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Guanyin, or Guanshiyin, the Chinese name for the bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara is an excellent example of a being success-
fully transplanted into Chinese culture away from its Bud-
dhist origin.1 Starting in the late Tang dynasty, around tenth
century, and during the next several centuries, Guanyin un-
derwent a profound transformation to become the most popu-
lar Chinese deity. The first Chinese transformations of
Avalokiteshvara were fundamental gender changes, showing
all feminine forms. Once the sexual transformation of Guanyin
was completed, she appeared in several variations. By taking
on diverse forms with distinctively Chinese identities, roles,
and iconographies, the foreign bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara
became appropriate for Chinese religious sensibilities. Four
main feminine forms of Guanyin with characteristic attributes
appeared in China after the Tang dynasty. Of all the various
human configurations of Guanyin, the White-robed Guanyin
has become most popular and prominent among the Chinese
because of the efficacy of this Guanyin’s power to grant sons.
This image of Guanyin was later related to a totally secular
depiction of Guanyin as a “child-giving” deity. By the six-
teenth century, Guanyin became a completely feminine and
truly Chinese deity among all the imported Buddhist deities.

This paper is devoted to examining the process of the
sinicization of Buddhism through the Guanyin cult in China,
especially the iconography of the White-robed Guanyin. I will

trace the origin and popularity of the White-robed Guanyin as
a “child-giving” deity to her relationship with a group of in-
digenous scriptures that especially emphasize Guanyin’s abil-
ity to grant sons.2 This study involves the broad outline of
“new Guanyin” images in Chinese art, and will discuss the
social circumstances and reasons related to the feminization
and sinicization of the bodhisattva through which the foreign,
male deity finally became not only feminine but also the most
popular Chinese deity.

Guanyin has been widely worshipped throughout Bud-
dhist countries, and is believed to be the embodiment of com-
passion and to be able to save sentient beings from suffering.3

Since the fourth century CE, a few hundred years after the
introduction of Buddhism into China, Guanyin has become
the most beloved of all other bodhisattvas.4 The popularity of
the cult of Guanyin during this period is attested to by evi-
dence of worshipping and devotion to Guanyin found in the
caves of Dunhuang.5 Guanyin as the compassionate savior in
times of danger was the favorite and most commonly found
image at Dunhuang (Figure 1). All the paintings found at
Dunhuang bear strong stylistic resemblance to one another.6

Guanyin figures are depicted in a conventional format: the
bodhisattva is placed in the center and backed by an aureole
and nimbus. Various dangerous situations are depicted around
Guanyin. Guanyin is attended by his donors who are usually

1 The Chinese name for the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara Guanyin literally
means “the one who observes the sounds of the world.”

2 Chün-fang Yü, “A Sutra Promoting the White-robed Guanyin as Giver of
Sons,” Religions of China in Practice, ed. Donald Lopez, Jr. (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1996) 97.

3 For example, in Japanese Buddhist art, Kannon, the Japanese reading of
Guanyin, has enjoyed the most popularity among Buddhas and other
bodhisattvas. Donald S. Lopez, “A Prayer for the Long Life of the Dalai
Lama” and Yü, “Chinese Women Pilgrims’ Songs Glorifying Guanyin,”
Buddhism in Practice, ed. Donald S. Lopez, Jr. (Princeton: Princeton UP,
1995).

4 The growing popularity of the cult of Guanyin was begun in the Six Dy-
nasties period (222-589). It was one of the most chaotic and desperate ages
in the history of China politically as well as socially. Given the combina-
tion of the political and social upheavals caused by many natural disasters,
warfare, and destructive rebellions during this period, people in peril seemed
to want a miracle-working deity and ardently wished to be saved from the
upheavals by Guanyin’s great power and compassion. Therefore, it is no
wonder that the cult of Guanyin became so popular in the cataclysms of the
period. Robert Ford Company, “The Tales of the Bodhisattva Guanyin,”
Religions of China in Practice 83-5.

