate a little fruit and drank spring water, meanwhile absorbing natural energy. 

2.4.2 Visiting the hermit in the mountain
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Figure 62 Twilight in 
Ziyun Mountain, Photo 
taken by the author, Ziyun 
Mountain, Dec.2018  

When they went into profound meditation, they could sit for weeks without food 
and water. Living in the city for a long time, we almost forgot one obvious thing. 
Every single grain is the result of toil.
 
There are many hermits still living in the deep mountainous areas of China. I met a 
young hermit whose name is Yaolai when I attended the winter meditation session 
in Sizu Monastery. He invited me to visit his hut after the meditation session. His 
cabin was not far away, located in the nearby mountains. First, we went to the town 
below Ziyun mountain to buy the food we would eat during the following week, 
mainly noodles, vegetables, and tofu. Then we got off the bus at the last stop, where 
we started to climb the mountain. The food was heavy, and we had to take a few 

Figure 63 Landscape painting 
of Shitao, Retrieved from 
(http://www.bjdips.com/gwh/
result.aspx?ID=GWH-23329)

breaks on the way. But the winter scenery in the mountain was so poetic that it 
reminded me of the landscape painting of Shitao (1642-1707), who was also a Zen 
monk.
 
We arrived at Yaolai`s hut before the sky got dark. His hut was built with stones and 
located on the hillside surrounded by trees. Standing on the small platform in front 
of the stone hut, the rolling mountains and low peaks shrouded in mist could be 
seen. Next to the platform, there was a stone staircase leading to the vegetable garden 
below. Yaolai looked down at the garden, and he found the cabbage he planted was 
frozen out by the sudden cold weather during the Zen meditation session. "At least 
we have enough food for the next week," Yaolai said to me.
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Figure 64 The stone house 
of  Yaolai, Photo taken by 
the author, Ziyun Mountain, 
Dec.2018  

Figure 65 Atmosphere model 
of the mountain life, Various 
materials, Made by Xianwen 
Zheng, Photo taken by Xianwen 
Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

There is nothing to do at night in the mountain but drink tea. Yaolai was good at 
making tea, and he spent a lot of time to pick up wild tea leaves in the deep forest 
in spring. But he valued even more the quality of water and firewood. He used pine 
branches to light the fire, which gave off a delicate fragrance, and the spring water 
was boiled in a small iron pot. We sat around the fire, and the black tea tasted quite 
mellow and rich. He said to me that a Taoist hermit initially built this stone hut in 
the Ming Dynasty. But there were less and less Taoist living on this mountain, then 
the Sizu monastery took over the shed and his teacher repaired the roof ten years 
ago. The fire gradually burned out and the house got cold, we decided to go to sleep.
 
The bedroom was a wooden platform supported by two columns above the kitchen 
stove. When we tied up the bedding, we found a lot of nuts hidden in the quilts. 
Yaolai guessed it must be done by the mountain mice. They stored the food for the 
winter in his quilts. We had to throw all the nuts down to the ground. The house got 
completely dark after Yaolai turned off the torchlight, the firewood in the stove still 
had some residual heat, the quilt was thick and warm. After we laid down, mountain 
mice began to move their winter stores. I fell asleep to the sounds of the mountain 
mice moving food. It was snowing at night, and the mountain changed to white in 
the morning. The interior was super cold, Yaolai skillfully made the fire and cooked 
hot noodles for us. We visited another hermit after breakfast who has lived in this 
mountain for more than 30 years. When Yaolai first lived in the mountains, the old 
hermit taught him a lot of mountain living skills.
 
The old hermit is the keeper of a small temple carved from a cliff, to worship an 
ancient Zen master who had lived in this mountain. The old hermit's hut is next 
to the cave temple, and he has guarded the temple for his whole life. This remote 
temple is quite famous in the local area, and many unfertile young couples would 
come to pray for their children. Yaolai told me the hermit belongs to the Pureland 
Buddhism School, but he is also good at Zen meditation. The old hermit's house is 
far away from Yaolai`s hut, and the mountain path was slippery after a night of heavy 
snow. My legs couldn't help but tremble when I walked on the frozen flagging next 
to the cliff. I heard a dog barking before we reached the hermit's house, then the old 
man came out and took us to his house. I found a small stool to sit down, and the 
old hermit gave us two bowls of hot sugar water to drink. The dimly lit house had 
only one window. Through the window, I could see the peaks below and the faraway 
mountains. The old man was so quiet sitting beside the stove, his dog lying at his feet. 
Everyone was silent, time seemed to stop, or go into another flowing rhythm. I had 
never experienced such calm, as if the stone chamber existing in another time and 
space. I forgot how long we stayed there, and it could have been quite long or short. 

2.4.3 In Hermit`s stone house
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 Yaolai broke the silence first, said we needed to go back. We said goodbye to the old 
man, and I returned the handwarmer to him, the old hermit stood beside the cliff 
and watched us leave. Yaolai stood on the stone steps, said to me that he helped the 
old hermit to build the flagging last summer. It's hard work to build a road beside 
the cliff. Each stone is 150 kilograms which needed two people to lift. I looked 
down the step from where I stood to the house below, and it seemed more than 200 
meters. Yaolai pointed to the highest peak in the distance and told me the summit is 
the Poer Mountain. When the sixth patriarch came to Huangmei to learn from the 
fifth patriarch, he must have seen the Poer Mountain like this. I was shocked to hear 
that, Sixth Patriarch was the greatest Zen master in the history of China. I turned 
to look at the snow-covered mountains, the vast world. I felt a sense of desolation 
surging in my heart.

Figure 66 The gate of  Yaolai`s 
stone house, Photo taken by the 
author, Ziyun Mountain, Dec.2018  

Figure 67 The author walked on the flagging 
to the old hermit`s stone house, Photo taken by 
Yaolai, Ziyun Mountain, Dec.2018  

The solitary life in the mountain and the group life in the monastery are two sides 
of the same coin. In general, hermits reduced their daily intake to solve the food 
shortage; Monks in the monastery got the necessary food through cooperating. It 
is very demanding for people to live in the mountain alone, hermits must endure 
the unbearable loneliness for ordinary people. Sometimes, the lack of food is still 
endurable, but loneliness can drive people to madness. Yaolai told me that the 
previous tenant of his stone hut had lived there for four years alone before he went 
mad. So ancient Zen masters forbade their students to live in the mountain before 
enlightenment. 
 
