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FOREWORD

This volume collects the papers presented at the Second Conference 
organized by the Centre for Buddhist Studies of the Università degli Studi 
di Napoli “L’Orientale’ in June 2004. This was the direct successor of the 
First Conference, held in Naples in May 2001, whose proceedings were 
published as Buddhist Asia 1 in 2003. While the participants in the first 
meeting were all faculty members or graduate students at the University 
of Naples “L’Orientale”, the second was open to a considerable group of 
young Italian researchers from different institutions, working both in 
Italy and abroad. 

Due to several reasons the editing process took much longer than 
expected. Nevertheless, during these years the texts could be re-worked 
by taking into account later developments in  scholarship, thus adding 
up onto the nature of a simple collection of conference papers. If this is a 
case of an outcome different from the original intentions, we think that 
the authors and the readers would agree in considering Buddhist Asia 2 as 
a very welcome one.

In this volume are represented different areas, within the framework of 
the category of Buddhist Studies now prevailing in contemporary scholarly 
tradition, from India and Tibet to East Asia, and the contributions cover 
philological analysis, doctrinal and “philosophical” issues as well as material 
culture and artistic developments. Only one of the papers presented in 
Naples has appeared separately, the one by Matteo Compareti (“Traces of 
Buddhist Art in Sogdiana”, Sino-Platonic Papers, 181, August 2008). 

The Centre for Buddhist Studies in Naples has been active since 2002, 
attracting every year specialists from many countries for an increasing 
number of academic events. Besides Buddhist Asia 1 and Buddhist Asia 2, 
the Centre has published in 2009 Ponti magici,  Buddhismo e letteratura 
occidentale (edited by Giacomella Orofino and Francesco Sferra)  that 
contains the texts of presentations by different scholars at various seminars 
on Buddhism and Western literature carried out in the years 2004, 2005 
and 2006. Another volume, with the papers presented at a Conference 
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on Buddhism and Psychoanalysis, held in Naples in May 2010, will be 
published soon. Needless to say, our gratitude goes to the University 
governmental bodies for the continued support that has been granted to 
the Centre over these years. 

As for Buddhist Asia 1, a large part of the editorial work has been done in 
Kyoto. The Italian School of East Asian Studies is now firmly rooted in a 
much larger federation of research centres, the European Consortium for 
Asian Field Study, ECAF (http://www.ecafconsortium.com/). This unique 
alliance of more than forty leading European and Asian institutions active 
in the field of Asian studies aims to provide field access and study facilities 
to European scholars through the sharing of a network of twenty-three 
existing outposts across Asia and to encourage joint interdisciplinary 
research programmes in the humanities and social sciences. The editing 
of this volume has greatly profited from this new context in terms of 
availability of research aids, academic resources and advice from specialists 
in the field. A special thank should go to our colleagues in the Institute 
for Research in Humanities of Kyoto University, with whom we are 
working side by side since the constitution of the ECAF Consortium. In 
the meanwhile, the Italian School of East Asian Studies has since 2009 
gained a much wider institutional support from the domestic side, as 
together with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Istituto Italiano per 
l’Africa e l’Oriente and the Università degli Studi di Napoli l’Orientale, 
the Università degli Studi di Padova and the Istituto Italiano di Scienze 
Umane have also entered the group of funding organizations.

After the well-deserved credits to institutions, we cannot forget that not 
even in the most optimistic of dreams would we have been able to present 
this final product without the help of many individuals. In particular, 
we would like to mention here Giuliana Martini, who gave us inspiring 
advice during her stay in Kyoto in 2010 at the Italian School of East Asian 
Studies and Institute for Research in Humanities of Kyoto University 
with a grant of the Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai; Antonello Palumbo from the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, a constant 
source of well-thought suggestions even at a great distance; and Monica 
Esposito, close at hand in Kyoto for comments always provided with the 
warmth of a smile. We received technical assistance of the highest quality 
from Laura Giuliangeli. Without her help in checking references and 
consistency in the conventions used by the authors we would be still at the 
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initial stage. Layout issues, as usual, have been the job of Ms. Yamashita 
Harumi, of the ISEAS staff. Phyllis Brooks Schafer from California 
contributed to this enterprise with her professional skills in copy-editing 
and checking of English usage. At the last minute Alberto Todeschini, 
an Italian Tibetologist presently affiliated with ISEAS, also gave us a 
hand with editorial and linguistic matters, a very much appreciated final 
reinforcement for our work. To all of them goes our gratitude.

  Giacomella Orofino     Silvio Vita



‘PRECEDED BY THOUGHT ARE THE DHAMMAS’
The AncienT exegesis on DhammapaDa 1-2*

Giulio Agostini

The famous verses that open the Dhammapada read as follows:

1. manopubba∫gamå dhammå manose††hå manomayå,
manaså ce padu††hena bhåsat¥ vå karoti vå
tato naµ dukkham anveti cakkaµ va vahato padaµ.

2. manopubba∫gamå dhammå manose††hå manomayå,
manaså ce pasannena bhåsat¥ vå karoti vå
tato naµ sukhaµ anveti chåyå va anapåyin¥.

1. Mental phenomena are preceded by mind, have mind as their leader, are 
made by mind. If one acts or speaks with an evil mind, from that sorrow 
follows him, as the wheel follows the foot of the ox.

2. Mental phenomena are preceded by mind, have mind as their leader, are 
made by mind. If one acts or speaks with a pure mind, from that happiness 
follows him, like the shadow not going away.1

* I am grateful to Professor Katsura ShØry¨ 桂紹隆, who was kind enough to read a 
very disorganized version of this paper and give suggestions for improvement, which 
perhaps I was not able to follow completely. 

1 I always quote from O. von Hinüber and K.R. Norman, Dhammapada, 1994; transl. 
by K.R. Norman, The Word of the Doctrine (Dhammapada), 1997. Sanskrit, Prakrit, 
Chinese and Tibetan parallels to these verses do occur in canonical texts analogous to 
the Dhammapada, with variant readings; the Sanskrit titles, sometimes reconstructed, 
of these works are Dharmapada or Udånavarga. The ancient exegetes quoted in 
this article as somehow shedding light on how these verses were understood were 
referring by heart to one of these texts or to analogous ones which are not extant. 
For the convenience of the reader I list below the extant parallels to Dhammapada 
1-2, occurring in such Dharmapadas and Udånavargas, which represent the basis 
for the exegesis. The list would be longer if other canonical and extra-canonical 
texts were included (I do mention them elsewhere in this article). Extant in Indian 
languages: Gåndhår¥ Dharmapada 201-202 (maˆo-puvagama dhama maˆo-ße†ha maˆo-
java | maˆasa hi pradu†heˆa bhaΣadi karodi va | tado ˆa duhu amedi cako va vahaˆe 
pathi | | maˆo-puvagama dhama maˆo-ße†ha maˆo-java | maˆasa hi prasaneˆa bhaΣadi 
karodi va | tado ˆa suhu amedi chaya va aˆukamiˆi | | See J. Brough, The Gåndhår¥ 
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In this article I argue that the Theravåda understanding of these 
verses is not the original one and is not representative of the Buddhist 
understanding in general. The evidence is drawn from all those passages, 
scattered in many ancient Indian Buddhist works extant in the major 
canonical languages, wherein these verses are not merely quoted, but 
also clarified by a disambiguating context, be it a story, a commentarial 
gloss, or a doctrinal explanation. Moreover, sometimes a Chinese or 
Tibetan translation, even without context, is still evidence of how an 
Indian word could be understood. Most important is to determine in 
what sense the dhammas may be said to be manopubba∫gama (‘preceded 
by mind’?) or, according to other versions of the same verse, manojava 
(‘as swift as mind’?). First, I argue that the Theravåda understanding 
of dhammas as ‘mental concomitants’ is problematic and unsatisfactory, 
while the understanding of dhammas as ‘actions’, fitting Buddhist 
doctrine in general, is straightforward and widely attested. Secondly, 

Dharmapada, 1962); Patna Dharmapada 1-2 (manopËrva◊gamå dhammå manoßreΣ†hå 
manojavå | manaså ce praduΣ†hena bhåΣate vå karoti vå | tato na◊ dukkham anneti cakram 
vå vahato padam | | man[opËrvvva◊]gamå dhammå manoßreΣ†hå å manojavå | manaså 
ce prasannena bhåΣate vå karoti vå | tato na◊ sukkham anneti cchåyå vå anapåyin¥ | | See 
M. Cone, “Patna Dharmapada I”, 1989); Udånavarga XXXI 23-24 (mana˙pËrva◊gamå 
dharmå mana˙ßreΣ†hå manojavå˙ | manaså hi praduΣ†ena bhåΣate vå karoti vå | | 
mana˙pËrva◊gamå dharmå mana˙ßreΣ†hå manojavå˙ | manaså hi prasannena bhåΣate 
vå karoti vå | tatas tam sukham anveti chåyå vå hy anugåmin¥ | | See F. Bernhard, 
Udånavarga, Band I, 1965). Extant in Chinese: Faju jing 法句經 1.562a13-16 (心為

