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Cultivated in Asia for thousands of years, the lotus, Nelumbo nucifera, has a much shorter, albeit rich and 
complicated, cultural and textual history in China. It is not only celebrated in Chinese writings from antiq-
uity, but is also an important symbol in Buddhism, imported into China in the first century AD. Gradually, 
the lotus becomes a contested site where diverse and often conflicting meanings converge: spirituality 
and purity, high-mindedness and detachment, sensuality and erotic love, and food and medicine. The 
multiple facets of the lotus provide a perspective on Chinese culture even as they effectively call into 
question the existence of a monolithic “Chinese tradition.”
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