It was snowing heavily, when I went down the mountain. Brother Yaolai insisted on 
sending me to the town under the hill. We walked in the heavy snow for a long time 
on an empty stomach. The town is about a two hours drive from the mountain pass, 
but now the roads were icy and closed, it seemed we had to walk the whole day. 
Fortunately, we encountered a car that belonged to the monastery on the midway. It 
went down to the town before the heavy snow in the early morning, but the roads 
turned too slippery to go back. The monk driver had to return to the monastery at 
the foot of the mountain, and we were lucky to catch the ride. 
 
I was so curious about why brother Yaolai chose a secluded life. Yaolai told me that 
he could find a deep feeling of existence when living in the mountains, which he 
could not feel in the city, even in the monastery. So he has chosen to be a hermit, 
not a monk.

2.4.4 Self-reliance and interdependence
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Figure 68 The plan of 
the canteen & tea house, 
Image drawn and edited 
by the auther

Figure 69 The corridor rendering 
outside the canteen, Image rendered 
and edited by the author



Figure 70 The courtyard rendering 
facing the canteen, Image rendered 
and edited by the author



7372

06:30AM — 07:30AM
SPARE TIME

Figure 71 The prayer wheel library 
construction recorded in the book 
of Yingzao Fashi, Retrieved from 
(https://sns.91ddcc.com/t/139202)

Figure 72 The relics tower of 
Master Xuyun in Zhenru Monastery, 
Photo taken by the author, Yunju 
Mountain, Oct.2018  

Zen Buddhism has a kind of secret transmission between teachers and students 
directly from the heart to heart which can not be expressed by language. In order to 
make a stand, ancient Zen masters were even against reading Buddhist scriptures. As 
the Zen Buddhist monastery began to move from the mountains to the city, between 
the Tang and Song Dynasty, a new architecture prototype specialized for storing 
Tipitaka appeared. It was the prayer wheel library. No historical sources prove that 
the prayer wheel library has a connection with Indian culture. It can be considered 
as a product of Chinese Buddhism. 
 
Even the primitive spirit of Zen Buddhism stressed the limitation of words. A new 
literal Zen trend had arisen in the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127). Zen masters 
invented such a wheel-shaped library for disciples who could not read scriptures. 
The Buddhist scriptures are placed in an octagonal book cabinet with a wheel axle, 
and the disciples push the wheel library with their hands, which has equivalent 
benefits to reading scriptures. The prayer wheel was a successful creation to attract 
less-educated believers in the urban areas.

2.5.1 The prayer wheel library 

Words are the expression of abstract concepts, and concepts have their boundaries. 
Concepts distinguish themselves with other things by defining their borders. The 
boundaries of words are the boundaries of concepts, which are limited, even in the 
most rigorous network of terms. How could people use an inadequate words system 
to express the infinite truth? 
 
The ancient Zen masters saw this point and came up with another way to explain 
the truth. They proposed the idea of transcending the word system. They liked 
using the moon and fingers as an example to explain the relationship between the 
truth and Buddhist scriptures. Scriptures are fingers pointing to the moon, but most 
people were too concerned about their fingers and forgot the moon. They spent 
their whole lives studying fingers and forgot the real purpose was looking at the 
moon. Even the core idea of Zen Buddhism is based on a particular transmission 
outside the theory of teaching. But human beings can't abandon the word system. If 
we retrieve the Chinese Buddhist Tripitaka, we will find the books belonging to Zen 
School make up the majority. The return of idolatry and the appearance of literal 
Zen are compromises to reality.

2.5.2 Pointing the moon
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Figure 73 The concept drawing of 
the prayer wheel library, Oil pastel 
on paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

Figure 74 The micro size prayer wheel library, Retrieved from 
(https://m.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_2940646)

2.5.3 The spiral tree connected to the Pureland

As the Buddha said in the Diamond Sutra, the Buddha always uses these concepts and 
ideas in the way that a raft is used to cross a river. Once the river has been crossed, the raft 
is of no more use, and should be discarded. This is the reason that could explain the 
contradictory attitude of Zen monks to the word system. The Buddhist Sutra is the 
finger pointing to the moon, the raft crossing the river.
 
According to Chinese mythology, when the Chinese word system was created, grain 
rain fell from the sky and ghosts cried during the night. Words are sacred things that 
betrayed the secret of the universe. For this very reason, people are fascinated with 
words. They carefully stared at the whorls on their fingers and forgot the beautiful 
moon; they refused to come down from the raft, even though the other side of the 
river has such peace and tranquility. 
 
 
Zen master Tianlong cut off his student's finger with a knife, and Zen Master Danxia 
burned the wooden Buddha on a cold winter night. They wanted to use their 
extreme behavior to evoke the people addicted to the Buddhist Sutra. According 
to historical records, the enthusiasm for constructing the prayer wheel library was 
immense, and some monasteries had five huge prayer wheel libraries at the same 
time. Believers got great psychological comforts when they were turning the wheel 
library, which could help them cleanse their sins, help their dead relatives get to the 
Pureland. The prayer wheel library is a spiral tree connected to the Pureland.
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Figure 75 The plans and section 
of the prayer wheel library, Image 
drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 76 The prayer wheel library 
rendering, Image rendered and edited 
by the author



7978

07:30AM — 08:30AM
MEDITATION

Figure 77 The east meditation hall of Zhenru Monastery, 
Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/23096025)

There are two meditation halls in the Zhenru monastery. The west meditation hall is 
primarily for the monks who are proficient at meditation. The east meditation hall is 
for beginners, including young monks and adherents. Long-time meditation is quite 
demanding, so they set up two meditation halls to avoid beginners disturbing the 
others. The west meditation hall is the most sacred place in the monastery, and only 
monks were allowed to enter. There is an old ginkgo tree outside the west meditation 
hall that was planted by an ancient Zen master in the Tang Dynasty, and the ginkgo 
tree still has luxuriant branches and leaves. The disordered mind will naturally calm 
down when sitting under the ginkgo tree. An old monk told me when a branch of 
this ginkgo tree grows down to the ground. The ancient Zen master will come back.
 