法本，心尊心使，中心念惡，即言即行，罪苦自追，車轢于轍; 心為法本，心尊心使，中

心念善，即言即行，福樂自追，如影隨形); Faju piyu jing 法句譬喩經 1.583a7-10 (心為

法本，心尊心使，中心念惡，即言即行，罪苦自追，車轢於轍; 心為法本，心尊心使，中心

念，即言即行，福樂自追，如影隨形); Chu yao jing 出曜經 28.760a11-12, 21-22 (心為法

本，心尊心使，中心念惡，即言即行，罪苦自追，車轢于轍; 心為法本，心尊心使，中心念

善，即言即行，福慶自隨，如影隨形); Faji yaosong jing 法集要頌經 4.795c1-6 (心為諸

法本，心尊是心使，心若念惡行，即言即惡行，罪苦自追隨，車轢終于轍; 心為諸法本，

心尊是心使，心若念善行，即言即善行，福慶自追隨，如影隨其形). Extant in Tibetan: 
Udånavarga XXXI 24-25 (chos kyi sngon du yid ’gro ste | yid mgyogs yid ni gtso bo yin | | 
gal te yid rab gdug pa yis | smras sam yang na byas kyang rung | | de yis de ni sdug bsngal 
’thob | ’khor los mgo bo bcad pa bzhin | | chos kyi sngon du yid ’gro ste | yid mgyogs yid ni gtso 
bo yin | | gal te yid rab dang ba yis | smras sam yang na byas kyang rung | | de yis de ni bde 
ba ’thob | grib ma rjes su ’brang ba bzhin | | see; S. Dietz and C.T. Zongtse, Udånavarga, 
Band III, 1990).
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in order to argue that this non-Theravåda understanding was always 
known in India and was even preponderant, I endeavour to show that it 
may be found in works belonging to many Buddhist schools, genres, and 
periods: quantity of evidence is here important. Thirdly, I argue that it 
was from the understanding of dhammas as actions that the Mahåyåna 
understanding of dhammas as referring to material things (preceded by 
thought) developed, and that therefore the Theravåda understanding 
should not be seen as approximating any form of “idealism”, contrary to 
what has been suggested in the secondary literature. Finally, I propose an 
explanation as to how and why the Theravåda understanding developed. 

According to the Theravåda exegesis, the dhammå are the mental 
concomitants (cetasika), corresponding to the twelfth åyatana (objects of 
mind), i.e., in this context, the three immaterial aggregates (khandha), as 
the commentary explains:2

tesu imasmiµ †håne nissattanijj¥vadhammo adhippeto, so atthato tayo ar¨pino 
khandhå: vedanåkkhando saññåkkhando sa∫khårakkhando ti.

Among them [i.e., among the various meanings of the word dhamma] in this 
passage the dhamma devoid of being and life is meant. From the meaning [of 
the context is it clear that] this [dhamma] is [not the aggregate of matter but] 
the three immaterial aggregates: the aggregate of sensation, the aggregate of 
ideation, the aggregate of mental factors.

The word dhammå has been mostly translated according to this exegesis: 
‘naturae’,3 ‘(the mental) natures’,4 ‘mental states’,5 or, as above, ‘mental 
phenomena’.6 And yet, authoritative as it is, this exegesis is not satisfactory 
for three reasons.

1. The first reason is that thought (mano) cannot temporally precede the 
concomitants of thought. The commentator probably aims at preventing 

2  H. Smith, The Commentary on the Dhammapada, 1925, vol. I, p. 23. 
3  V. Fausböll, Dhammapadam, 1855, p. 1. A second edition, not available to me, was 

published in 1900.
4  S. Radhakrishna, The Dhammapada, 1950, p. 58. He follows the commentary (see 

below): ‘Vedanå, saµjñå, and saµskåra are collectively termed dharma. These are the 
result of vijñåna which is called manas’.

5  J.R. Carter and M. Palihawadana, The Dhammapada, 1987, pp. 13, 89.
6  K.R. Norman, The Word of the Doctrine, 1997, (note ad loc.) specifically refers to the 

objects of mind. 
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this objection when he makes the point that the priority of mind to the 
dhammas is not temporal:7 

uppådapaccaya††hena mano pubba∫gamo etesan ti manopubba∫gamå. na hi te mane 
anuppajjante uppajjituµ sakkonti, mano pana ekaccesu cetasikesu anupajjantesu pi 
uppajjati yeva. 

Manopubba∫gamå means that mind goes before them in the sense that it is a 
[contemporary] condition for their arising. For, if mind does not arise, they 
cannot arise, whereas even though some of the dhammas do not arise, mind 
arises all the same. 

This explanation is a late, imperfect attempt at making sense of the 
verse: under this very reasoning, the “universal” (sådhåraˆa) mental 
concomitants quoted in the commentary to the verse (i.e., saññå, vedanå, 
and all the others included in the category of sa∫khåra), which never fail to 
arise with thought, should also precede the other less universal dhammas 
and should not be manopubba∫gamå. But according to the commentator 
(above), the verses state that they are manopubba∫gamå.

2. The second reason is that one fails to understand the relationship 
between the first two pådas, i.e., about mind and mental concomitants, 
and the last four pådas, which state the law of karma: happiness and 
unhappiness are preceded by good and bad actions, respectively.8 

3. The third reason is similar to the second one: one fails to understand 
the relationship between the first two pådas and the story told in the 
commentary, which is an illustration of the law of karma and therefore 
aptly comments only the last four pådas.9 

7  H. Smith, The Commentary on the Dhammapada, 1925, p. 23. This passage is echoed 
in the Abhidhammatthavibhåvin¥†¥kå (H. Saddhåtissa, The Abhidhammatthasa∫gaha of 
Bhadantåcariya Anuruddha and the Abhidhammatthavibhåvin¥-†¥kå of Bhan[sic]dantåcariya 
Suma∫galasåmi, 1989, p. 57; transl. by R.P. Wijeratne and R. Gethin, Summary of 
the Topics of Abhidhamma, 2002, p. 8; see also B. Bodhi, A Comprehensive Manual of 
Abhidhamma, 1993, p. 29).

8  V. Fausböll, Dhammapadam, 1855, p. 92: Quod vero commentator ad versum 1 et 2 […] 
vocem interpretatus est, id e scholastica doctrina repetendum est, in hunc quidem locum non 
convenit. Similar remarks in M.F. Müller, The Dhammapada, 1881, p. 3 with note 1. 
Edward Conze (Buddhist Thought in India, 1962, pp. 112-13 and note 13) also pointed 
out that the translation ‘mental natures’ does not fit the context.

9  Cakkhupåla, prompted by covetousness (one of the mental courses of bad action) and 
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A fourth reason is not about contents, but about grammar. The inter-
pretation of manopubba∫gamå mentioned above is also found in another 
commentary to a canonical passage in prose that clearly parallels our 
Dhammapada verses, and in this case it turns out to be grammatically 
impossible. For, in A∫guttara Nikåya I 11 we read:10 

ye keci bhikkhave dhammå akusalå akusalabhågiyå akusalapakkhikå sabbe te 
manopubba∫gamå. mano tesaµ dhammånaµ pa†hamaµ uppajjati anvad eva 
akusalå dhammå ti. ye keci […] kusalå […]

Monks, whatever dhammas [...] [whether good or bad], all these are mano-
pubba∫gamå: mind arises before these dhammas, and only after [arise] the [...] 
[good or bad] dhammas. 

