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The Diffusion of Buddhist Stupas in Ancient Times

-Concerning the Relationship of Borobudur with Zuto in Nara-
Takashi Sakai

Zuto in Nara, with Doto in Sakai and Kumayama stone monument in Okayama
are classified as special stupas of the Nara Age. They were constructed as stepped
pyramids with an emphasis on a horizontal orientation. And these stupas, without
internal space, are very different from the common Japanese stupa. Such a condition
certainly has a close connection with Buddhism, because there are many reliefs Buddha
images at Zuto.

Stupa, born in India in the 3 century BC, became general object of worship for
Buddhists before the formation of Buddha imagery. Sanchi stupa, the oldest, is shaped
like a half sphere and built to allow worship around it. The functions of Buddhist stupas
were also diffused, and shapes show a variety of styles in each cultural area.

Borobudur, in Central Java, Indonesia, is called the biggest Buddhist monument in
the world, and was built during over a half century by the Shailendra Dynasty after
Mahayana Buddhism was introduced from the Shrivijaya Kingdom of South Sumatera in
the early half of the 8t century AD. Many Buddhism images and reliefs in Borobudur
were made referencing Gadavyuha and Vajrayana/Esoteric Buddhism from Sri Lanka and
East India.

However, a stepped pyramid shape without an inner space as found at Borobudur
is found in neither India nor Sri Lanka. And there are no supas with similar shape in
Southeast Asia prior to Borobudur. Similar shaped monuments are found only in South
Sumatera etc. This type of monument, originating of Megalithic culture that predated the
introduction of Buddhism continued through the Historical Age. Borobudur can be seen as
a massive monument of this origin, decorated in Buddhism style.

The formation of the Huayen Tsung/Gandavyuha religion in the Tang Dynasty
was accomplished due to the large role of Ijing, who stayed for a long time in Shrivijaya
while traveling to India by the sea route of Southeast Asia. The establishment of
Vajarayana in the Tang was achieved largely by Vajarbodhi and Amoghavajra, who came
by way of Southeast Asia. Because of this, it can be thought that it was Indonesian local
mountain religion, mixed into Huayen Tsung and Vajrayana, that developed into the
Buddhism of Nara.

It is for this reason that both Borobudur and Zuto etc. are shaped in the form of a
stepped pyramid. This is an interesting demonstration of archaeology showing the
diffusion of Buddhism as a contact among long distance cultures.

Keywords:
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Studied region: Indonesia, Japan, Korea

Studied subjects: Borobudur, stupa, stepped pyramid
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