Undergraduate Course offered by Centre of Buddhist Studies in 2025-26
ELECTIVE COURSE
(OPEN TO ALL FACULTIES)

BSTC2028 Making Sense of Chan Buddhism (6 Credit) (Semester 1)

Lecturer: Dr. Mingyuan Gao

Email: TBC

Office: 4/F Jockey Club Tower, Centennial Campus
Schedule: TBC

Venue: TBC

Course Description

Chan Buddhism is the most important and influential Buddhist school in China. It is
characterized by its enigmatic stories and dialogues about religious epiphany, known
as gong’an. This course introduces the origin, development, basic doctrines, and
cultural impact of Chan Buddhism, along with prominent masters such as
Bodhidharma, Huineng, and Mazu Daoyi. Students will learn to appreciate and
interpret some well-known gong’an stories. The course will also explore how the
spirit of Chan is expressed and can be sensed in artworks and literary texts,
encouraging students to reflect on the connections between Chan thought, aesthetics,

and creative expression.

Course Objectives

After completing the course, students will have acquired a fundamental understanding
of Chinese Chan Buddhism as a philosophy of life. Through close readings of
classical gong’an stories and comparative analysis of artworks and literary texts, they
will develop the ability to interpret Chan ideas both philosophically and aesthetically.
The course encourages students to critically engage with the spirit of Chan as it
manifests across various forms of cultural expression. It will lay a foundation for
further study of Chinese Buddhism and the intellectual and cultural traditions of East
Asia, while fostering the ability to engage Chan ideas in dialogue with contemporary
Western philosophical perspectives.

Teaching and Learning Method

Lectures and class discussions.



Lecture Schedule (tentative):

Lecture 1. Chan Characters and Methodologies

Lecture 2. Bodhidharma, the First Patriarch of Chan Buddhism

Lecture 3. The Development of Chan Lineage in the 6"-7" Century

Lecture 4. Huineng, the Sixth Patriarch of Chan Buddhism

Lecture 5. The Platform Sutra and the Southern School of Chan

Lecture 6. Two Lineages: The Hongzhou School and the Chan Practice of Shitou

Xiqgian

Lecture 7. Five Houses: Weiyang and Linji

Lecture 8. Five Houses: Caodong, Yunmen and Fayan

Lecture 9. Gong’an (Ko’an) Collections
Lecture 10. The Integration of Chan Buddhism and the Pure Land School in the Song

Dynasty

Lecture 11. The Impact of Chan Buddhism on Chinese Culture
Lecture 12. The Prevailing of Chan Buddhism and Its Spread in East Asia

Course Assessment

Class Participation 15% | Attend lectures, and actively participate in class
discussion

Weekly Chan Moment | 20% | Each week, when you unexpectedly feel a sense

Photo Log of Chan in daily life, take a photo with your
smartphone/camera. Select your favorite image
of that week and write a brief caption noting the
time, place, your mood, and a reflection as short
as possible. Submit it as a PDF file weekly. In
total you will submit 10 times.

Aesthetic Critique: | 25% | Choose an artistic work that is not explicitly

Finding Chan Beyond
Buddhism

(800-1000 words)
Submission deadline: The

first class in November.

about Buddhism or Chan, but which, in your
view, expresses the spirit of Chan. This could be
a piece of visual art, a scene from a film, or a
passage from literature (such as a poem or
novel). Write a critical reflection (800—1000
words, excluding quotations) analyzing how the
chosen work evokes Chan ideas or aesthetics.
You are encouraged to connect the work to your

personal experiences or reflections. Your analysis




should demonstrate both sensitivity to the artistic

form and a clear understanding of Chan concepts.

Individual Project: 25% | Imagine you are an artist. Create a work that
Expressing Chan expresses the spirit of Chan. You may write a
through Art poem, draw a painting, compose a piece of
Submission deadline: 4" music, produce a short video (under 3
Sunday after the Reading minutes, .mov), design a simple installation, or
Week (16 Nov) use any other medium, EXCLUDING taking a

photo—as long as it is your own original
creation.

Along with your work, submit a brief
introduction (under 250 words) explaining how it

reflects key ideas of Chan.

Oral Test (3 mins/person) | 15% | Various types of questions will be asked

The class day during the according to in-site situation. Students are

Revision Period (TBC) expected to answer flexibly in the Chan’s way.

Word limit: For the essays (excluding bibliography) that exceed the specified
maximum length by 10% or under the minimum word count without the approval of
the course instructor, the mark will be deducted by 5 percentage points. The penalized
mark will not be deducted below the pass mark. For the essays whose mark is below

the pass mark, no mark deduction will be made.
Timelines: For the assignments submitted later than the deadline without approval of
the course instructor, the mark will be deducted by 2 percentage points per day. The

penalized mark will not be deducted below the pass mark.

Faculty Grade Expectations: http://arts.hku.hk/grade expectations.pdf

Plagiarism: Plagiarism is a serious academic offence. The University upholds the
principle that plagiarism in any form is unacceptable and any student found
plagiarizing is liable to disciplinary action in addition to failing the assessment
concerned. Please read the following webpage on "plagiarism" for details:

http://arts.hku.hk/current-students/undergraduate/assessment/plagiarism



http://arts.hku.hk/grade_expectations.pdf
http://arts.hku.hk/current-students/undergraduate/assessment/plagiarism

Disability

Any student who has a documented disability and may require special arrangements

(seating, testing, later submission, etc.) should consult the instructor in person at the

beginning of the course so that provisions can be made.
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