This canonical passage does not seem to need any interpretation, as 
its wording (pa†hamaµ … anvad eva) must refer to a temporal priority of 
mind to the dhammas, which is confirmed by a Chinese parallel passage:

意生起已，惡不善法，皆隨後生 […] 意生起已，白淨善法，皆隨後生。

mind having arisen, bad dharmas arise thereafter […] mind having arisen, 
good dharmas arise thereafter.11 

In spite of all this clarity, the Påli commentary on A∫guttara Nikåya I 
11 finds room for a different interpretation:12 

mano pubbaµ pa†hamataraµ gacchati etesan ti manopubba∫gamå. ete hi kiñcåpi 
manena saddhiµ ekuppådå ekavatthukå ekanirodhå ekårammaˆå ca honti. yasmå 
pana tesaµ mano uppådako kårako janako samu††håpako nibbattako, tasmå 
manopubba∫gamå nåma honti […] anvad evå ti anud eva, sah’eva ekato yevå ti 
attho. vyañjanacchåyaµ pana gahetvå pa†hamaµ cittaµ uppajjati, pacchå cetasikå ti 

by anger (another one) towards a woman who does not want to keep her promise 
after being healed by him, deceives her and makes her blind for life. V. Fausböll 
(Dhammapadam, 1855, p. 92) had already noticed the incongruity: Hinc apparet, ei 
rationi quae inter mentem et dhammam intercedat […] nullam ex fabula lucem afferri. 
The same is true of the different story introducing the same verses in the Chinese 
Dharmapada, summarized by S. Beal, Texts from the Buddhist Canon, 1878, pp. 62-63.

10  R. Morris, The A∫guttara-Nikåya: Part I, 1885, p. 11.
11  Ben shi jing 本事經 1.664a1-2, 11-12. This text is a translation of an Itivuttaka, cor-

responding to the Påli Itivuttaka. The sentences I quote occur within a wider passage 
(1.663c28-664a17) that is related to the Påli passages from the A∫guttara Nikåya and 
its commentary quoted above, wherein our verses are also quoted.

12  M. Walleser, Manorathap¨raˆ¥, 1924, vol. I, p. 11.
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na gahetabbaµ. attho hi pa†isaraˆaµ, na vyañjanaµ. manopubba∫gamå dhammå 
manose††hå manomayå ti gåthåya pi es’eva nayo. 

Manopubba∫gamå [means:] mind goes before them, i.e., as the first one. For, 
although they share with mind the same arising, the same material substratum, 
the same cessation, and the same object, still since it is mind that causes them 
to arise, to act, to be born, to stay, and to go away, therefore they are said to 
be preceded by mind (manopubba∫gamå). Anvad eva [is an alternative form for:] 
anud eva, meaning: along with, at one with. However, if we accept the literal 
paraphrasis [we get]: first thought arises, later [arise] the mental concomitants. 
This must not be accepted, for the meaning is the criterion of interpretation, 
not the letter. This very exegesis [applies] also to the verse: the dhammas are 
preceded by mind […].

The interpretation of the commentary is ungrammatical: anvad eva cannot 
mean sah’eva. Even the Theravåda tradition felt uneasy with it, as the 
subcommentary added an alternative explanation: anantarapaccayamanaµ 
vå sandhåya manopubba∫gamatå vuttå ‘or the priority of mind is mentioned 
with reference to [that momentary occurrence of] mind [which acts] as an 
immediately preceding condition [for the next arising of mind along with 
its concomitants]’.13 

We can draw a first conclusion: our verses state that mind literally 
precedes the dhammas. Therefore, the term dhammå in our verses should 
not refer to the mental concomitants.14 Another preferable interpretation 
must have existed. 

*
*     *

13  Dhammasa∫gaˆ¥m¨la†¥kå, available to me in electronic edition (Cha††hasangayana CD-
ROM, 1999, p. 68).

14  M. Palihawadana, “Dhammapada 1 and 2 and Their Commentaries”, 1984, has also 
examined the Påli materials so far presented, but has drawn different conclusions 
(ibid., p. 199): mind would be any type of perceptual consciousness, although some 
old Theravådins might have taken it as bhava∫gacitta, and the dhammas would be the 
mental concomitants. Regrettably, the long gestation of this article did not allow me 
to take into full account P. Skilling’s “‘Dhammas are as swift as thought…’ A Note on 
Dhammapada 1 and 2 and their Parallels”, 2007. Skilling agrees with me in that he 
does not see any Vijñånavådin slant in the term manomayå (‘made of mind’), but he 
disagrees in that he thinks that the “lines are straightforward as they are” (p. 36). I try 
to show below that the Theravåda understanding is not that straightforward.
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Even before Fausböll, D.J. Gogerly had proposed a different translation: 
‘mind precedes action’.15 Fausböll rejected it because dhamma cannot 
mean, he thought, action.16 However, among recent scholars, apparently 
unaware of Gogerly’s translation, Krishan, Hopkins and Filliozat also 
felt, somehow, that dhamma here should mean ‘action’.17 They did not, 
unfortunately, support their intuition with philological arguments, 
and indeed it was not out of philological considerations that Gogerly 
himself had translated dhamma as ‘action’: he knew that “This verse is 
frequently quoted to show that no action is criminal unless it proceeds 
from an evil motive”.18 It is perhaps for lack of philological arguments 
that in the introduction to his translation (ibid., p. 249) his rendition 
of dhamma in Dhammapada 1-2 is less bold and a little uncertain, as it 
oscillates between ‘our being’ and ‘deed’: “Our being [dhamma] is all 
wrought [pubba∫gama] by Mind. Mind rules. Mind Causes every Deed 
[dhamma][…]”. 

Gogerly’s intuition can be philologically supported. The Påli tradition 
was aware of the existence of another interpretation, recorded in the 
Pe†akopadesa. This text was probably composed in India and represents a 

15 Gogerly’s translation of the Dhammapada is now available in D.J. Gogerly, Ceylon 
Buddhism, 1908, vol. II, pp. 249-92. It was first published in 1840 (see ibid., vol. II, p. 
249, note). Fausböll (Dhammapadam, 1850, p. 92) and Müller (The Dhammapada, 1881, 
p. 3, note 1) quote Gogerly’s translation from R.S. Hardy, Eastern Monachism, 1850, p. 
28, but I found the relevant passage at p. 31 of the reprint published in 1989. There the 
reference is to “Rev. D.J. Gogerly (Ceylon Friend, vol. iv. Aug. 1840, &c.)”, unavailable 
to me. 

16  Fausböll (Dhammapadam, 1850, pp. 92-93): “Gogerly […] vertit: ‘Mind precedes action 
[…]’ Dhammam igitur actionem intelligit, quod certe fieri non potest”. 

17  Y. Krishan (“The Unique Jaina Doctrine of Karma and its Contribution”, 1981, p. 149): 
“Dhammapada 1 and 2 describe karmas as manomaya or mental in their nature […]”. 
Similarly, J. Hopkins (Buddhist Advice for Living & Liberation, 1998, p. 143, stanza 373), 
in his translation of the Ratnåval¥ from the Tibetan, translates chos rnams sngon du yid 
’gro zhing as ‘motivation determines practices’. J. Filliozat (“Sur le domaine sémantique 
de puˆya”, 1980, p. 113), probably unhappy with the usual translation ‘mental natures’, 
comes closer to the meaning ‘action’ as, according to him, in our verses dharma means 
‘un acte psychologique individuel, un «disposition d’esprit», ou dharma, propre à 
l’individu et dont les conséquences sont pour l’individu’ (see also ibid., note 28). 

18  D.J. Gogerly, Ceylon Buddhism, 1908, vol. II, p. 250, n. ad loc. 
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very ancient commentarial tradition.19 Its textual history is complex and 
its original sectarian affiliation, if any, is debatable, but for our purposes 
it only matters that it must have been well known to the Theravådins 
as it was eventually included in the canon of the Burmese Theravåda 
tradition and was considered an authoritative extra-canonical text in 
other Theravåda traditions. It devotes an entire chapter to our verses. The 
important point is that it agrees with most non-Påli traditions (below) in 
reading manojavå instead of manomayå and in the general understanding 
of the verses. 

The Pe†akopadesa glosses dhammå as kusalakammapathapaññattiyå 
paññattaµ ‘dhammå [means] what is designated by the designation of course 
of good action’.20 This is tantamount to saying that the term dhammå refers 
to ‘actions’.21 As it makes sense to say that actions are preceded by thought, 
the Pe†akopadesa takes manopubba∫gama in its most literal meaning:22 

pubba∫gamå dhammå ti vedanåpubba∫gamå pi ete, saññåpubba∫gamå pi ete, 
sa∫khårapubba∫gamå pi ete […] ye keci dhammå sahajåtå sabbe pubba∫gamå etesaµ 
dhammånaµ. 