The small gate leading to the east meditation hall is usually closed; it only opens 
ten minutes before the meditation session and will be closed when the meditation 
begins. After entering the gate there is a small courtyard with lots of sweet olive 
trees. There is a corridor between the meditation hall and the yard, with a long table 
spread with teapots and teacups. Tea break between two meditation classes can help 
people relax. The gatekeeper was a fat monk with a stick in his hand. I followed the 
queue walking into the meditation hall.
 
The meditation hall was dimly lit, and there was a shrine in the center surrounded 
by Zen benches. All the people automatically joined the running meditation around 
the shrine. The meditation supervisor was walking in the outer circle with a wooden 
sword in his hand. He spoke loudly to remind the people who lag behind or using 
the wrong walking gesture. At the end of the running meditation there is a bathroom 
break. A monk would take a long bamboo, quickly knocking on the ground during 
that time, urging people to come back as soon as possible. After everyone found 
their position to sit down, crossing their legs, covered with a quilt, the meditation 
supervisor would give a five minutes guidance. Usually, the content was about Zen 
meditation skills. The door was closed and the curtains were drawn, the light in 
the meditation hall was even dimmer. Investigating a meditation topic is the most 
common method of Zen meditation. Everyone's topic could be different, and my 
meditation topic was, who is meditating?

2.6.1 Who is meditating?
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After six years of penance in the snow mountains, Siddhartha realized that asceticism 
could not lead to enlightenment. During that time, he only ate a single grain of 
wheat and a sesame seed every day. Indulging in luxerious life is decadent, but the 
ascetic lifestyle is extreme. The middle way is the path monks should take.
 
He bathed in the river, washed away the dirt accumulated by years of penance, and 
then accepted an offer from the shepherdess. Siddhartha sat under the bodhi tree, 
and he vowed that he would never stand up until he reached enlightenment. After 
seven days and seven nights of meditation, he looked up at the stars and became fully 
awakened. He said, “Strange indeed! Strange indeed! Strange indeed! All living beings have 
the wisdom and virtue of the Buddha, yet because of their delusion and stubbornness, they fail 
to realize it.” From then on, Siddhartha became the Buddha.

2.6.2 Buddha reached enlightenment under the bodhi tree

When Master Bodhidharma was old, he still remembered his teacher had told him 
that his destiny would be in China. Despite his old age, Bodhidharma boarded on 
a ship which drifted on the ocean for more than three years. Finally, he docked at 
Guangzhou city. Then he was invited to talk with the emperor Liangwu who was the 
most famous Buddhist emperor in Chinese history. The conversation was irritating, 
both of them were disappointed with each other. Bodhidharma crossed the Yangzi 
River and went north, and he decided to live on Song mountain.
 
Bodhidharma found a secluded cave in the mountains where he faced the wall in 
meditation. He didn`t talk to anybody and sat in the cave for nine years. The local 
people were so surprised and they called him the facing wall Brahmin. Bodhidharma 
's strange behavior made him very famous, and a young monk named Shenguang 
came to visit the old Zen master.
 
The wind howled, and the Song Mountain was covered by snow. When Shenguang 
reached the cave of Bodhidharma, the Zen master was in deep meditation. 
Shenguang didn`t want to disturb, just stood in the wind and snow outside the cave, 
waiting for Bodhidharma to wake up from meditation. Soon after, he was covered 
in snow and became a snowman. When Bodhidharma woke up and saw Shenguagn 

2.6.3 Bodhidharma faced the wall in the cave

Figure 78 Atmosphere model of a zen monk stand on 
the mountaintop, Various materials, Made by Xianwen 
Zheng, Photo taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019
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Figure 79 Atmosphere model of a zen monk visiting 
Bodhidharma in the cave, Various materials, Made by Xianwen 
Zheng, Photo taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

standing quietly in the snow, he then asked: "You stand in the snow for what?"
Shenguang answered: "Please teach me the Dharma of Buddha!"
Bodhidharma said, "All the Buddhas had spent the endless time to practice meditation. I'm 
afraid you don`t have the willpower."
Shenguang then cut off his left arm, to express his determination to seek the true 
Dharma of Buddha.
Bodhidharma was deeply touched, then accepted the student.

Master Bodhidharma's cave is one of the most mysterious caves in Chinese history.
The seed of Zen was cultivated in his cave, gradually grown to be a beautiful flower 
with five leaves, which is a metaphor of the five schools of Zen Buddhism.
The cave of Master Bodhidharma is the prototype of the Zen meditation hall. 
All the meditation halls were trying to imitate the Bodhidharma`s Cave.
The dim environment of the meditation hall is a simulation of the light feeling in 
the cave.
Bodhidharma sat in a cave on Song Mountain for nine years. He was facing the 
stone wall and waiting for his student.
The cave called in silence.
The Buddha sat under the bodhi tree for seven days.
They all understood the secret of the universe.
Lights went into the cave and the shadows cast by the bodhi tree,
are all talking about the origins of the meditation hall.

