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6.1 Database-assisted research

The dissertation focuses on understanding the number and geographical distribution of the 
existing Chinese Buddhist and Cistercian monasteries, laying the foundation for the next steps: 
case selection, analysis, and comparison. Therefore, two databases buddhist.wiki [Fig.1] and 
cistercian.wiki [Fig.2] are created to aid the research. Many aspects affect the effectiveness of the 
database, the most important of which is the accuracy of the data source.

In 2018, the way of analysis through database was considered and adopted into the dissertation 
when I conducted research in Graduate School of Arts and Sciences of Harvard as a Visiting Fellow. 
In the World Map developed by Harvard University, a database of Buddhist Sites (2006) BGIS1 was 
published by the editor Lex Berman. Together with map of environment, map of transportation, 
map of energy, etc., it seems practical useful to have Buddhist Sites, which can conduct several 
possibilities research directions. The further communication with Lex Berman got me to 
understand the source of this database. It was originally done and shared by Wujiang, professor in 
the Department of East Asian Studies, director of Center for Buddhist Studies in Arizona University. 
It was published on the website2 of Arizona University. The data source is the book Zhongguo 
Fojiao Siyuan Minglu( 中国佛教寺院名录 )3 published in 2006. As they claimed “The project aims to 
build a searchable relational database of Buddhist monasteries in the world by using Geographic 
Information System (GIS) tools. Combining the power of data science and electronic mapping, the 
GIS software can integrate different types of information about monasteries and illustrate them 
visually on maps.”4

However, this data source is not accurate at all. The information contained in the book is collected 
by September 2005, and the content is only accurate to the county and city. The total numbers of 
Buddhist Monasteries recorded by the database on the website is 18938. However, there are only 
6172 distinct geo points, among which 3123 points have no duplicates. It means that 83.51% (1-
3123/19938) of the monastery locations are incorrect. Among the rest of 16.49% (3123 points), 20 
monasteries are randomly selected and manually verified with their geo locations. All these geo 
locations do not precisely relate to 20 monasteries. Actually, only 8 out of 20 geo locations have 
monasteries nearby, just take Yuantong Chansi( 圆通禅寺 ) as an example, which exact location is 
around 10 kilometers far away from the geo locations showed in the excel [Fig.3]. 

According to the Religious Affairs Regulations (Order No. 426 of the State Council of the People’s 
Republic of China announced on November 30, 2004, revised and approved by the 176th 
Executive Meeting of the State Council on June 14, 2017), Article 7 sets The establishment, change 
and cancellation of religious organizations shall be registered in accordance with the relevant 
regulations administered by the state social organizations.5 Therefore, we have reasons to believe 
that the full list of venues for religious activities published by the National Religious Affairs 
Administration is trustworthy. 

To deal with data of monasteries, the dissertation uses MySQL as database with MySQL Workbench 
and Microsoft Office Access as its clients. Then it uses SQL and Javascript (NodeJS) to process 
data programmatically. Crawl two sets of data from the website6 of National Religious Affairs 

1　 http://www.worldmap.harvard.edu/chinamap/
2　 https://geo.library.arizona.edu/?ogpids=uarizona-china-buddhisttemplelocations-2006
3　 江苏佛教协会 . 中国佛教寺院名录 . 香港 : 中华佛教出版社 .
4　 https://cbs.arizona.edu/buddhist-geographical-information-system-bgis
5　 宗教事务条例（2004 年 11 月 30 日中华人民共和国国务院令第 426 号公布 ,2017 年 6 月 14 日国务院第 176 次常务会议修订通过）第
七条：宗教团体的成立、变更和注销，应当依照国家社会团体管理的有关规定办理登记。
6　 http://www.sara.gov.cn/zjhdcsjbxx/index.jhtml