19  It might approximately and problematically be dated between the 1st century B.C. and 
the 1st century A.D. See B. Ñåˆamoli, The Pi†aka-Disclosure, 1964, pp. xi-xii; O. von 
Hinüber, “On the tradition of Pali texts in India, Ceylon and Burma”, 1978, pp. 53-54; 
K.R. Norman, Påli Literature, 1983, pp. 108-10; O. von Hinüber, A Handbook of Påli 
Literature, 1996, pp. 80-82; S. Zacchetti, “Some Remarks on the Pe†aka Passages in 
the Da zhidu lun and their Relationship to the Påli Pe†akopadesa”, 2002a; id., “An Early 
Chinese Translation corresponding to Chapter 6 of the Pe†akopadesa - An Shigao’s Yin 
chi ru jing T. 603 and its Indian Original: A Preliminary Survey”, 2002b; N. Ronkin, 
Early Buddhist Metaphysics, 2005, pp. 95-97.

20  A. Barua, The Pe†akopadesa, 1949, p. 166. This is a possible interpretation also according 
to the Nettipakaraˆa-a††hakathå (E. Hardy, The Netti-Pakaraˆa, 1902, p. 255).

21  Cf. Saµyuttanikåya-a††hakathå: vacaså ti, catubbidhaµ vac¥sucaritaµ gahitaµ. manaså 
ti, tividhaµ manosucaritaµ gahitaµ. kåyena vå kiñcana sabbaloke ti, tividhaµ kåya-
sucaritaµ gahitaµ. ime tåva dasakusalakammapatha-dhammå honti (F.L. Woodward, 
Sårattha-ppakåsin¥, 1929, p. 47); Vinaya-a††hakathå: tattha ca kåyaduccaritan ti påˆåtipåta-
adinnådåna-micchåcåracetanå veditabbå, vac¥duccaritan ti musåvåda-pisuˆåvåcå-pharusåvåcå-
samphappalåpacetanå veditabbå, manoduccaritan ti abhijjhå-byåpåda-micchådi††hiyo veditabbå, 
†hapetvå te dhamme avaseså akusalå dhammå anekavihitå påpakå akusalå dhammå ti veditabbå 
(J. Takakusu and M. Nagai, Samantapåsådikå, 1924, p. 134). Other examples could be 
easily found.

22  A. Barua, The Pe†akopadesa, 1949, p. 165; I modify the punctuation.
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Preceded by thought are actions (dhammå) [means:] they are also preceded by 
feeling, they are also preceded by ideation, they are also preceded by mental 
factors […] whatever dhammas [i.e., thought and its concomitants] co-occur, 
they all precede these actions (dhammå).

This interpretation is probably older than the one attested in the 
a††hakathås, for it is grammatically sounder and does not incur the three 
difficulties listed above: 

1. We do not need to understand how thought could possibly precede 
the mental concomitants, because it doesn’t. 

2. The relationship between the first two and the last four pådas is now 
clear: first, the rule that thought precedes action is stated, then in the first 
gåthå the example is made up of an evil thought producing an evil vocal 
or bodily action, whereas in the second gåthå the example is made up of a 
good thought producing a good vocal or bodily action. 

3. The relationship between the first two pådas and the story told in 
the commentary is also clear: both are concerned with the law of karma.

Indeed, the very structure of the verses confirms the interpretation 
found in the Pe†akopadesa: 

1. mano : dhammå = mano : bhåsat¥ vå karoti vå (thought is to dhammå what 
thought is to verbal and bodily action). 

      mano × bhåsat¥ vå karoti vå
2. dhammå = ---------------------------------- = bhåsat¥ vå karoti vå
    mano

This is standard Buddhist doctrine. Action is threefold: bodily, vocal, 
and mental. Mental action prompts bodily and verbal actions.23 

23  For a finer explanation see, e.g., H.C. Warren and D. Kosambi, Visuddhimagga, 1950, 
p. 10. Outside Buddhism, see Manusm®ti XII 2-8. Milindapañha III 72 tells us that our 
verses were important as authoritative statements on the theory of karma: råjå aha. bhante 
Någasena iminå nåmar¨pena kammaµ kataµ kusalaµ vå akusalaµ vå. kuhiµ tåni kammåni 
ti††hant¥ ti. anubandheyyuµ kho mahåråja tåni kammåni chåyå va anapåyin¥ ti ‘The King 
said: “Revered Någasena, a deed that is either skilled or unskilled has been done by this 
name-and-shape: where do these deeds remain?” “These deeds would follow it, sire, like 
a shadow that never leaves it”’ (transl. by I.B. Horner, Milinda’s Questions, 1963-1964, vol. 
I, p. 98). Horner, in the note, identifies the quotation at the end as Dhammapada 2. 
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*
*     *

Outside the Påli tradition, all works that happen to quote our verses in 
an explicit context agree with the Pe†akopadesa. 

In a passage from the Ekottarika-ågama the priority of mind to the 
dharmas is understood as temporal priority of mental actions to verbal 
and bodily actions:24 

王白佛言: 復何因緣故，説念意最為第一。佛告王曰: 夫人所行，先意念，

然後口發。口已發，便身行殺，盜，婬。[…]

The king said to the Buddha: “Moreover, why do you say that mind is the first 
one?” The Buddha said to the king: “As for actions done by a person, first one 
thinks with the mind, then one utters [words] with the mouth, and having 
uttered [words] with the mouth, then with the body one acts: kills, steals, [and 
indulges in] sexual misconduct […]” (the verses follow).

In the Íåriputråbhidharmaßåstra our verses are quoted as evidence just 
after the following passage, where the term “action” is a gloss for the term 
dharma:25

若因意作業。無意無作業。

If because of mind [= mental action] one performs [bodily and verbal] actions, 
without mind [= mental action] there is no performing of [bodily and vocal] 
actions. 

The Mahåkarmavibha∫ga, just before quoting both stanzas of the 
Dharmapada, says:26 

Tatra katamat karma k®taµ copacitaµ ca. ucyate. yat karma såµcetanikam. 
yathotkaµ Bhagavatå. mana˙p¨rva∫gamå dharmå […]

Quel est l’Acte qui est à la fois fait et aggravé [sic: accumulated]? Réponse: 
L’Acte intentionnel. Comme l’a dit le Très Saint: “L’Esprit va en tête des 
Essences [sic: actions]…”

24  Zengyi ahan jing 增一阿含經 51.827b5-7. This sentence does not occur in the Påli 
parallel text, A∫guttara Nikåya III 38 (“S¥hasenåpatisutta”).

25  Shelifo apitan lun 舍利弗阿毘曇論 28.628b26-27.
26  S. Lévi, Mahå-Karmavibha∫ga, 1932, p. 48; transl. ibid., p. 121.
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In spite of Lévi’s translation as ‘Essences’, it is clear that here 
mana˙p¨rvaµgama is a synonym of såµcetanika, ‘intentional’, and that 
dharma is a synonym of karman, ‘action’: intention precedes actions. 

The AbhidharmamahåvibhåΣå quotes the second stanza in order to 
demonstrate that the term manas can mean ‘mental action’, which entails 
that the term dharma in the same verse refers to the other two types of 
action:27 

前行昰意業，如有頌曰: 諸法意前行，意尊意所引，意染淨言作，苦樂如影隨。

What precedes (p¨rva∫gama) is mental action (mana˙karman). For example, a 
verse says: mind precedes the dharmas […].

The same understanding informs the following passage from the 
Satyasiddhißåstra:28

汝言身口業重非意業者是事不然。所以者何。經中佛説: 心為法本，心尊心

導，心念善惡，即言即行。故知意業為重。

As for your statement that bodily and vocal actions are the most important 
ones, not mental action, this matter is not so. Why? In a s¨tra the Buddha said: 
“Mind is the origin of the dharmas, mind is prominent, mind is the leader: the 
mind thinks of good or evil, then one speaks, then one acts”. Therefore you 
must recognize that mental action is [the most] important one.

27  Apidamo da piposha lun 阿毘達磨大毘婆沙論 72.371b13. That mental action is referred 
to is not so immediately clear in the parallel passages found in other versions of the 
VibhåΣå (Apitan piposha lun 阿毘曇毘婆沙論 2.15c26 and 38.281b25, Bing posha lun 鞞
婆沙論 2.427c29). For, these works introduce our verses just as an example of ‘mind 
going before’ [the dharmas]. Since all four parallel passages, however, are preceded 
by an example of the term ‘mind’ as meaning ‘mental action’, I think that Xuanzang’s 
translation, quoted above, is just more explicit.