2.6.4  Cave and tree

Figure 80 The cave of Bodhidharma, 
Retrieved from (http://orchina-
event.net/2012/live_contents.
php?id=37&uid=2)
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Figure 81 Plan of the meditation hall 
in Jingshan monastery in Song Dynasty 
(960–1279), Re-drawn by the author

Figure 82 Plan of the east meditation 
hall in Zhenru Monastery (1953-Now), 
Drawn by the author

2.6.5 Meditation hall in the Song Dynasty

The form of the meditation hall has changed a lot in the long history of China, full 
of wars and disasters. Japanese monks who sailed to China to study Zen Buddhism 
in the Song Dynasty recorded a lot of firsthand materials of the monasteries at that 
time when Zen Buddhism development reached its peak. The central government 
intervened in the rating of monasteries and put together a list of the top 15 
monasteries all over the country. Combined with the text materials recorded by 
Chinese monks and image materials recorded by Japanese monks, we know the top 
15 monasteries were quite huge. The meditation hall in the Song Dynasty had a 
huge multi-column interior space, every monk meditating on their beds that was 
also the living space for dining and sleeping. Some devout Zen monks lived in the 
meditation hall for their whole lives to pursue enlightenment. The most significant 
change happened in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), Zen monks dining in a separate 
canteen instead of eating on their Zen beds, the meditation hall became a dedicated 
space for meditation. But the Song Dynasty tradition is still carried on by Japanese 
Zen Buddhism, especially the Caodong School of Zen Buddhism inherited by 
Dogen Zenji.    
 
If Bodhidharma's cave was the prototype of the meditation halls, the meditation 
hall in the Song Dynasty was closer to the cave metaphor. The cave is a single but 
comprehensive space that accommodating all kinds of different behavior. There are 
no text records that Master Bodhidharma was dining in a separate area when he lived 
in the cave. A monk living in the meditation hall imitated the way that Bodhidharma 
lived in the cave. The first emperor of the Ming Dynasty had been a monk when he 
was young. To control the religion, his government gave the order to separate the 
dining function from the meditation hall. 
 
Of course, Bodhidharma's cave metaphor didn't disappear. It comes back every year 
when the Zen monastery holds the winter meditation session. In deep winter, all the 
agriculture work had finished, and the monks concentrated on meditation practice in 
the meditation hall for forty-nine days. During the Zen session, they would get food 
and tea on their seats supplied by the waiting monks. The Song Dynasty tradition 
came to life again at this moment.
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Figure 83 Buddha and his first 
disciples sitting under the tree, Charcoal 
on paper, Drawn by the author, 
Aug.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

Figure 84 Atmosphere model of Zen 
meditation, Various materials, Made 
by Xianwen Zheng, Photo taken by 
Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019
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Master Bodhidharma kept silent facing the wall in the cave.
Buddha was enlightened under the bodhi tree when he looked up at the stars.
The cave and the bodhi tree, are two prototypes of the meditation hall.
The bodhi tree connects heaven and hell.
The cave was hidden in a single grain of rice.
A new image appeared when they met each other,
The giant bodhi tree grew in the cave.
Its concrete branches stretched up into the sky, 
Casting dappled shadows on the ground.
The meditation hall was like a dim cave,
Bodhidharma facing the wall in the dark corner.
Zen monks walking around the central column.
Buddha sitting there beside the giant tree trunk.
As the Sixth Patriarch said:
Since all is void
where can the dust alight?

2.6.6 The Bodhi Tree in the Cave

Figure 85 Concept sketch 
of the meditation hall, 
Charcoal on paper, Drawn 
by the author, Aug.2019, 
Size (250x176 mm) 

Figure 86 Concept drawing of 
the meditation hall, Oil pastel on 
paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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Figure 87 The roof structure rendering 
of the meditation hall, Image rendered 
and edited by the author

Figure 88 The Womb Realm Mandala, Retrieved from 
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Taizokai.jpg)
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Figure 89 Diagram of The Womb Realm Mandala, 
Retrieved from (https://yxjs.org/thread-19874-1-1.html)

The cave and the womb share the same metaphoric expressions.
They all have the inner meaning of mystery and gestation.
The seed of the Zen Buddhism was cultivated in the cave of Master Bodhidharma.
It's the origin of the supreme wisdom.
Vajrayana Buddhism of Tang Dynasty was inherited by a Japanese monk Kukai.
Who preserved the Womb Realm Mandala.
The eight-petalled lotus in the center represents the heart of being,
Blooming in the womb of the universe.
The Meditation Hall of Zen Buddhism is the Mandala of Vajrayana Buddhism.

2.6.7 The Womb Realm Mandala

Figure 90 Plan of the meditation hall and library, Image 
drawn and edited by the auther



Figure 91 Section of the meditation hall, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther
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Figure 92 The interior rendering of 
the meditation hall, Image rendered 
and edited by the author 



Figure 93 The outside facade rendering 
of the meditation hall, Image rendered 
and edited by the author 
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08:30AM — 10:30AM
FARMING

Figure 95  Drying the old 
grains in the main square in 
front of the mounatin gate, 
Photo taken by the author, 
Zhenru Monastery, Yunju 
Mountain, Oct.2018  

In July 1953, when the 114-year-old Master Xuyun came to Zhenru Monastery on 
Yunju Mountain, the ancient monastery had already been destroyed by the Japanese 
army during World War II. The bronze Buddha statue entombed in the rubble of 
the bombed Buddha Hall. Then Master Xuyun led the monks reclaim the wasteland 
and burned bricks to rebuild the monastery. The order of the ancient monastery was 
gradually recovered. More and more monks came to Yunju Mountain from all over 
the country when they heard that Master Xuyun wanted to rebuild the Zhenru 
monastery. Through hard work, the monks had reclaimed more than 800,000 
square meters of rice fields and more than 400,000 square meters of farmland with 
an annual production of 100,000 kg of grain and reached the demand for self-
sufficiency by the end of 1956. The rice fields are outside the mountain gate, and it 
still produces 50,000 kilograms of rice every year. It`s the busiest time for the whole 
monastery when the rice is harvested. But before the harvest, they need to dry the 
old grains, then the vast square in front of the mountain will be used to dry rice.