5 The Lotus Sutra and other sutras depicting Guanyin’s saving people from
danger were spread throughout many regions of China and became very
popular until the seventh century. The great power and efficacy of Guanyin
and the promises of instant rewards to worshipers are well described in the
Buddhist sutras. The most influential among them is the Lotus Sutra, of
which in the Guanyin chapter—twenty-fourth chapter (twenty-fifth chap-
ter in some copies), entitled Pumen Pin—Sakyamuni Buddha enumerates
the types of dangerous situations and promises the miraculous rescue of
those who are in extreme difficulty and call upon the name of the bodhisattva
with great power and compassion. Due to the efficacy of chanting this chap-
ter, the twenty-fourth chapter was often translated separately from the rest
of the sutra and circulated as an independent scripture known as the
Guanshiyin Sutra or Guanyin Sutra. The growing popularity of the cult of
Guanyin during the Sui and Tang dynasties was attested to by a large num-
ber of copies of the scripture from Dunhuang: there are 1100 copies of
scriptures related to Guanyin, including 860 copies of the Lotus Sutra which
outnumbers by far copies of any other sutra found in the cave and almost
128 individual copies of the Guanyin Sutra.

6 The wall paintings, banners, and hanging scrolls of Guanyin found at
Dunhuang range over a period of about four hundred years, from the early
seventh to the eleventh century.
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from 1he upper class. as indicated by the late-ninth to the late­
tenth centu,y imagery.' Guanyin figures are depicted as hav­
ing round. chubby faces and full features, projcc1ing the role 
of compassionate savior. 

The Guanyin figures bearing a mus1ache clearly indicate 
tJ,e nrnsculinc aspects of tl1e bodhisauva, and in the visual 
arts Guanyin was depicted as a young Indian prince ihrough­
out l11dia and many Southeast and Central Asian countries.' 
Even in China. until tl1e late Tang dynasty, there was no change 
in his depiction as a male deity as we can see from the hang­
ing scrolls of Dunhuang. The Guanyin"s images as a male 
deity still show canonical evidences derived from the Lo111s 
S111ra and numerous Buddhist scriptures (the Buddhist sutras) 
and traces of common iconographic clements allribuled lo the 
image of Avalokilcshvara. However. the Chinese began 10 de­
velop "new Guanyi11·· images which did not bear such Bud­
dhist canonical foundations, but, rather. bore distinctive in­
digenous characteristics. One may regard Shuiyuc Guanyin 
or Water-moon Guanyin as 1he beginning of the Chinese trans­
forma1iou of A,~llokiteshvara.• One of the earlics1 dated Wa­
teramoon Guanyin paintings found at Dunhuang is done in 
mid-10th cennuy (Figure 2). She is holding a \\illow branch 
in one hand and a water bottle in the other, which fonned 
dis1inc1i\'C allributcs of Guanyin during the Tang and later 
dynasties." Guanyin seated on a ledge of rock. is backed by 
an aureole of a full moon ,md surro,mdcd by a bamboo grove. 
Although the large nimbus of1he full moon and bamboo grove 
fcmurcd new iconography for Guanyin, they had been a tradi­
lional selling for Chinese paintings. A later depiction of the 
Waler-moon Guanyin, done during lhirteentl1 or fourteenlh 
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l\1i}cko Mur.sse ... Ku:m-Yin as Sa.,ior ofMcn: l lhLc:trntionoftbe l\\enty• 
fiflh Ch::ipter of the J..ohLc; Sutra m Chinese P:iinting." Ar11b11s Aiwc 33 
(1971). 43. 

Ahhough bodhis.1U,"a.11 do not haw inn.,1~ ~xu:11 cbat..,ctcri~ics.. ~ Gum)in 
chapta oftllCL01mS11M1 design:11eS Guan yin as ··gooo young man ·· '.\13ri:i 
Rci~-H;1bito, ··TI,e Bodltisath·a Guanyin and the Virgin Mary;· 811ddhW­
Chr1s1ran Studies 13 ( 1993): 62. 