28  Cheng shi lun 成實論 9.307b7-10. The translation is mine. I do not agree completely 
with the Sanskrit back-translation by N.A. Shastri, Satyasiddhißåstra of Harivarman, 
1975, vol. 1, p. 282: yat bhavån åha kåyikaµ våcikaµ karmaiva gurutaraµ na månasam 
iti tad ayuktam. kasmåt? s¨tre Bhagavån åha: cittaµ dharmasya vai m¨laµ cittaµ prabhuß 
ca ki∫kara˙, ßubhåßubhaµ tat smarati vacanaµ cara∫añ ca tat. iti. ato jñåyate månasaµ 
karmaiva gurutaram iti. Shastri takes nian 念 as corresponding to smarati (‘remembers’ 
or ‘thinks intensively of’) and governing not only the nouns shan 善 and 惡, which is 
correct, but also yan 言 and xing 行, which instead should be understood as verbs. Cf., 
moreover, a few lines above (9.305a12-13): 若人事倒不見言見。云何非妄語耶。答曰: 一

切罪福皆由心生。是人於不見事中而生見想。是故無罪。
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In the Chinese version of the M¨lasarvåstivåda Vinaya some stanzas 
occur that are clearly related, albeit not identical to Dhammapada 1-2. 
Here, the interpretative translation for dharma (literally translated in the 
Tibetan) is ‘action’:

意常為首，起業為最，心有所恨，速受其報，苦來逼身，輪斷其頭 […] 意
常為首，起業為最，心意清淨，即受善報。

Mind is always the first, it causes actions to arise, it is the supreme. If one has 
hate in one’s mind, one will soon experience the retribution thereof: pain will 
come to afflict the body, and a wheel will cut off his head […] Mind is always 
the first, it causes actions to arise, it is the supreme. If thoughts are pure, then 
one will experience a good retribution.29

29  Genben shuo yiqie youbu pinaiye yao shi 根本說一切有部毘奈耶藥事 8.35b1-2, 26-27 
(=c4-5). Cf. the more faithful Tibetan translation: | chos rnams (dharmå˙) sngon du 
yid ’gro yid gtzo yin | | yid mgyogs rab tu sdang ba’i yid kyis ni | | smras sam byas na de 
nas sdug bsngal de | | ’thob ’gyur ’khor lo ’phyan pas mgo bo bcad | | (sDe-dge Kanjur, 
vol. Kha, f. 93a, l. 5-6). The occurrence of the clause “the wheel will cut off his 
head” strictly relates these Vinaya verses to the Tibetan Udånavarga XXXI 24: ’khor 
los mgo bo bcad pa bzhin ‘as he whose had was cut off by a wheel’ (S. Dietz and C.T. 
Zongtse, Udånavarga, Band III; transl. by W.W. Rockhill, Udånavarga, 1892, p. 166). 
Instead, the Sanskrit Udånavarga, closer to the Påli, reads cakraµ vå vahata˙ padam. 
In Rockhill’s translation, corresponding to Dhammapada 1-2 are the verses XXXI 
23-24, whereas in the edition of the Tibetan Udånavarga they are the verses XXXI 
24-25. Rockhill (ibid., note 2) writes that the idea of a ‘wheel cutting off a head’, as 
opposed to a ‘wheel following a foot’, is related to the introductory story narrated 
in the Faju piyu jing, summarized by Beal (Texts from the Buddhist Canon, 1878, pp. 
62-63), where the wheel of a chariot cuts off the head of an evil merchant lying 
asleep on the road. The introductory story narrated in the M¨lasarvåstivåda Vinaya 
is different, but does end with a wheel cutting off a head. See also Pajñåvarman’s 
commentary Udånavargavivaraˆa, extant in Tibetan, on Udånavarga XXXI 24: 
“‘Dharmas are preceded by thought’, etc., was spoken to demonstrate that any deed 
whatsoever, wholesome or unwholesome, whether undertaken by the restrained or 
by the unrestrained, will certainly lead to desirable or undesirable fruit” (translated 
in P. Skilling, “‘Dhammas are as swift as thought...’: A Note on Dhammapada 1 and 
2 and their Parallels”, 2007, p. 32), dul ba dang ma dul ba gnyis kyis ni gang cung zad 
dge ba dang mi dge ba dang byed pa de thams cad nges par ’dod pa dang mi ’dod pa’i ’bras 
bur ’gyur ro zhes bstan pa | chos kyi sngon du yid ’gro ste | | (M. Balk, Prajñåvarman’s 
Udånavargavivaraˆa, Bonn, vol. 2, p. 910). A story follows about a bråhmaˆa whose 
head was cut off by the wheel of a chariot (Skilling, ibid.).
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Close to the demise of Buddhism in India, Sunayaßr¥, in his Upåsaka-
saµvaråΣ†aka and UpåsakasaµvaråΣ†akavivaraˆa,30 wants to establish 
a perfect correlation between the first four upåsaka precepts and the 
ten courses of good action (daßakußalakarmapatha). The first seven 
kußalakarmapathas fall within the categories of bodily and verbal actions, 
and therefore can be easily associated with the first four lay precepts 
(not to kill, not to steal, not to fornicate, not to lie). The three mental 
kußalakarmapathas (covetousness, malevolence, and wrong views), however, 
cannot be clearly identified with any lay precepts. In order to meet this 
difficulty, a question is raised and answered:31 

de ltar yin na lus dang ngag gi nyes par spyod pa las ldog pas | yid kyi nyes par spyod 
pa las ldog pa yang ji ltar grub ce na | 
gang phyir lus ngag mi dge las || ldog pa yid kyi dge las so |
| de phyir brnab sems gnod pa’i sems || lta las ldog rnams grub pa yin | |
gang phyir ni brjod ma thag pa’o | | lus dang ngag gi nyes par spyod pa las ldog pa 
ni dge ba las te ma chags pa dang | zhe sdang med pa dang | gti mug med pa’i rang 
bzhin gyi yid grub par ’gyur te | yid ni sngon du song ba’i chos zhes bya ba’i tshig 
las so | |

This being the case, how can abstention from mental bad actions be established 
by [merely referring to] abstention from bodily and vocal bad actions [i.e., just 
by mentioning the upåsaka precepts, previously identified with the first seven 
courses of bodily and verbal good action]?
Why? Abstention from bodily and verbal bad [actions] is mental good action. 
Therefore, abstentions from covetousness, malevolence, and [wrong] views 
are established.
Why? The answer follows immediately. Abstention from bodily and vocal 
bad activities is [mental] good action: a mind whose own-nature is devoid of 
attachment, hate, and delusion is established on the force of the statement: 
“the dharmas are preceded by mind”. 

In other words, an upåsaka who explicitly abstains from bodily and 
verbal bad actions, implicitly abstains from mental bad actions too, for 

30  Both are extant only in the ’Dul ba section of the Tibetan Tanjur. I am preparing an 
edition and translation of both texts. I believe that Sunayaßr¥ can be dated to the 12th 
cent. Suffice it to say that he himself translated the text into Tibetan.

31  Tanjur (the so-called “Golden” Tanjur was not available to me): bsNar-thang, no. 
3634, vol. U, f. 178a5-7; Peking, no. 5643, ff. 194a8-b3; sDe-dge, no. 4142, vol. Su, ff. 
159b2-3; Co-ne, vol. 88=SU, ff. 158b2-b3. No important variant readings occur.
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the dharmas, i.e., bodily and verbal actions, are preceded by thought, i.e., 
mental action. 

*
*     *

Mahåyåna authors kept or developed this interpretation, which the Påli 
tradition rejected.

The Ratnåval¥ states that H¥nayåna people should not despise the 
Mahåyåna devotees because these benefit all beings. In Ratnåval¥ IV 73 
he cleverly quotes the beginning of our H¥nayåna verses to prove that 
bodhisattvas’ actions are necessarily good:32 

mana˙p¨rvaµgamå dharmå mana˙ßreΣ†hå iti ßrute˙ | hitaµ hitamanå˙ kurvan 
du˙khenåpy ahitaµ katham. 

The dharmas are preceded by thought, are led by thought. On the strength 
of this [H¥nayåna] scriptural statement, in no way [could] evil [actions be 
committed] by [a Mahåyåna Buddhist], whose thought is good and who 
[therefore] does good [actions] even at his own expense.

Dharma here, as in the H¥nayåna interpretation, means ‘action’. 
Perhaps, the thought Någårjuna is referring to is the bodhicitta, and 
the argument is this: Mahåyåna people produce the altruistic thought 
of helping other sentient beings, according to a H¥nayåna verse good 
thoughts precede good actions, and therefore H¥nayåna devotees must 
trust Mahåyåna devotees.