2.7.1 Prepare for the autumn harvest

Figure 96  The author worked with the monks 
in Zhenru Monastery, Photo taken by the 
Qingliang Yi, Yunju Mountain, Oct.2018  Figure 94 Reclaim land 

in Zhenru Monastery 
in 1955, Retrieved from 
(https://www.ichanfeng.
com/2019/17/01/19226.
html)



100 101

Figure 97 The monks using mechanical 
fan to winnow the grains in a windless 
day, Photo taken by the author, Zhenru 
Monastery, Yunju Mountain, Oct.2018  

One day without working, one day without dining is the most representative point 
of view for Zen monks. Participating in agricultural labor is an essential aspect of 
Zen practice. Zen master Mazu first built the Zen monastery and his student master 
Baizhang formulated the specific disciplines for Zen monks, two signs marked the 
complete transformation from Indian Buddhism to Chinese Buddhism. At the age 
of eighty, Master Baizhang still kept on working every day. His students worried 
about his health. He was too old to bear heavy agricultural labor. They deliberately 
hid Master Baizhang`s hoe to stop him from agrarian labor. Then Master Baizhang 
decided on fasting, and his apprentice had to return the master's hoe to him. Many 
Zen masters were enlightened when they were working in the fields. Chinese 
civilization is a kind of agriculture civilization. Hardworking is a virtuous in the 
context of Chinese traditional culture. The viewpoint of no work, no meals had a 
significant impact on how Zen Buddhism spread in an agricultural country.

2.7.2 No work, no meal

Figure 98 Sketch of two monks working in the 
vegetable garden, Charcoal on paper, Drawn by 
Xianwen Zheng, Sep.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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Figure 99 Atmosphere model of farming garden, 
Various materials, Made by Xianwen Zheng, 
Photo taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

Figure 100 Sketch of the farming garden in the 
monastery, Pen on paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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10:30AM — 11:00AM
WEAR KASAYA

Figure 101 Calling for the lunch, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/yanchen)

There is half an hour break before lunch for the monks returning to their cells, 
changing their work clothes, and putting on their kasaya. With the alms bowl held 
in hand, they wait in the queue for lunch in front of the canteen. Dining in the 
monastery is a serious religious ceremony. Each monk must be solemn when they 
put on kasaya. The uniform kasaya is the first layer of space wrapped around the 
human body and gives the space a sacred meaning. There are many pilgrims in the 
monastery, and they are allowed to eat with the monks, but only if they wear the 
kasaya, which could be borrowed from the reception. Of course, there is also an 
informal mealtime after the formal lunch, when people could dine in the canteen 
in regular clothes. The dining hall without uniform kasaya and religious rituals lose 
sacred meaning. The kasaya is soft and loose, but it gives the most direct and severe 
hint to the body, suggesting the ritual attribute of dining. The kasaya is the boundary 
where the sacred space begins and the symbol of the holy area.

2.8.1 Body, Kasaya and Space

Figure 102 A monk wears Kasaya 
waitting for the lunch, Pen on 
paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Dec.2019, Size (250x176 mm)  



Figure 103 A zen monk, a Taoist and a Confucian 
scholar drinking tea together under a apple tree in the 
zen monastery, Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Dec.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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PART II

A TYPICAL DAY 
IN A ZEN BUDDHIST MONASTERY

CHAPTER 3
IN THE AFTERNOON

Figure 104 View through the mounatin gate of Zhenru 
Monastery, Photo taken by the author, Zhenru Monastery, 

Yunju Mountain, Oct.2018  

The Diamond Sutra
Translated by Yutang Lin

"All things contrived are like 
Dream, illusion, bubble, shadow,

And as dewdrop or lightning,
They should be regarded as such."
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3.1.1 The isolated cell

The isolated cell is prepared for the monk who wants a long-term solitary 
meditation. It is generally arranged in a secluded place with few people, ensuring 
the solitary monk will not be disturbed by the outside world. The isolated cell is 
quite small but has necessary living facilities, a bed, a toilet and a small balcony 
with sunshine. Some isolated cells also have a small courtyard. The gate will be 
sealed when the long-term solitary meditation begins and cannot be opened until 
the specified date. The solitary monk has two meals in a day that are served by the 
assistant monk, and the food is passed through a hole in the wall. If the solitary monk 
has any additional requirements or the unexpected happens, he could write a note to 
the assistant monk for help. Speaking is prohibited.
 
Long-term solitary meditation is considered as a very advanced method that 
could cause severe psychological problems to the solitary monk. The young 
monk is strongly advised not to start this program. Many monks had experienced 
hallucinations in solitary meditation. Some monks even went mad or got seriously 

Figure 105 The sealed door of the 
isolated cell in Zhenru Monastery, 
Retrieved from (http://shanxi.sina.
com.cn/fo/fjfx/gd/2016-03-10/
detailz-ifxqhmvc2273052.shtml)

11:00AM — 11:30AM
LUNCH

Figure 106 Collage of the isolated cell, 
Charcoal on paper, Drawn by the author, 
Edited by the author, Jun-Dec.2019

Mountain Living
Han Shan, 750
Translated by J. P. Seaton

outside my door
blue mountains bouquet
before the window
yellow leaves rustle
I sit in meditation
without the least word
and look back to see
my illusions completely gone
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3.1.2 The freewill prisoner

From the viewpoint of secular people, living in an isolated cell looks like living in 
a jail. As a monk, they must voluntarily give up all kinds of secular enjoyment and 
focus on their meditation. What kind of driving force makes them to become a 
freewill prisoner?
 
Mahayana Buddhism considers the world we are living in like a house on fire. 
Although there is a moment of joy, the fire will eventually burn to our side. Secular 
happiness doesn’t last long. The most crucial purpose of life is to wake up, escaping 
from the house on fire to reach the place of permanent happiness. Of course, it is 
not easy to escape from a house on fire. A house on fire is also a prison. We are all 
prisoners in this jail. We are prisoners, and we are also the wardens at the same time. 
We voluntarily put ourselves in this prison. 
 