Yo. "Gu:inyl.li TI,e Chinese T ransfonnation of Avnlokite:i-hv:im;· in ~1:u~ha 
Weidnc:r. ed .. Lauer Days oft he I.aw: Image, <>/C:hml.!se B11ddh1sm 850-
1850(1..awrencc: Spencer MtL'll."Um of An. lJ ofKans-.1..." 1984) I 56. Some 
carty 8uddhi:-t 1c;1.1.-i IJ",;l'!Slat«I in ChU,est refer l<>thc namcot thc: bo<Dti~ uva 
:,s Gu:mg-shih-)in. lhl.: \ 'oicc thnt 1llumin:ucs the world. emphasizing 
Guanym ·sspcctal power ns provide,-of llnm~asurable light Sinoc s:1101,g 

mcanY.thech:.rn~h.,.. fo1· light orrodfance. on..: can c.a.,;tly arri,·cto the im:,g. 
e1·y ofW:i1er-moon Gurui)'in. I lowcwr, there is no scrip1ur:.,I b;,sis of the 
moon ;ind watc-r for l inking ,,·11h Guan yin. n,us.. Comeliu:;. Chang argues. 
·1'hc cho,oo of hu:iog Ullitc:,d of Kuan in the Chine:;e transl:llion of the 
Loltts m:tde in 286 \\llS prob:1bly a dclibcralc nnd ca.refully studied ()lte."' 
Come.lius. P. Ch:ing. .. Kunym Paintinss from Tun-llu;uig: Water-Moon 
Kuanyin.•· .lm,mal o[Onemo/ Studiet (I long Kong) I !i.2 ( 1977): 14.l n 
107. According to Company. lhii1, usage of guang before seventh century 
,,:,sSOOn abandoned. Although the earliest d:,ted \'isual image of the Wn­
tcr•moon Ouanyin was de1>iclcd in the 1enlh century. lhc foundation of this 
result w:is alre;,dy l;dd ,1within th¢ ,,orshipm; in Chma. Comp:iny. Reh• 
gums ofChmt, "'Pracllce, 83. 

Ou:myin u.su:illy cmYies a locus in one hund and 3 watc-r bottle in thi:i olh<I'. 
The:.c \\er( cypical attributes of the form of.'\v:tlQk,ite::;lw.1ra, L.11er-. a \\)I. 
low brunch rq,lnccd lhc locus However, lb.is Ch.!r,.ge \\3S nOt fill indigenous 

18 

JEOXG-EL"N KL\! 

century. shows a more fcmini7.cd and indigeuized image of 
Guanyin "iih no relationship 10 India (Figure 3). n,c pine 
tree which replaces 1he bamboo grove and the waterfall. lypi­
cal fcmures of Chinese landscape painling. combined \\·ilh her 
relaxed, con1cmplali\'C pose remind us more of Chinese li1c­
rati paintings depict ing a classical scholar retiring to a her­
mi1age in the deep mountain, than of Buddhis1 scriplural de­
pic1ions." Thus, ihc origin of lhis new iconography might be 
decisively derived from 1hc genius of cremive Cltinese paint­
ers. who took theBuddhisl deily as !heir 1hcmc. dressed her in 
Chinese robes, and placed her in the traditional Chinese land­
scape setting. This new 1ypc of Guanyin served as the proto­
type for the laler de,·elopment of other indigenous. fcmi1ti.ne 
images ofGuanyin and also became the stylistic basis for 1hc 
While-robed Guanyin." 

The gro"ing popularity of the ctdi of Guanyin was strongly 
promoted 1101 only by art but also by 1be production of indig­
enous scriptures and miracle collcc1ions." Incorporation of 
1hc miracle ialcs i1110 lhc female image of Guanyin made her a 
representative Chinese goddess. The universal accessibility of 
Guanyin was probably a reflec1ion of the foreignness of the 
cull. which had 1101 yc1 become rooted in specific locaiions." 
h1 indigenous scriptures, all of1hcsc miracle tales were strongly 
related 10 figures of a specific name and place. Accordingly. 
tltc cull of Guanyin was especially colored by strong local 1ra­
ditions and firmly anchored in 1hosc places." The miracle talcs 
greatly helped Buddhism which was of foreign origin. to 
sinicize into China by showing lhe compassiona1e as well as 
omnipotent being who responded to the praying of specific. 
named. and his1orically existing individuals al p.1nicular places 

II 

" 

" 

II 

,, 

im\'1ttion of the ChiOC$C but dcri,·ed iOnn from an esocericscrip1urecallcd 
Dharam Smro of Jrwoking Bodhis<1m·a G11a,iym to SJtbdue a,id Elln11-
ttflre J/am,f,1/ P01s1>11. in which lhe Buddh!t tells lh.;11 oUet'ing ,, illo\\ 
branches rutd pure water im'<>kes Gu.anyin Yo. Lauer Days of the Law • 
154. Soo:il~Cb.tn8, 148-1 SO. 