Buddhapålita, in his M¨lamadhyamakav®tti also takes dharma as 

32  M. Hahn, Någårjuna’s Ratnåval¥, 1982, pp. 120-21. The translation is mine. Hopkins’ 
translation, based on the Tibetan, is different (bracketed words are his own), and he 
assumes that the quotation is from a Mahåyåna source, not from the Dharmapada 
(J. Hopkins, Buddhist Advice for Living & Liberation, 1998, pp. 143-44, the stanza 
is numbered 373): “It is renowned [in Great Vehicule scriptures] that motivation 
determines practices and that the mind is most important. Hence how could even 
suffering not be helpful for one who gives help with an altruistic motivation?” My 
translation is confirmed by the Tibetan (M. Hahn, Någårjuna’s Ratnåval¥, 1982, stanza 
73): chos rnams sngon du yid ’gro zhing | | yid ni gtso bo zhes grags pas | | sdug bsngal gyis 
kyang phan yid kyis [Hopkins reads yid can] | | phan par byed pa cis mi phan | |. It is also 
confirmed by the Chinese (Bao xing wang zheng lun 寶行王正論 1.502a5-6): 諸法心先

行，以心為上首，以苦滅他惡，善心人何過.
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referring to bodily and verbal actions:33 

sems pa ni sa bon du bstan te lus dang ngag gnyis de la rag las pa’i phyir ro | | ’di ltar 
bcom ldan ’das kyis kyang | | yid ni chos kyi sngon du ’gro | | zhes tshigs su bcad pa 
bka’ stsal to |

Mind is explained as being a seed, because body and speech depend on it. The 
Blessed One too spoke in this way in the verse: “mind precedes the dharmas”. 

*
*     *

Some Mahåyåna texts add an idealistic twist to the classical inter-
pretation.

Gautama Prajñåruci, an upåsaka from Benares,34 authored the earliest 
Chinese translation (A.D. 538-542) of Vasubandhu’s Viµßatikå, one of the 
foundational works of Vijñånavåda. Compared with the other translations 
and with the Sanskrit, it presents some peculiarities that might be due 
more to the vagaries of the tradition than to faithfulness to the original. 
One such peculiarity is that it includes an additional stanza inserted 
between stanzas 20 and 21 of the other versions. This stanza is based on 
our verses. In the commentary, it is embedded in the following passage:35 

三界唯心，無身口業。此以何義。如世人言: 賊燒山林聚落城邑。不言: 火

燒。此義亦爾。唯依心故善惡業成。以是義故。經中偈言: 諸法心為本，諸

法心為勝，離心無諸法，唯心身口名。唯心身口名者，但有心識無身口業。

身口業者但有名字。實是意業身口名説。

The three worlds are mind only. There are no bodily and verbal actions. 
In what sense? Just as common people say, “Robbers burn the forest on the 
mountain, the village, the city”; they do not say, “Fire burns”. This is also 
the sense here: it is only on the basis of mind that good and evil actions are 
accomplished. It is in this sense that a verse in a s¨tra says: “The dharmas have 
mind as their root. The dharmas have mind as their leader. Apart from mind, 
there are no dharmas. Mind only [exists]; body and speech are denominations”. 
“Mind only [exists]; body and speech are denominations” [means] there is only 

33  Tanjur, Derge, no. 3842, vol. Tza, f. 231b4-5.
34  On Gautama Prajñåruci see Wang Bangwei’s, “Buddhist Nikåyas through Ancient 

Chinese Eyes”, 1994, p. 175 and P.C. Bagchi, Le canon bouddhique en Chine, 1927-1938, 
vol. I, p. 440.

35  Weishi lun 唯識論 1.69c20-c25.
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mind, there are no bodily or verbal actions. Bodily and verbal actions are 
only denominations. Mental action really exists, [but] body and speech are 
denominations.

This is evidence that at the time of Gautama Prajñåruci our verses were 
used to support the Vijñånavåda position. Even so, the term dharma here 
means ‘bodily and verbal action’, as in the traditional exegesis. It does not 
mean ‘thing’, as it would in a fully-fledged “idealistic” interpretation of 
our verses.

Such a development is attested in Íåntideva’s ÍikΣåsamuccaya:36 

etåvat¥ ceyaµ bodhisatvaßikΣå yad uta cittaparikarma | etanm¨latvåt 
sarvasatvårthånåµ | | uktaµ hy åryaratnameghe | cittap¨rva∫gamå 
sarvadharmå˙ | citte parijñåte sarvadharmå˙ parijñåtå bhavanti | api tu cittena 
n¥yate loka | citaµ cittaµ na paßyati | cittena c¥yate karma ßubhaµ vå yadi 
våßubham | |

The Bodhisatva’s doctrine amounts to this, the cultivation of the mind, 
because all things have their root in the mind. For it is written in the noble 
Ratnamegha: “All principles of things have their origin in mind: when mind 
is exactly known, all principles are known”. Moreover, “By mind the world 
is led; mind beholds not mind [here Bendall is translating citaµ as if it were 
cittaµ]; mind is the mine of action, whether merit or demerit” […].

In this passage, the word dharmå˙ does not mean ‘actions’ any longer, 
because Íåntideva glosses it as sarvasatvårthå˙ ‘all beings and things’,37 i.e., 
the sattvaloka and the bhåjanaloka. These spring from the mind (etanm¨la), 

36  Text in C. Bendall, Çikshåsamuccaya, 1902, pp. 121-22; transl. by C. Bendall and 
W.H.D. Rouse, ÍikΣåsamuccaya, 1922, pp. 121-22; see the Chinese version of the 
Ratnameghas¨tra: T. 659 5.266a22ff. Íåntideva “flourished probably in the first part of 
the eighth cent”. (D.S. Ruegg, The Literature of the Mådhyamaka School of Philosophy in 
India, 1981, p. 82). 

37  This semantic shift of the term dharma from ‘[precept about] action’ to ‘objects of 
thought’, and finally to ‘everything’ in the passages here examined, reminds one of 
similar shifts in other contexts. R.F. Gombrich (How Buddhism Began, 1996, pp. 22-25, 
34-37) has traced a similar development in the interpretations of the word dhamma/
dhammå in the Alagadd¨pamasutta: the starting meaning would be ‘teaching’. D. 
Keown (The Nature of Buddhist Ethics, 1992, pp. 99-102), analyzing the same text, 
suggests that dhammå and adhammå could mainly mean ‘good and bad things’; 
elsewhere, he says, the two terms are found in the context of “crossing over”, as in the 
Alagadd¨pamasutta, in the meaning of the Good and Bad Courses of Action. 
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and to some extent they are internal to it, because when the mind is known 
(citte parijñåte), all beings and things are known (sarvadharmå˙ parijñåtå 
bhavanti). Íåntideva then quotes the ancient verse cittena n¥yate loka˙ […], 
elsewhere quoted as scriptural evidence for the Mind-Only position.38 
Even this verse can be easily interpreted in the traditional sense: actions 
depend on the mind. 

The interpretation found in a late commentary to the AΣ†asåhasrikå 
Prajñåpåramitå is also fully “idealistic” insofar as it explicitly negates the 
independent existence of the objective world. In the following passage, 
the traditional statements about the priority of mind to the dharmas and 
about the importance of karma in creating the world are brought together 
as evidence for such a radical stand:39 

yang phyi rol med par smra ba’i sangs rgyas pa rnams kyis sems can gyi ’jig rten 
dang |40 ’di ltar snod kyi ’jig rten sems kho nar byed pa ni shin tu ngo mtshar te las 
las skyes pa’i ’gro bar brjod pa’i lus dang las dang sems pa las gang yod pa ni mi na 
zhes41 brjod pa ni sems la ni chos thams cad ltos42 pas gtso bo nyid du bsgrub pa’i phyir 
te, chos rnams thams cad kyi sngon du sems ’gro ba’i phyir ro | |

Moreover, it is a great wonder that the buddhas, teaching the inexistence of 
external [objects], make mind only (cittamåtra) of the world of living beings 
(sattvaloka) and of the receptacle world (bhåjanaloka). It is said: “the entire world 
is said to arise from karma, and there is no karma without mind”.43 For since all 

38  In the S¨tråla∫kåra (S. Lévi, Mahåyåna-S¨tråla∫kåra, 1907-1911, vol. I, p. 151; in prose). 
The AbhidharmakoßabhåΣya (P. Pradhan, AbhidharmakoßabhåΣyam of Vasubandhu, 1975, 
p. 38) refers to this verse, and Yaßomitra quotes it entirely (U. Wogihara, Sphu†årthå 
Abhidharmakoßavyåkhyå by Yaßomitra, 1932-1971, p. 95), with some differences: cittena 
n¥yate lokaß cittena parik®Σyate | ekadharmasya cittasya sarvadharmå vaßånugå iti. It is 
introduced to explain that manas is an indriya with respect to rebirth and with respect 
to domination (Yaßomitra, ibid., cittasya vaßi-bhåvam anuvartate loko dharmo vå). It 
also occurs in the Påli nikåyas and Chinese ågamas (see references in É. Lamotte, 
L’enseignment de Vimalak¥rti, 1962, p. 52). 