In the eyes of Buddhist monks, secular people who were addicted to fame and 
fortune are the real prisoners. Instead, their isolated cell is a temporary refuge in the 
house on fire, protecting them to find the key to the jail. We are prisoners in each 
other's eyes. But Zen's philosophical perspective seems to go one step further, which 
insists that we need to look into our minds to find the answer. At that time, people 
will find that the prison and the Pureland are all illusions; the prison is also the 
Pureland.

ill during the isolation, so they had to stop 
the isolation in the middle. Usually, long-term 
solitary meditation is three years, and some 
monks extend the time even longer. Some 
monks choose to read the Buddhist scriptures 
and other monks decide to experience more 
profound Zen meditation. Different Buddhist 
schools have different ways to practice 
meditation. But all the monks undergo a very 
long and tortuous psychological process.

Figure 108 A Zen monk come out from the isolated 
cell after 7 years solitary meditation, Retrieved from 
(http://www.sohu.com/a/233103756_306478)

Figure 107 The freewill 
prisoner, Oil pastel on paper, 
Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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Figure 109 Plan of the isolated cell, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 110 Roof plan, Second floor plan and Section 
C 4-4, Image drawn and edited by the auther



116

From the viewpoint of Buddhist philosophy, a single mustard seed could 
accommodate the whole universe. Similarly, the isolated cell is small, but it could also 
accommodate the entire universe. There is no specific boundary between big and 
small. The human body is the reference when people distinguish big and small. The 
real isolated cell is in the human mind. When people close the receptor to block the 
interference from the outside world, they go into deep meditation, they would be 
immersed in the infinite world of consciousness, beyond the difference of big and 
small. They achieve true freedom when they go into the universe in a nutshell.

Figure 111 An old cat meditating in 
its isolated cell, Oil pastel on paper, 
Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, Nov.2019, 
Size (250x176 mm) 

3.1.3 The Universe in a Nutshell

Figure 112 The isolated cell 
rendering, Image rendered and 
edited by the author
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11:30AM — 12:30PM
TAKE A NAP

In order to seek enlightenment, many Zen monks lived in the meditation hall 
for decades. After the Ming Dynasty, the specific dining hall was erected, then the 
meditation hall only provided space for meditation and sleep. The sleeping area 
is two wide beds lying on both sides and separated from the meditation space by 
curtains. The giant pot could cook porridge to feed 1000 monks, and the wide bed 
could accommodate 30 people simultaneously. The extraordinary size changed how 
to use them, continually reminded users about the religious significance. It’s easy 
to disturb each other when sleeping on the wide bed, so everybody must strictly 
obey the disipline which regulated every detail in life. For example, the pillow must 
be wrapped in the quilt. Zen monks called it Dragon has its bead, which means 
everyone has the same potential wisdom as the Buddha, just like every dragon has its 
dragon bead.

3.2.1 The wide bed in the meditation hall

Figure 113 The wide bed in the west meditation 
hall of Zhenru Monastery, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22816712)

Figure 114 The way monks folding their 
bedclothes called "Dragon has its bead", 
Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 



C5C5

120 121

Figure 115 Plan of the single room area, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 116 Section C 5-5, Image 
drawn and edited by the auther
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According to the legend, Master Bodhidharma created Shaolin Kungfu to match 
up with Zen meditation when he sat in the cave. Zen monks from Shaolin Temple 
believe that practicing Kungfu could help Zen meditation, or practicing Kungfu 
is a kind of meditation itself. Master Haideng was the former abbot of Zhenru 
Monastery, he had followed Master Xuyun to study Zen meditation, and he was 
even more famous in China than his teacher. He was well known as the inheritor 
of Shaolin Kungfu in the 1980s when the Kungfu film The Shaolin Temple made a 
splash in the whole country. His story has been widely reported and adapted for TV 
series. When he was young, Master Haideng used to learn Kungfu with two traveling 
monks from Shaolin temple. Every day he practiced Shaolin Kungfu alone when he 
lived on Yunju Mountain. Because Zhenru Monastery did not have the tradition of 
practicing Kungfu like the Shaolin Temple, they only practicing Zen meditation.

3.2.2 Shaolin Kungfu Master

Figure 117 Comics books about Kungfu Master 
Haideng, Retrieved from (http://book.kongfz.
com/307917/1584532341/)

Figure 118 Zen master Haideng and a Taoist Zhu 
Zhihan, Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.
com/p/42418675)

Figure 119 Roof terrace rendering 
of the meditation hall, Image 
rendered and edited by the author



124 125

12:30PM — 13:30PM
MEDITATION

Figure 120  Meditation 
begin, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.
com/p/22816712)

Figure 121 Distributing 
wooden sword to patrol 
monks, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.
com/p/23269836) 

Figure 122 A sleepping 
monk was punished by 
the patrol monk, Retrieved 
from (https://zhuanlan.
zhihu.com/p/21866820) 

Zen master Deshan (782-865) was one of the most influential monks in the history 
of Zen Buddhism. He used to hold a stick in his hand to respond to questions from 
his students. Zen Buddhism is beyond language, so Master Deshan profoundly beat 
his students with his stick to inspire them, many monks reached enlightenment 
under his stick. The stern-looking stick represents real mercy. The wooden stick used 
in the meditation hall has another story related to an emperor in the Qing Dynasty. 
The emperor organized the winter Zen meditation session in his palace. He took off 
his sword and gave it to an old monk, “I will use this sword to slay you if you can`t 
reach enlightenment in seven days.” Finally, the old monk became enlightened under 
the death threat from the emperor. From that time on, the patrol monk would have a 
wooden sword in hand.

3.3.1 Enlightenment or death
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Figure 123  The Five different bell boards 
belong to five schools of Zen Buddhism, Image 
edited by the author, Retrieved from (http://
www.sfb.com.tw/index.php/knowledge/
wetalk/288-2017-06-19-07-40-20)

Figure 124  The bell board hanging in the 
meditation hall of Zhenru Monastery, Image 
edited by the author, Retrieved from (https://
wx.abbao.cn/a/3501-7d40983c39432bdb.html) 

Figure 125  The family tree of the five 
schools of Zen Buddhism in China, 
Diagram made by the author

The origin story of Zen Buddhism is a strange conversation between Buddha 
and Kassapa. Buddha showed the flower in his hand to his students without any 
words, then Kassapa smiled slightly. Kassapa became the first Zen master in India 
and the flower became the symbol of Zen Buddhism. When Master Bodhidharma 
went to Nirvana, he left a poem reminding a flower with five leaves to predict the 
future development of Zen Buddhism in China. The later monks interpreted the 
flower with five leaves as the five schools of Zen Buddhism. Different Zen schools 
had different teaching styles that were summed up as the Yunmen school liked the 
emperor, the Linji school liked the generals and the Caodong school liked farmers. 
The earliest school was Weiyang school and the last school was the Fayan school. 
Only Linji school and Caodong school were passed down in China after the Ming 
Dynasty. It is worth mentioning that Caodong school had a great influence on 
Japanese culture after spreading there.