Jndcc-d. Ynmamoto Yoko, in her Sludy. T1tc Foni:atJo,i 0/1/te Moon and 
U'Oter K11a"•)'m Jmuge. COn \'inces us thal ·lhe icooogra1,hy ofW:i1er :rnd 
Moon Gurui~rin should be viewed 3 S a Chinc-se cre:iti()lt based on indig. 
enou-S conc.:p<sof sages. rel ired gentlen.)en. :ind irnmOl1~1s. rather lhan on 
Indian protOlypes."' 'l{:un:imoco Yoko. "1Uc fonn.111011 of the r,.10011 !Ind 
Waler Ku:in-yin Image." 8111tts11sh1 38.1 (t,. larch 1989): 28-37. cited in 
YU.LarrerDaysofthel..al4'. 151. 

Angela Howard. "Tii,: Creation oflhc Chmcsc While-robed Kuan-yin." 
p.<ip,:r deli,crOO :lt lhe Amcnean Ac.idem)' of Reli8,ion Confercooe. ~o­
vcntbcr 18. 1990, New Orle-,ns. ciled in YO. larurr Days of the Low, 156. 

According to YO. ··the s.inicizabon and fcminiz.'ltion <>fKuanyin ,,.;nt hand 
in hand.·· The eontcmpor:il)' lilel'ary desic;riptionsof Guan yin in indigenous 
scri~urC$, folk ttadilions. artistic 1\,""lldcring.1,. and C\'Cn !he , isionsof de\'O• 
lees in their dreams or on their pdgnm!lg,c played an importal.'lt role in their 
cooperation m lmnsfonning the bodhis:lnva '$ gender .md creating diftC'fC"nt 
idcntiliC$ and roles for him. YO. ··Pcminine Images of hu:in-Yill in PO:SI· 
T'ang China.·· Journal ofChmes.e Raltg10,u 18 (1990): 6 1. 

It was nol until the Song dyn.1.Sly (960- 1279) that Guan yin was :issocialed 
wilh an :iclu:il time ;ind pktc.: in her miracles and legends. Reis--11:ibiio. 63. 

Yu. !.Alter Days <>f1heLa11 158. 
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and times.16 The miracle tales not only helped Buddhism in-
filtrate into the Chinese culture and religion but, more impor-
tantly, helped the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara develop an in-
creasingly Chinese face and characteristics.17

Guanyin lived an actual life through assuming a human
manifestation in each legend. Four main feminine forms of
Guanyin have appeared in China since the Tang dynasty. To
make the bodhisattva distinctly Chinese in its character, the
Chinese people granted the four feminine images of Guanyin
different identities related to regional locals. This process of
feminization and indigenization in China was so successful
and complete that “many Chinese, if they are not familiar with
Buddhism, are not aware of her Buddhist origin.”18 The White-
robed Guanyin, among others, has played a very interesting
role and is most appealing to the Chinese. The other three
female forms and their iconographies were coalesced into the
formation of White-robed Guanyin.

Of the four images, the most popular and prominent leg-
end is the story of Princess Miao-shan Guanyin. Miao-shan’s
legend is anchored in Xiang-shan in Henan, an important
Guanyin pilgrimage site. Miao-shan, the third daughter of King
Miao-chuang, practiced Buddhism very devotedly and refused
marriage. After saving many sentient beings, including her
furious father, from a fatal illness by giving him her own eyes
and arms willingly, she finally revealed her real identity in
the form of the Thousand-armed and Thousand-eyed
Guanyin.19 The story of Miao-shan Guanyin identifies her with
an ideal model of virginal chastity and female filial piety both
of which are emphasized in Chinese Confucian society. Since
Miao-shan is quite a popular name for Chinese girls, one may
reach the conclusion that the author/authors of the scripture
of Miao-shan Guanyin intentionally gave Guanyin a very com-
mon Chinese girl’s name, “trying to make her as Chinese as
possible.”20 But interestingly, there is no visually represented
image of Miao-shan Guanyin. However, the legend of Miao-

shan, among other sources, became the prime incentive to
generate a feminine Guanyin and continually supported the
basis and format of other feminine forms of Guanyin.

