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Belief in the Shang Tianzhu Guanyin and the Tianzhu Pilgrimage
Today: Pilgrimage and Society in Traditional China
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Hangzhou is widely referred to as the “ Buddhist Land of the Southeast.” In particular, the temple of Shang Tianzhu
Si (Shang Tianzhu Faxi Jiangsi) is an ancient temple that, from the time of its founding in the Five Dynasties period to
the present, has maintained its reputation as a place sacred to the belief in Guanyin. Belief in the Shang Tianzhu
Guanyin spread from around the time of the Song Dynasty, and from the Ming Dynasty wealthy people and peasants
from the lower reaches of the Yangzi River, such as Suzhou and Wuxi, made regular, organized Tianzhu Pilgrimages
to worship the Shang Tianzhu Guanyin and at temples and shrines on the shores of West Lake. Moreover, the belief in
the Shang Tianzhu Guanyin was conveyed to Japan in the form of Tenjiku (Tianzhu) omikuji (fortunes). The Ming
Dynasty Taoan mengyi of Zhang Dai describes how, from the fifteenth day of the second month to the fifth day of the
fifth month of the lunar calendar, pilgrims gathered in the vicinity of Hangzhou and engaged in pilgrimage activities at
sites such as the Three Tianzhu Si, Huxin Ting (an island in West Lake), the shrine of Luxuan Gongci, and the temple
of Zhaoging Si. In addition, in the Hangsu yifeng of the late Ming and early Qing writer Fan Zushu, the Tianzhu
Pilgrimage is described as composed of the Tianzhu, Xiaxiang, and Sanshan courses. There are also Ming novels that
take the pilgrimage to the Shang Tianzhu Guanyin as a motif, reflecting social conditions and trends at the time. Lu
Renlong’s Xingshiyan (10th installment) describes the pilgrimage route as “ going first from Zhaoging Si past Geling
to Yuewang Fen, then to Yuquan Yuan, Lei Yuan, Lingyin Si, and the Three Tianzhu Si” and tells of drawing a fortune
that predicts good luck.

From March 11-16, 2009, I surveyed the Tianzhu Pilgrimage, which has continued to the present. The pilgrimage
reaches a peak on the eve of the celebration day of the Shang Tianzhu Guanyin (the nineteenth day of the second
month of the lunar calendar, falling on March 15 in 2009), which is called Sushan (lodging at the temple). Sushan is
lively with visiting worshippers throughout the night. At about midnight the expensive “ shaotouxiang,” the incense
that originally was the first lit to greet the beginning of the New Year, goes on sale. Both men and women can be seen
outfitted for pilgrimage with cords tied at the waist and yellow or blue bags inscribed with “ Amida Buddha” and
“ pilgrimage to the temple to burn incense.” Led by a bamboo pole bearing a flag inscribed “ Suzhou Futai Huxing
Longshe” is a pilgrimage group of fishermen from Taihu Lake in Suzhou. The elderly women wearing hoods with
flower hair ornaments and baggy work pants seem to be a group of silkworm growers. For this symposium, I have
summarized the changes through the centuries in the Tianzhu Pilgrimage, which focuses on the Shang Tianzhu
Guanyin, and reported on the pilgrimage in its current state.
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