3.3.2 A flower with five leaves - The family tree of Zen School
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13:30PM — 15:45PM
FARMING

Figure 126  Rice field in 
front of the mountain gate of 
Zhenru Monastery, Retrieved 
from (http://www.yjsfj.com/
NewsStd_496.html)

Figure 127 Autumn harvest, 
Retrieved from (http://www.
yjsfj.com/NewsStd_496.html)

Working corridor location

Figure 128  Working corridor rendering, 
Image rendered and edited by the author
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Figure 129 Caring grains to 
the storage, Photo taken by the 
author, Zhenru Monastery, Yunju 
Mountain, Oct.2018  

Figure 130 The grains storage of 
Zhenru Monastery, Photo taken 
by the author, Zhenru Monastery, 
Yunju Mountain, Oct.2018  

Figure 131  Electrowelding 
master, Oil pastel on paper, 
Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

The boss of the warehouse was an engineer before he became a monk in Zhenru 
Monastery. He is good at repairing all kinds of household appliances, and he could 
also repair small vehicles such as tricycles and motorcycles. That`s the reason why he 
was allocated to work in the warehouse. All the tools are stored in the warehouse, 
so he inevitably gets involved in all kinds of daily work. The first time I met him, he 
was welding iron shelves in the yard which were used to improve efficiency in the 
autumn harvest. At that time, all the monks in the monastery must harvest the rice 
in the field. Typically, the monks from the warehouse were too busy to go to the 
meditation hall. I asked him how he practices meditation usually and he told me that 
focusing on work is his meditation. For him, there is no difference between daily 
work and meditation.

3.4.1 Electrowelding Master from the warehouse
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Figure 132 Plan of the tea factory, Image 
drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 133 The tea factory 
courtyard rendering, Image 
rendered and edited by the author
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15:45PM — 17:45PM
TEA TIME

Figure 134  The atmosphere model 
of tea time, Various materials, Made 
by Xianwen Zheng, Photo taken by 
Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

All the tools must be returned to the warehouse when daily work finished. 
Sometime after heavy manual labor, the boss of the warehouse would warmly invite 
us to drink some tea under a huge sweet olive tree. The courtyard was full of sweet-
scented fragrance and the breeze dissipated the fatigue. At that time, we liked to ask 
the warehouse monk some questions about meditation. Each time his response was 
different. Sometimes he talked about Zen theory, and sometimes he told us some 
specific skills. Sometimes he didn`t answer, just asked us to drink some tea.

Master Zhaozhou asked a newly arrived monk, “Have you been here before?”
The monk answered, “Yes Master, I have been here before.”
Master Zhaozhou said to him, “Go to drink some tea.”
Master Zhaozhou asked another monk, “Have you been here before?”
That monk answered, “I haven`t been here before, Master!”
Master Zhaozhou said to him, “Go to drink some tea.”
The abbot asked Master Zhaozhou, “Why did you ask both of them to drink tea?”
Master Zhaozhou said to the abbot, “Go to drink some tea.”

3.5.1 The oneness of tea and Zen

Figure 135  The tea time, Oil pastel 
on paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 



Figure 136  In the meditation hall, 
Oil pastel on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Dec.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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PART II

A TYPICAL DAY 
IN A ZEN BUDDHIST MONASTERY

CHAPTER 4
IN THE EVENING

Figure 137 The Zhenru Monastery under the stars, Retrieved from 
(http://www.sohu.com/a/212248850_100075580)

   People Ask About Cold Mountain Way
Han Shan, 750

Translated by E. Bruce Brooks

People ask about Cold Mountain Way;
There's no Cold Mountain Road that goes straight through:

By summer, lingering cold is not dispersed,
By fog, the risen sun is screened from view;

So how did one like me get onto it?
In our hearts, I'm not the same as you --

If in your heart you should become like me,
Then you can reach the center of it too.
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17:45PM — 18:00PM
RUNNING MEDITATION

Figure 138  Running meditation in the west 
meditation hall of Zhenru Monastery, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22959557)

Figure 139  Shouting during the running meditation, 
Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/23269836)

Running meditation was the warm-up before sitting meditation. All the monks 
quickly walked around the central shrine, and the speed would become faster and 
faster under the command of the leading monk. The whole running meditation 
looks like a revolving nebula, and every single monk was a lonely star. The central 
shrine is the symbol of emptiness, which is the core of Zen Buddhism. Suddenly 
all the running monks stopped, and the revolving nebula fell into silence when 
they heard the order from the leading monk. After the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368), 
Linji school became the mainstream of Zen Buddhism in China. The teaching style 
of Linji School is quite severe, and Zen monks belonging to Linji School were 
described as grumpy admiral. They got used to using wooden sword and unexpected 
shouting to force the students to reach enlightenment.