Nan-hai Guanyin (Guanyin of the South Sea) was an-
other version of the Miao-shan Guanyin legend but was firmly
anchored in Putuo island, which also became a national and
international pilgrimage center of Guanyin worship.21 The
Guanyin of this legend was accompanied by a white parrot
and her two attendants, Shan-cai (Sudhana) and Longnü
(Dragon princess), which formed the popular triad for this
image of Guanyin and began to be represented in art from the
twelfth century on (Figure 4).22 Because Buddhist scriptures
do not designate Guanyin’s relationship with both attendants
at the same time, Yü argues that “these two attendants are the
Buddhist counterparts of the Daoist Golden Boy and Jade Girl
who were depicted as the attendants of the Jade Emperors
since the Tang.”23 Although Guanyin of the South Sea can be
solely identified with her two attendants and the white parrot,
at times, she is only accompanied by the male attendant.

Another rather shocking transformation, developed dur-
ing the Tang dynasty and in succeeding centuries, actually
represented Guanyin as a seductress. Yulan Guanyin (Guanyin
with a Fish Basket) was depicted as young, beautiful, and most
surprisingly, sexually seductive (Figure 5).24 The cult of
Guanyin with a Fish Basket was originally worshipped in
Shaanxi. She was called Guanyin with a Fish Basket because
she appeared as a fishmonger, carrying a basket of fish on her
arm. Unlike Miao-shan, Guanyin with a Fish Basket was
deeply involved in secular relationships with men, offering
first either marriage or sexual favor. But in the end, they re-
mained virgins like Miao-shan, using sex as a didactic tool to
educate people about the vice of their sexual lust and to free
them of sexual desire forever. This last part might have been
increasingly welcomed by the moralistic puritanism of Neo-
Confucianism from the Song dynasty on.

16 Each tale informing a particular individual’s name and place helped Chi-
nese people understand those miracles, which was impossible under nor-
mal circumstances, not as a superstitious belief or fairy tale but as a “divine
response” or the “truth of Buddhism” without suspicion about their au-
thenticity. Company, Religions of China, 84-85.

17 Makita Tairyo regarded them as valuable documents revealing contempo-
rary understanding Buddhism as a reflection of Chinese people’s creative
attempt to weave Buddhism of foreign origin into the fabric of Chinese
culture. Yü, Religions of China in Practice 98.

18 Yü, Latter Days of the Law 151.

19 Thousand-armed and Thousand-eyed Guanyin, known as Dabei (Great
Compassionate One) is the esoteric form and became popular during the
Tang dynasty with the introduction of tantric Buddhism into China. Yü,
Latter Days of the Law 168.

20 The indigenous scriptures provide the names and specific places of the do-
nors who paid for printing and distributing of the text of the miracle tales.
Among those texts, the character miao as in Miao-shan quite often appeared
as part of the names of women donors or the wives of the donors. Yü, Jour-
nal of Chinese Religions: 82.

21 Mount Putuo on the Putuo island is the Chinese Potalaka, which has been
accepted as the abode of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara in an Indian is-
land.

22 In Buddhist scriptures Guanyin is related with either Shan-cai or Longnü,
not with both at the same time. The Gandavyuha chapter in the Avatamsaka
Sutra, which may provide the canonical source for Shancai (Sudhana),
tells the story of the pilgrimage of the young Sudhana in search of the truth.
Guanyin as the twenty-eighth “good friend” is visited by him. The canoni-
cal basis of Longnü may be found in the esoteric texts and Lotus Sutra. The
scriptural basis for the white parrot comes from the Smaller Pure Land
Sutra which describes parrots and other rare birds live in the Pure Land, the
place for those who achieve rebirth. Yü, Latter Days of the Law 163-66.
For more details on Longnü, read n24.

