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INTRODUCTION


Early Buddhism was characterized by the importance it placed on relics. These relics were vital to those who practiced the religion and were given much importance in worship. It is crucial to note that when we talk about relics in Buddhism, these are mainly pieces of Buddha’s body that were left after his cremation and they include bone parts such as the finger bone ,hair , or a tooth , and also usually well formed deposit that looks like stone or pearly object . They are symbolic to the religion and reflect Buddha’s teaching on the impermanence of life. These relics are also symbolic of Buddha’s conquest of death.


The Mahaparinibbana Sutta sheds light on the importance of the relics and places importance on them. According to legend, after the cremation of Buddha, there were these relics which were collected. There was a struggle by the Kings from northern India to lay claim to the relics; they each wanted to be in possession of the remains of Buddha. So to bring peace, Drona who was a brahman divided the relics into eight parts and sent an equal portion to each of the kings. Thus the remains of Buddha were scattered across several kingdoms. These were reunited by Emperor Ashoka.


Although Buddhist relics are usually a finger bone or a tooth, it is not uncommon to find strands of hair are also considered relics. Another category of relics involves what is known as ‘contact relics’ and these are items that Buddha used during his lifetime such as his clothes, the staff he carried and his begging bowl. Over the years, there have been several of Buddha’s disciples, bodhisattvas, who are venerated and their remains have also been added to the list of things considered relics in Buddhist religious practice. In modern times, it is not unusual to find statues of Buddha which have these relics inserted inside them in order to give them sacred power or legitimacy. In the early times though, these relics were often placed inside pagodas in a sacred site or in some temples namely the tooth relic of Buddha in Lingguang Temple, Badachu (Eight Great Sites) and Xishan Mountain of Beijing City, and tooth relic of Buddha in Buddha’s Tooth Relic Temple in Kandy, Sri Lanka , Shari-den ( japan ) , Botatoung Paya ( Myanmar ) and many others ,many were kept in secrets or forgotten over time until quite recently


One of such temples is the famous temple of Famen (also known as the Famensi) in Fufeng, seventy-five miles west of Xi’an, Shaanxi. It is said that there were four temples in all of China which had the true remains of Buddha. These temples housed the sacred relics which were used in the practice of the Buddhist religion. Among few , which has survived thousand years till modern times is the Temple of Famensi, which recently discovered a hidden crypt under it’s pagoda with well kept hidden relics left there since the Tang dynasty


Famensi Temple was built in the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 A.D ) Its former glorious period began from the Northern Wei Dynasty (386-534 A.D ), and reached the peak in the Sui and Tang dynasties (581-907 A.D ), when it was reputed as an imperial temple. Eight emperors of the Tang Dynasty welcomed several times bone relics of Buddha back to the palace for worship, and awarded a large amount of treasure to the temple .


The hidden relics of Famensi was discovered quite by accident. It had lain forgotten for several centuries and on the site, a pagoda had been erected. This pagoda was being renovated in 1987 when an underground palace was discovered right beneath the pagoda. The underground palace had steps leading down to a front chamber. There were three chambers in all, but there were a passageway and corridors. Archeologists found several treasures in the underground palace including a tablet on which was written the date that the place had been sealed.
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Photo from Xian Museum-The Fallen Pagoda


From the evidence gathered and the writings on the tablet, the underground palace of the temple of Famensi had been sealed and forgotten for exactly 1,113 years.


The temple has since been re-built and renovated and expanded beyond its original dimensions to contain a museum, amongst others. It is a great tourist destination now and draws thousands of followers and tourists to X’ian region of Shaanxi China


This discovery has been of great importance to the Buddhist religion and of great cultural and historical relevance. The temple of Famensi is now a holy site for Buddhist pilgrimages and an important tourist destination.


This book is an attempt to explain the wonder of the Famen Temple and the significance of relic veneration to ancient Buddhist practices.




ORIGIN OF THE FAMEN TEMPLE


There are several legends about how the original Famen temple came to be, but one fact that is fairly consistent in most versions is that the temple used to be known as Ayuwangsi, meaning the Monastery of King Ashoka.


Ashoka was a powerful King from India and a significant figure in the growth of the Buddhist religion. He ruled India from 273 BC to 232 BC and was very engaged in actively spreading the religion of Buddhism.
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