4.1.1 Like a thunderclap
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18:00PM — 19:30PM
MEDITATION

Figure 140  The evening meditation in Zhenru Monastery, 
Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22906151)

Different people have different problems when they are practicing Zen meditation. 
But there are generally two main problems: one problem is that it's easy to 
doze off in sitting meditation, the other one is that the mind cluttered with too 
many thoughts, finds it hard to concentrate on the meditation topic. Zen transcends 
text, and this point can be proved by the example of the sixth patriarch Huineng 
who immediately attained enlightened after he heard a sentence from the Diamond 
Sutra when he delivered firewood to the restaurant. The sixth patriarch was an 
illiterate woodcutter, but he was the greatest Zen Master in China. The other 
Zen masters experienced a tough enlightenment process compared with Master 
Huineng. Investigating the meditation topic was advocated by an ancient Zen 
Master belonging to the Linji School to solve the two main questions about Zen 
meditation. Maintaining investigation could avoid dozing off; meanwhile, the mind 
could be cleared up when concentrating on the meditation topic. The willingness to 
maintain the Zen topic is still an idea in the mind. Using a single idea to calm the 
endless ideas of the mind, just like fighting fire with fire.  

4.2.1 Fighting fire with fire
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Figure 141  Get a cup of tea from the server monk, 
Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22976680)

Figure 142  Drinking tea on the seat, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22976680)

Figure 143  Put the cup down on the ground, Retrieved 
from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22976680)

Figure 144  Listening the meditation tutoring from the learder monk, 
Retrieved from (https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22976680)
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19:30PM — 20:00PM
SUPPER (OPTIONAL)

According to Primitive Buddhist discipline, monks only had two meals a day, they 
were forbidden to eat food after noontime. But this item relaxed a little bit since 
the mendicant system is no longer used in the Zen monastery. Zen monks have 
backbreaking manual labor on the farm every day, So Chinese Buddhism has an 
easier requirement for supper. They called supper medicine to cure starvation. In 
this way, the monks were reminded not to indulge in the delicious food. But many 
monks still observe the discipline of two meals a day. That is admirable.

4.3.1 Food as medicine

Figure 145  The atmosphere model of supper as 
medicine, Various materials, Made by Xianwen Zheng, 
Photo taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

Figure 146 Praying before the 
dinner, Charcoal and pencil on 
paper, Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Aug.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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20:15PM — 21:00PM
MEDITATION

Figure 147  The evening meditation end, Retrieved from 
(https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/22959557)

When the door was closed, and the lamps were turned off, the atmosphere of the 
meditation hall became very dim and mysterious. The leading monk knocked on the 
wooden fish three times, and the meditation began. There were no sounds and we 
were shrouded in a vast void. I felt like a pupil stepped into an examination room to 
take the exam for the first time. Everybody was immersed in their mind, carefully 
investigating their own meditation topic. 
 
In the process of meditation, the feeling of time will become very different than 
usual. Time flies for those skilled monks. They closed their eyes and presently heard 
the ending bell. For those beginners, every second is very slow. Even the legs are 
getting more and more painful but they dare not make a sound in the great silence. 
The patrol monk, like a leopard on prey and his quarry is the monk who dozes off. 
They take the wooden sword, get up from his seat, and walk around the hall without 
any sound. The punishment is a heavy strike on the shoulder by the wooden sword, 
which like a massive explosion in the air.

4.4.1  In the silence 
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21:00PM — 21:30PM
WASH

After the morning prayer ceremony, four meditation sessions, and working hard on 
the farm, everybody was exhausted when a typical day in the monastery was ending. 
All the monks returned to their cells from the meditation hall and prepared for sleep. 
For the newcomer who has not adapted to the high-intensity work and meditation, 
his legs would be excruciatingly painful at night. Some old monks maybe kindly 
suggested them to have a hot footbath before sleep, which could relieve the pain and 
relax the mind. Besides, the temperature in the mountain is freezing, and there is no 
heating installation in the dormitory. Having a hot footbath could quickly warm up 
the body. Sitting on the bed beside the window, listening to the wind blew through 
the bamboo forest, it is so comfortable to have a hot footbath.

4.5.1 A footbath is wonderful

Figure 148  The atmosphere model of wash time, 
Various materials, Made by Xianwen Zheng, Photo 
taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019

Figure 149  Foot bath before 
sleep, Oil pastel on paper, 
Drawn by Xianwen Zheng, 
Nov.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 
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21:30PM — 22:00PM
SLEEP

All the monks must sleep in the prescribed posture, which is the posture when the 
Buddha went to Nirvana laid under the tree. This posture could prevent a monk 
from falling into a disordered dream. This regulation is stringent, especially sleeping 
in the meditation hall. There are patrol monks who will check several times during 
the night and punish the people who do not maintain this posture by his wooden 
sword. 
 
Master Xuyun had mentioned his own experience that he was no longer dreaming 
after enlightenment. Even if he had a dream once in a while, the contents were also 
about Zen Buddhism. There are lots of methods for Buddhist monks to continue 
meditation during sleep, which was called sleeping yoga. Some Zen monks refused 
to lay in bed, and persevered in the sitting posture on their Zen bed, which is also an 
extreme method of practicing meditation.
 
As the Diamond Sutra said, life is a big dream. We are all dreamers. Some people 
have good dreams, some people have nightmares, but at any rate, it is just an unreal 
illusion, we will finally wake up from dreams.

4.6.1 A dream in a dream

Figure 150  Master Hongyi Nirvana in sleep, Retrieved from 
(http://www.xuefo.net/nr/article36/361995.html)

Figure 151  The atmosphere model of sleeping, 
Various materials, Made by Xianwen Zheng, 
Photo taken by Xianwen Zheng, Jun-Aug.2019
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Figure 152  Plan of the dormitory, 
Image drawn and edited by the auther

Figure 153  The dormitory rendering, 
Image rendered and edited by the author



PART III

BEYOND RELIGIOUS FORM

CHAPTER 5
DRAWINGS COLLECTION

Figure 154 A monk meditating in his cell, 
Charcoal on paper, Drawn by Xianwen 
Zheng, Aug.2019, Size (250x176 mm) 

Fundamentally there is no Bodhi-tree
Nor stand of a mirror bright

Since all is void from the beginning
Where can the dust alight

-The Sixth Patriarch Hui Neng (638-713)
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PLANS
All the architectural drawings are drawn and edited by the author.
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ELEVATIONS
All the architectural drawings are drawn and edited by the author.
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SECTIONS
All the architectural drawings are drawn and edited by the author.
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