23 Yü, Latter Days of the Law 163.

24 The themes of fish and fish basket, however, seem not to be crucial ele-
ments in depicting Yulan Guanyin as a seductress. In some baojuan such
as Xigua baojuan (Precious Volume of the Watermelon) and Guanyin
Miaoshan baojuan (Precious Volume of Guanyin-Miaoshan), she is not
presented as a fishmonger. Thus, the change of locale certainly played a
significant role in composition of the Guanyin legend. Yü, Latter Days of
the Law 166-9.
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The legend of Baiyi Guanyin, or White-robed Guanyin,
became associated with Hangzhou.25 The White-robed Guanyin
began to appear from the tenth century on, and her popularity,
especially in visual art, has been unsurpassed since that time.
Eventually, the White-robed Guanyin was the most successful
in sinicization compared to the others. The White-robed
Guanyin is an unmistakable female deity and is typically identi-
fied by her long, flowing white cape (Figure 6). However,
images of the several different identities of Guanyin were of-
ten intermingled and superimposed. Therefore, when exam-
ining the iconography of each Guanyin, one may find traces
of different images of Guanyin in juxtaposition. Those im-
ages did not compete with or replace one another, but mutu-
ally authenticated each other and reinforced the efficacy of
Guanyin as the omnipotent and omniscient deity.26 For ex-
ample, the White-robed Guanyin could be also accompanied
by the two attendants and the white parrot, the three compan-
ions of Guanyin of the South Sea. Guanyin on a Lotus Leaf,
dated to the eighteenth century of Qing dynasty, prompts us to
identify her with Guanyin of the South Sea because of the
white parrot and the male attendant (Figure 6). But Guanyin
is clothed in a white cape, her identifying garment, and is
reclining on a lotus leaf in her pensive pose. Stylistically, the
pensive pose and iconography of Guanyin of the South Sea
assimilated the elements of Water-moon and White-robed
Guanyin, as seen here. Five forms of Guanyin painted by Ding
Yunpeng, active in the Ming dynasty, presents the images of
Guanyin with the Fish Basket, the White-robed Guanyin, and
Guanyin of the South Sea in a row and demonstrates the icono-
graphic relation of the various images of Guanyin (Figure 7).
Guanyin’s identity in China, enriched by the miracle folk tales,
absorbed all the different images at the same time.

The image of the White-robed Guanyin is the most inter-
esting and complex. The origin and increasing popularity of
the cult of the White-robed Guanyin, which occurred after the
tenth century, can be traced to her relation with a group of
indigenous scriptures which provided her with a very Chinese
biography and a new iconography as a goddess capable of
granting children, especially sons.27 In this aspect, the White-
robed Guanyin is recognized as a child-giving goddess and
often portrayed surrounded by children who sport around her

and cling to her garments. It is noteworthy that in China the
efficacy of Guanyin’s power to grant sons was especially em-
phasized in the indigenous scriptures although the Lotus Sutra
also mentions Guanyin’s power of granting children to wor-
shipers who desire one regardless of gender. The birth of a
male heir is regarded as the most auspicious matter for con-
gratulations in Chinese Confucian society. Due to her child-
giving powers, the fame of the White-robed Guanyin spread
and attracted pilgrims, and she was especially worshipped by
women, whose most important duty after getting married, ac-
cording to Confucian morality, is to give birth to a healthy
male heir.28 Guanyin Bestowing a Son, dated to the Ming dy-
nasty (late sixteenth century), shows the Child-giving Guanyin
holding a boy although she is not clad in a white cape (Figure
8). The robust boy, holding an official seal and wearing offi-
cial belt, embodies the two greatest concerns of the Chinese in
Confucian society: the desire for male heirs and for their suc-
cess as government officials.29