39  ’Phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa brgyad stong pa’i ’grel pa gnad kyi zla ba’i ’od = Óryå
Σ†asåhasrikåprajñåpåramitåv®ttimarmakaumud¥, by Abhayåkaragupta: Derge ed., Tanjur, 
no. 3805, vol. Da, pp. 36a4-6; Peking ed., Tanjur, no. 5202, vol. Da, pp. 42a1-3. 

40  Peking omits the shad.
41  Derge mi na ces, Peking min zhes.
42  Peking bltos.
43  This quotation, in the Tibetan wording given above, does not make sense to me. 

However, words with the same meaning and in the same order occur in the following 
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dharmas depend on the mind, [the mind’s] excellence (ßreΣ†hatva) is established; 
because mind precedes all dharmas (cittasya sarvadharmap¨rvaµgatatvåt). 

*
*     *

Thanks to the “idealistic” interpretation, those verses could then be 
quoted to provide a scriptural argument in favour of debated Mahåyåna 
practices. 

If the Ratnåval¥ quotes them to state that a bodhisattva can perform only 
good actions (see above), the following late passage from a commentary 
to the Bodhisattvabh¨mi does the same to support the opinion that a 
bodhisattva may even kill without thereby committing a bad action:44

byang chub sems dpa’ rnams kyi ni de rang bzhin gyi kha na ma tho ba dang bcas pa 
nyid45 ma yin te | nyon mongs can ma yin pa’i sems kyis byed pa’i phyir ro | | […] mi 
dge ba’i las kyi lam rnams kyi spyi’i mtsan nyid bcom ldan ’das kyis rnam par gzhag46 
pa ni dge slong dag srog gcod pa la rnam pa gsum ste | chags pa las byung ba dang | 
gti mug las byung ba dang | zhe sdang las byung ba’o | | de bzhin du log par lta ba’i 
bar du yang de bzhin no zhes gsungs so | | de bas na de kha na ma tho ba med par 
ji ltar ’grub par ’gyur | […] de bas na dge ba’i sems las byung ba’i phyir dge ba yin 
te | sems de ni chags pa med pa la sogs pa dang mtshungs par ldan pa’i phyir ro |47 
las su bya ba48 thams cad ni sems kyi dbang gis rnam par gzhag par bcom ldan ’das 
kyis gsungs te | yid ni chos rnams sngon du ’gro | | gtso bo yid yin yid las byung | | 
dga’ ba’i yid du gyur na ni | | smra ’am yang na byed par ’gyur | | sdang ba’i yid du 

Sanskrit lines: karmajaµ hi jagad uktam aßeΣaµ karma cittaµ avadh¨ya na cåsti 
(TarkabhåΣå of MokΣåkaragupta, in H.R. Iyengar, TarkabhåΣa[sic] and Vådasthåna of 
MokΣåkaragupta and Jitåripåda, 1952, p. 60; transl. in Y. Kajiyama, An Introduction to 
Buddhist Philosophy: An Annotated Translation of the TarkabhåΣå of MokΣåkaragupta, 1998, 
p. 134). The correct Tibetan translation is: ’gro ba ma lus las las skyes par bshad pa ni | | 
sems ma gtogs par/pas las kyang yod pa min | | (Derge ed., Tanjur, vol. Zhe, f. 393a). I 
translate accordingly. 

44  Rnal ’byor spyod pa’i sa las byang chub sems dpa’i sa’i rnam par bshad pa = Yogåcårabh¨mau 
bodhisattvabh¨mivyåkhyå: Derge ed., Tanjur, no. 4047, vol. Yi, ff. 167b6-168a2; Peking 
ed., Tanjur, no. 5548, vol. Ri, pp. 206b1-207a6. The same passage occurs in the 
Bodhisattvaß¥laparivarta†¥kå (Derge, no. 4046, vol. I, f. 210a3-5).

45  Derge nying.
46  Peking bzhag.
47  Peking has a double shad.
48  Derge has a double shad.
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gyur49 na ni | | smra ’am yang na byed par ’gyur | | yang gsungs pa | ’jig rten dag 
ni sems kyis khrid | | sems kyis yongs su ’dren par byed | | thams chad kyang ni sems 
gcig gi50 | | chos kyi phyi bzhin ’brang bar ’gyur | | zhe’o |

As for bodhisattvas, there are no [actions involving] sins of nature 
(prak®tisåvadya), because these are made with an undefiled mind (akliΣ†acitta) 
[…]. The Blessed One has defined (vyavasthåpita) the general characteristic 
(såmånyalakΣaˆa) of the courses of bad action (akußalakarmapatha), saying: 
“Killing of living beings is threefold: arisen from attachment (råga), arisen 
from hostility (dveΣa), and arisen from delusion (moha)—and so on up to—and 
so is false view (mithyåd®Σ†i)”. This being the case, how is it established that 
he has no sins (niravadya)? […] Therefore, [an action] is good because it arises 
from a good thought, because that thought is associated with detachment etc. 
The Blessed One said that all actions are classified on the basis of thought: 
“The mind precedes the dharmas, mind is the principal [factor], they arise 
from the mind: if the mind is happy, whether one speaks or acts, and if the 
mind is angry, whether one speaks or acts […]”. Moreover, he said: “The 
worlds [or the two worlds, i.e., sattva- and bhåjanaloka] are led by thought, are 
drawn by thought. Everything follows a single dharma, the mind […]”.

Here, again, both our verse and the equally important cittena n¥yate 
loka˙ are quoted in the traditional context of ‘action’. The word dharma 
means ‘action and everything else’, because it parallels loka in the verse 
cittena n¥yate loka .̇

The priority of mind to actions has ritual implications that are clearly 
stated in a late tantric manual, the Ódikarmaprad¥pa.51 It says that in 
the absence of ritual implements, the ritual offerings can be performed 
mentally, and the following explanation is given:52 

katham avidyamåne vastuni p¨jå k®tå buddhatvåya saµpadyate | åha saµpadyate | 
katham | manop¨rvaµgamatvåd dharmåˆåm | tathå hi cittamåtraµ bho jinaputrå 
yad uta traidhåtukam iti | anyatråpi
cittena labhyate bodhi[ß] cittena gatipañcakam | na hi cittåd ®te kiµ cit lakΣaˆaµ 
sukhadu˙khayo˙ | |

49 Peking ’gyur.
50  Peking go.
51  The date of the manuscript indicated in the colophon is “vraisemblement 218 du saµvat 

népalais” (L. de la Vallée Poussin, Bouddhisme. Études et Matériaux. Ódikarmaprad¥pa. 
Bodhicaryåvatåra†¥kå, 1898, pp. 184, 204). The author is Anupamavajra (ibid., pp. 185, 204).

52  De la Vallée Poussin, Bouddhisme. Études et Matériaux. Ódikarmaprad¥pa. Bodhi-
caryåvatåra†¥kå, 1898, pp. 199-200 (brief discussion at p. 226).
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“How is worship, [even though] performed without implements, successful 
for [reaching] the state of Buddha?” [The author] answers: “It is successful. 
How? Because the dharmas are preceded by mind”. For in the same way [it 
is said]: “Oh Sons of the Conqueror, whatever belongs to the three worlds is 
mind only”. Elsewhere, too, [it is said]: “Awakening is obtained by mind, the 
five destinies of rebirth are obtained by mind. For without mind there is no 
characteristic of happiness and pain”.

*
*     *

Our verses pose another exegetical problem: the dharmas are said to be 
manomayå or manojavå. How should one understand these terms?

The reading manomayå is attested in Påli and in some Chinese 
translations. The Påli tradition understands it in two ways. The Dhammapada 
commentary says:53 

yathå pana dåru-åd¥hi nipphannåni tåni tåni bhaˆ∂åni dårumayåd¥ni nåma honti, 
tathå te pi manato nipphannattå manomayå nåma. 

And just as any things derived from wood or other [materials] are spoken of 
as “made of wood” or other [materials], so these dhammas [mental factors] are 
spoken of as “made of mind” because they are derived from mind.