Administration ( 国家宗教事务局 ): A full list of venues for religious activities (hereinafter referred to 
as monastery list)[Fig. 4], which has the following five fields: Address, place_name, religion_name, 
person_charge, sect. A list7 of three levels of administrative divisions - province, city and district - in 
mainland China (hereinafter referred to as division list). There are spaces (leading, tailing, middle) 
in some of the data, remove them. Most addresses are well formatted: starting strictly with “xx 省
(Province)xx 市 (City) xx 区 (District)”, but there is still a certain amount of addresses that are not. 
For those well formatted addresses, extract province, city and district using the division list. For 
the rest: Call Baidu map geocoder API8 to get coordinate (latitude and longitude) by address. Call 
Baidu map reverse geocoder API9 to get province, city, and district. After the processing, we get 
the province, city, and district information of all monasteries. Save them separately in three new 
fields.10 Call Baidu geocoder API to get coordinate by place_name and city. The result has a field 
called “comprehension” representing the accuracy. Call Baidu reverse geocoder API to get address 
(including province, city, district, formatted address, etc.) by coordinate. The result is in the current 
administrative division. However, some county-level administrative regions directly subordinate 
to province (e.g. 湖北省仙桃市 , 海南省定安县 ). For them, we manually fill the city field with district. 
Now we get coordinates and address details of all the monasteries. However, many of them are 
not accurate. The following ones are filtered out: (1) The original province, city and district are 
different from those in reverse geocoding result. (2) Duplicate coordinates. Baidu geocoding API 
7　 http://www.sara.gov.cn/r/cms/gjzjswj/gjzjswj/themes/js/data.js
8　 http://lbsyun.baidu.com/index.php?title=webapi%2Fguide%2Fwebservice-geocoding
9　 http://lbsyun.baidu.com/index.php?title=webapi%2Fguide%2Fwebservice-geocoding-abroad
10　 NOTE: You may ask: on the website, you can do a filter by province, city and district, why not leverage on that to fill these 3 
fields? That's because after some investigation with the help of F12 (Google Chrome Developer Tools), it can be inferred that the 
website does the filter by simply creating a string of "xx 省 xx 市 xx" consisting of province, city and district and then checking the 
address' prefix. It does not work for those not well formatted addresses.

Fig.1 Database of Han Buddhist Monasteries in China, from buddhist.wiki.

http://www.worldmap.harvard.edu/chinamap/
https://geo.library.arizona.edu/?ogpids=uarizona-china-buddhisttemplelocations-2006
https://cbs.arizona.edu/buddhist-geographical-information-system-bgis
http://www.sara.gov.cn/zjhdcsjbxx/index.jhtml
http://www.sara.gov.cn/r/cms/gjzjswj/gjzjswj/themes/js/data.js
http://lbsyun.baidu.com/index.php?title=webapi%2Fguide%2Fwebservice-geocoding
http://lbsyun.baidu.com/index.php?title=webapi%2Fguide%2Fwebservice-geocoding-abroad
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sometimes returns the coordinate of the city/district center regardless where it actually is, which 
results in many duplicate coordinates. (3) “comprehension” is less than 50. In the end, we get a list 
of trustworthy locations of monasteries.

It is worth noting that the full list of venues for Buddhist sites including three sects: Mahāyāna, 
Theravāda and Tibetan. In China, Mahāyāna Buddhism is also called Chinese Buddhism or Han 
Buddhism. Among data on 34098 Buddhist monasteries from the official website of the National 
Religious Affairs Administration, there are 28558 Han Buddhist monasteries. Then among 
accurate coordinates of 12647 Buddhist monasteries on Baidu Map, there are 10758 Han Buddhist 
monasteries. 

Regarding the Cistercian Monasteries, the data was processed in a similar way. The data source 
for the location of the Cistercian Monasteries is mainly based on the following data: Map of 
member Cistercian abbeys11 of European Charter of Abbeys and Cistercian sites from the official 
website of Europe Cister, the List of Cistercian monasteries from Wikipedia12[Fig.5], Principales 
Abbayes Montrant L’expansion de L’art Cistercien Au XIIe Et Au XIIIe Siècle13[Fig.6], Principales 
Abbayes Cisterciennes Et Leur Filiation14[Fig.7], Map of the Expansion of the Cistercian Order in 
the Exposition of Monastery of Santes Creus [Fig.8]. The Map of member Cistercian abbeys shows 
very limited data that only 199 Cistercian Abbeys are recorded, including France (109), Germany 
11　 Notes: https://www.cister.net/abbayes/map.php
12　 Notes: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Cistercian_monasteries
13　 Dimier, A., & Zodiaque. (1971). L’art cistercien hors de France (Nuit de temps ; 34). La Pierre-qui-vire, Yonne]: Zodiaque.
14　 Duby, G. (1976). Saint Bernard, l’art cistercien (Les Grands bâtisseurs ; 1). Paris: Arts et métiers graphiques.