This idea of the White-robed Guanyin as the giver of sons
developed the iconography of Guanyin most frequently pre-
sented (holding a baby boy in her arm or on her lap) in the
Blanc de Chine porcelain figures produced in Fujien province
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.30 This Child-
giving Guanyin holding a baby boy is extremely similar to the
Virgin Mary with the infant Jesus.31 Guanyin as the Christian
Madonna of c. 1675-1725 in the Virginia Museum of Fine
Arts is a prime example (Figure 9). When one learns that
these two different religious images were handled by the same
artistic communities, it is not surprising to notice the icono-
graphical resemblance between the Child-giving Guanyin and
the Madonna and Child. Fujien was a coastal province where
Christian missionaries visited as early as the thirteenth cen-
tury. Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, Spanish
conquistadors and Jesuit missionaries brought sculptures to
China and also commissioned Fujienese craftsmen, the very
same artisans who produced the image of the Child-giving
Guanyin, to create Christian images, most frequently of the
Virgin and Child theme. As a result, “the Madonna looked
somewhat Chinese and the Kuanyin looked almost ‘Gothic’.”32

One also needs to recall that the development of the iconogra-
phy and image of Guanyin was in progress at the time of the

25 The legend of White-robed Guanyin follows almost same story line of the
Miaoshan Guanyin, despite its various details.

26 As the Lotus Sutra and other sutras state that Guanyin appears in many
different forms to save sentient beings most effectively, the numerous per-
sonifications of Guanyin emphatically represent both the bodhisattva’s com-
passion and omnipotent power.

27 Yü, Religions of China in Practice 97.

28 According to Confucian philosophy, there are seven vices which women
should not commit throughout their lives. Among them, women’s infertil-
ity was regarded as a sin. In the case of violating one of the seven vices,
women could be expelled from their families or clan.

29 Sons’ success in governmental service meant ability to provide financial
security for their aged parents.

30 Forrest R. Brauer, Blanc De Chine: In the Collection of Forrest R. Brauer,
with an introduction by Forrest R. Brauer (n. publ., 1970s?) 2. According
to P. J. Donnelly, nine out of ten figures in Blanc de Chine were Guanyin in
her human manifestation. P. J. Donnelly, Blanc De Chine: the porcelain of
Tehua in Fukien (London: Faber, 1969).

31 This is the reason why many scholars of Chinese religion have compared
the importance of Guanyin as a popular deity to that of the Virgin Mary and
even called Guanyin “the Buddhist Madonna.” The Jesuit missionaries also
nicknamed her the “Goddess of Mercy.” Reis-Habito, Buddhist-Christian
Studies 61; Yü, Religion of China in Practice 97.

32 Chinese Ivories from the Shang to the Qing, catalogue of the exhibition
organized by the Oriental Ceramic Society jointly with the British Mu-
seum, 24th May to 19th August, 1989, ed. Williams Watson (London: The
Oriental Ceramic Society, 1984), 41, cited in Yü, Journal of Chinese Re-
ligions: 81.
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importation of Christianity into China. Since the image of the
Child-giving Guanyin holding a male child was never depicted
prior to the Ming dynasty, and the majority of miracles re-
porting Guanyin’s power to grant children are concentratad
in the late Ming, one can conclude that the cult of the White-
robed Guanyin as the giver of male heirs was firmly estab-
lished during the years of the fifteenth through seventeenth
centuries when Christian missionaries frequently commis-
sioned the Fujienese craftsmen to produce the image of the
Virgin and Child.33 Chün-fang Yü, an expert in examining
the sinicization of Buddhism in China, argues, “The religious
basis for this iconography came from Buddhist scriptures, but
its artistic rendering might have been influenced by the ico-
nography of the Virgin.”34

Guanyin could be understood as the motherly form of the
bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara for her kindness and susceptibil-
ity to the entreating devotees.35 In many legends, Guanyin

strongly negated her sexual relation and embodied female
purity and positive aspects of womanhood, stressing her role
as mother rather than wife.36 This aspect was greatly welcomed
by the puritan Confucian society. The compassionate and
maternal White-robed Guanyin, more widely recognized as
the Child-giving Guanyin in later periods, had a great appeal
to the supplicants who wished to have sons because her exist-
ence in the family-oriented Chinese society was indispens-
able. It is clear that Indian Buddhism became more and more
Chinese in order to be acceptable to the Chinese and to fit into
the Chinese situation rather than the reverse pattern of the
Chinese being adapted to the foreign ideas and practices.37 In
this way, the originally foreign, male deity was transformed
completely into a female deity first, and then, successfully
sinicized into China.

Virginia Commonwealth University

33 Yü, Journal of Chinese Religions: 81.

34 Yü, Journal of Chinese Religions: 81.

35 Denise Lardner and John Carmody, Serene Compassion: A Christian Ap-
preciation of Buddhist Holiness (New York: Oxford UP, 1996) 62.

36 In Female Gender in Chinese Religious Symbols: Kuanyin, Ma Tsu and
the ‘Eternal Mother,’ Steven Sangren argues that many Chinese female
goddesses “embody purely positive aspects of womanhood,” and “female
purity as manifested in female deities involves the negation of woman as
wife and affirmation of her role as mother.” Steven P. Sangren, “Female
Gender in Chinese Religious Symbols: Kuan Yin, Ma Tsu and the ‘Eternal

Mother’,” Signs 9 (1983): 14, cited in Yü, Journal of Chinese Religions:
84-5.

37 Kenneth K. S. Ch’en understands the process of the sinicization of Bud-
dhism in China differently from other Asian countries. The Southeast and
Central Asian countries such as Ceylon, Burma, and Thailand, were lesser
civilizations compared to that of India. When Buddhism was introduced to
their countries, the people welcomed it in their hope that their own cultures
would rise to the level of a superior civilization. However, China already
possessed a high level of culture when Buddhism was introduced around 1
CE. Kenneth K. S. Ch’en, The Chinese Transformation of Buddhism
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1973) 5.
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Figure 1. Guanyin as Savior from Perils, hanging scroll of Guanyin Sutra, ink
and colors on silk, mid-late 10th century; Five Dynasties or Northern Song, from
Cave 17, Dunhuang, 84.4 x 61.7 cm. Stein Collection of Central Asian
Antiquities, The British Museum, London. Courtesy of the British Museum.

Figure 2. Guanyin, ink and colors on paper, mid-10th century; Five Dynasty, from
Cave 17, Dunhuang,  82.9 x 29.6 cm. Stein Collection of Central Asian Antiquities,
The British Museum, London. Courtesy of the British Museum.
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[above] Figure 3. Water and Moon Guanyin, hanging scroll, ink, slight color, and
gold on silk, 13th-early 14th century; southern Song Dynasty, 111.2 x 76.2 cm.
The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri, Purchase: Nelson
Trust.

[upper right] Figure 4. Guanyin, Dehua ware, molded and covered porcelain,
height 22.9 cm, 17th-18th century; Qing dynasty. The Brooklyn Museum of Art,
Brooklyn, New York. Gift of Dr. Ralph Marcove.

[lower right] Figure 5. Ding Yunpeng (1547-c. 1628), Guanyin with a Fish
Basket (detail of Five Forms of Guanyin), handscroll, ink, color, and gold on
paper, c. 1579-80; Ming dynasty, 28 x 134 cm. The Nelson-Atkins Museum of
Art, Kansas City, Missouri, Purchase: Nelson Trust.
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Figure 6. Guanyin on a Lotus Leaf, hanging scroll, ink and
color on silk, c. 1700; Qing dynasty, 106 x 61 cm.
Indianapolis Museum of Art, Indianapolis, Indiana. Gift of
Mrs. John H. Roberts, Jr.

Figure 7. Ding Yunpeng, Five Forms of Guanyin, handscroll, ink, color and gold on paper, c. 1579-80; Ming dynasty, 28 x 134 cm. The Nelson-Atkins Museum of
Art, Kansas City, Missouri, Purchase: Nelson Trust.

• 
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Figure 8. Guanyin Bestowing a Son, hanging scroll, ink, color and gold on silk,
16th century; Ming dynasty, 120.3 x 60 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, Purchase: Friends of Asian Art Gift, 1989.

Figure 9. Guanyin as the Christian Madonna, Blanc de Chine porcelain, c. 1675-
1725; Qing Dynasty, 45.7 x 10.8 x 8.3 cm. The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts,
Richmond, Virginia, Bequest of Forrest R. Brauer.