Fig.2 Database of Cistercian Monasteries in Europe, from cisterician.wiki.

Fig.3 Errors in the geo locations of the database of Buddhist Sites (2006) BGIS by Professor Wujiang of Arizona University.
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Fig.4 Cistercian Monasteries in Western Europe, from cister.wangweiqiao.com.

(28), Spain(13), Italy(8), Belgium (13), Portugal (7), Poland (7), Sweden (6), Denmark (2), Switzerland 
(2), England (2), Netherlands(1), Czech Republic (1). Therefore, combine the above data, there 
are totally 926 Cistercian Monasteries in the world recorded in the database, 808 of which can be 
found precisely their location in the Google Map. There are 668 Cistercian monasteries in Europe, 
of which 18 are Trappist. According to the List of Cistercian monasteries from Wikipedia, Cistercian 
monasteries are divided into two groups: the Common Observance and the Strict Observance 
(Trappists), that currently there are nearly 169 Trappist monasteries in the world.

The two databases clearly show the distribution of monasteries. It is especially important that 
the dense distribution means there are more religious buildings and more likely to have active 
religious life. This lays the foundation for the next field investigation and selection of research 
objects. Han Buddhist monasteries are mainly distributed in Southern China, and most of them are 
in the mountains [Fig.9]. The Cistercian monasteries are more distributed in Western Europe and 
mostly also in valleys [Fig.10]. Therefore, the preliminary judgment will select 20 monasteries each 
in Southern China and Western Europe for extensive research.

Before starting the investigation, the preliminary work collects data for each monastery, mainly 
focusing on collecting books, articles, poems, drawings, old photos, historical maps, and other 
content related to the monastery architecture. 

It is done through the following four channels:

(1) Historical information like monastery records, mountain records, local chronicles, steles, poems, 

Fig.5 The List of Cistercian monasteries from Wikipedia.
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landscape paintings, and historical atlas related to monasteries, collected from monasteries and 
libraries like the National Library of Spain, Library of Harvard University and National Library of 
France, etc.

(2) Modern records like photos and travel notes by photographers, missionaries, architects, and 
historians from the end of the nineteen century until nowadays. 

(3) Mapping drawing like topographic map, drawing on monastic architecture, perspectives are 
specially collected. 

(4) Modern and contemporary research works and surveying papers related to the monastery’s 
history and architecture.

The data is collected and aggregated into the databases at the same time, which is mainly 
reflected in the establishment of archives for each research monastery. This is not only to facilitate 
data sorting, but also to lay the foundation for future research on monastic architecture. Besides, 
monastic architecture data is demonstrated from two dimensions of time and space: the four 
aspects [Fig.11] of architecture, history, art and personage of Buddhist monasteries can be filtered 
through the timeline while photos and explanations can show through click on the specific space 
on the monastery plan.

Fig.6 Principales Abbayes Montrant L'expansion de L'art Cistercien Au XIIe Et Au XIIIe Siècle. Dimier, A., & Zodiaque. (1971). L'art 
cistercien hors de France (Nuit de temps ; 34). La Pierre-qui-vire, Yonne]: Zodiaque.

Fig.7 Principales Abbayes Cisterciennes Et Leur Filiation. Duby, G. Saint Bernard, l'art cistercien (Les Grands bâtisseurs ; 1). Paris: Arts et 
métiers graphiques. 1976.
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Fig.8 Image of the Expansion of the Cistercian Order in the Exposition of Monastery of Santes Creus.

Fig.9 Han Buddhist Monasteries in Southern China, from buddhist.wiki.

Fig.10 Cistercian Monasteries in Western Europe, from cister.wangweiqiao.com.
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Fig.11 Archives for each  monastery recorded in the database buddhist.wiki. Fig.11 Archives for each  monastery recorded in the database buddhist.wiki.
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Fig.11 Archives for each  monastery recorded in the database buddhist.wiki. Fig.11 Archives for each  monastery recorded in the database buddhist.wiki.
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