This exegesis would not be possible if one took dhamma in the sense of 
‘action’, and therefore it must have arisen along with the interpretation 
of dhammå as ‘mental concomitants’. It is grammatically possible in that 
the suffix °maya may mean ‘modification’ (vikåra) or ‘part’ (avayava).54 
According to this exegesis, mental concomitants are not separate from 
mind, which is—so to speak—their material cause. Curiously enough, 
this contradicts Theravåda doctrine, according to which mind and 
mental concomitants are discrete entities. Therefore, the interpretation 
of dhamma as ‘mental concomitant’ and of manomaya as ‘made of mind’ 
probably arose in a non-Theravåda school. Also, this understanding of 
manomayå fits very well with the literal meaning of manopubba∫gama: 
mind, as a sort of material cause, precedes its modifications, the mental 
concomitants. But the Dhammapada commentary, as we have seen, does 
not select this meaning for manopubba∫gama.

53  H. Smith, The Commentary on the Dhammapada, vol. I, part I, 1925, p. 23.
54  Cf. Påˆini IV 3.143. 
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Within the Påli tradition one finds another interpretation in the 
commentary to the Nettipakaraˆa:55 

mayå ti manena katå, manena nimmitå, manena nibbattå, mano tesaµ paccayo, 
tena vuccati manomayå ti.

[Mano]mayå [means:] made by mind, created by mind, produced by mind, 
mind is for them a causal condition, therefore it is said: manomayå.

This interpretation is also grammatically possible, as the suffix °maya 
may mean ‘cause’ (hetu).56 It is in keeping both with Theravåda orthodoxy, 
should we take dhammå as ‘mental concomitants’, and with the common 
exegesis which takes dhammå as ‘actions’: mind causes actions. It is further 
confirmed by some Chinese translations: 心為法本，心尊心使,57 which 
Beals rendered as ‘mind is the origin of all that is,58 mind is the master, 
mind is the cause’; in another version, instead of shi 使 (to cause, to send) 
we find dao 導 (to lead), with the variant reading shi 使;59 another similar 
Chinese translation is 意為前導法，意尊意所使.60

55  Available to me only in electronic form: Chatthasangayana CD-ROM, pp. 180-81.
56  Cf. Påˆini IV 3.82.
57  Ekottarika-ågama: Zengyi ahan jing 51.827b13,15; Chinese Dharmapada / Udånavarga: 

Faju jing 1.562a13,15; Faju piyu jing 1.583a7,9; Chu yao jing 28.760a11,21,b9,11; Faji 
yaosong jing 4.795c1, 4 (with added characters to make the meter pentasyllabic: 心為

諸法本，心尊是心使); Ziai jing 自愛經 1.549c22, 24; Íåriputråbhidharmaßåstra: Shelifu 
apitan lun 舍利弗阿毘曇論 15.628b28,c1.

58  S. Beal, Texts from the Buddhist Canon, 1878, p. 63. The translation ‘All that is’ 
corresponds to fa 法 (dharma). In the note (ibid.), Beal wrote that the last Chinese 
character shi 使 “seems to agree with Påli ‘manomayo’, ‘springing from the mind’”. 
Beal did not know of the reading °javå .̇ J. Brough (The Gåndhår¥ Dharmapada, 1962, 
p. 36 and note 2), too, who knew of both readings, felt that xinshi 心使 corresponds 
to manomaya, not to manojava, for it occurs in the first Chinese translation of the 
Dharmapada, which is very close to the Theravåda redaction. This translation, Brough 
thought, influenced the following ones, even when the underlying Indian reading was 
–javå˙, as in the case of the Udånavarga. C. Willemen (The Chinese Udånavarga, 1978, 
p. 154, note 13b), too, takes xinshi as a translation of manomayå. He has marshalled 
much evidence (ibid., pp. xiii, and especially xviii-xxviii) on the dependence of some 
Chinese translations or part thereof on the Påli Dhammapada.

59  Satyasiddhißåstra, Cheng shi lun 9.307b9.
60  Ben shi jing 1.664a6, 15.
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*
*     *

The form manojavå(˙) is attested in Påli (if only in the Pe†akopadesa, 
as anticipated above; for the passage see below) and in all other Buddhist 
languages.61 Brough62 translated it as ‘swift like mind’. This is the most 
immediate translation, but is not satisfactory because actions (dhammå) 
are not ‘swift like mind’. Moreover, all Chinese and Tibetan versions that 
take °java as ‘swift’ translate differently: ‘mind is swift’, as if the underlying 
Sanskrit wording were *mano javam*.63 This is also unacceptable, because 
the reading manojavå˙ is well attested. 

We can model a grammatical explanation of manojava upon Såyana’s 
commentary on Ùg-Veda X.71.7: sakhåyo manojaveΣv asamå babh¨vu˙ 
‘Unequal in the quickness of their spirit are friends endowed alike with 
eyes and hearing’.64 Såyaˆa explains: manaså65 gamyaµte jñåyaµta iti 
manojavå˙ prajñådyå˙ ‘by mind are set in motion [in the sense that] they 
are known, therefore they are manojava, i.e wisdom etc.’ He understands 

61  Mizuno KØgen (“A Comparative Study of Dharmapadas”, 1984, p. 172) tries to deter-
mine whether the original form was manomaya or manojava. He thinks that manomaya is 
“more appropriate” and “seems to have been the original, technical term”. He suggests 
the following development: manomaya > manovaya > manovaja > manojava.

62  J. Brough, The Gåndhår¥ Dharmapada, 1962, p. 43.
63  Tibetan: yid mgyogs (Udånavarga XXXI 24-25; Tibetan text in S. Dietz and C.T. 

Zongtse, The Udånavarga, 1990; transl. in W.W. Rockhill, Udånavarga, 1892, p. 166, 
stanzas XXXI 23,24); a similar rendition occurs in the Tibetan Dharmasamuccaya XI 
4 (L. Lin, Dharma-samuccaya, 1946-1973, vol. II, p. 319, printed with Sanskrit and 
three Chinese parallels). Chinese: 諸法心為首，心勝心速疾 (M¨lasarvåstivådavinaya-
vibha∫ga, Genben shuo yiqie youbu pinaiye 根本說一切有部毘奈耶 23.751b27); 意為前導，

意尊意駛 (VibhåΣå tr. by Buddhavarman, Apitan piposha lun 38.281b26); 意法在前，意妙

意疾 (VibhåΣå tr. by Sa∫ghabhadra[?], Bing posha lun 2.428a1,3); 行法意在前，意有力速

疾 (Saddharmasm®tyupasthånas¨tra, long recension, tr. in 542-543, Zhengfa nianchu jing 
正法念處經 3.13b20); 意根能速疾 (Saddharmasm®tyupasthånas¨tra, short recension, tr. 
in the 10th cent., Miaofa sheng nianchu jing 妙法聖念處經 1.419b26).

64  Text in M.F. Müller, Rig-Veda-Saµhitå, 1890-1892. Transl. by R.T.H. Griffith, The 
Rig Veda, 1896.

65  The printed text reads sanaså.
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°java in a passive sense (gamyaµte jñåyaµte),66 and so can we: the root j¨ 
means ‘to impel’, and manojava could mean ‘impelled by mind’. As for the 
meaning, Såyaˆa understands j¨ as ‘to know’, because this is the type of 
mental activity he targets; therefore his example is ‘wisdom and so on’ 
(prajñådyå )̇. Perhaps, in our verses actions are ‘set in motion by mind’.

Some Tibetan and Chinese translations support this interpretation. In 
two versions of the Sarvåstivådin VibhåΣå (quoted above: Apitan piposha 
lun 38.281b26 and Bing posha lun 2.428a1, 3) the character meaning ‘swift’ 
(shi 駛 in one version, ji 疾 in the other) can be taken as evidence that 
in the underlying Sanskrit VibhåΣå the compound manojava occurred. 
This very compound must therefore underlie the Chinese translation 
of another parallel passage from a third version of the VibhåΣå which 
reads 諸法意前行意尊意所引.67 Here the last three characters correspond 
to manojava, and mean ‘led by mind’. The marker suo 所 even points 
to the passive sense of °java. Moreover, the Tibetan translation of the 
Karmavibha∫ga (Las rnam par ’byed pa) renders mana˙ßreΣ†hå manojavå˙ 
as yid kyis chos ’gyur yid kyis ’gro,68 ‘[they] are set in motion by mind, they 
move because of mind’. Again, the verses from the Chinese BhaiΣajyavastu 
of the M¨lasarvåstivådins, quoted above as a variation on our verses gloss, 
manojavå˙ as ‘[mind] causes actions to arise’ (qiye 起業). 

With this interpretation there is also a stylistic gain in symmetry, 
as the first two pådas turn out to be made of three almost synonymic 
expressions: actions are preceded by mind, i.e., mind is their leader, i.e., 
they are ‘prompted by mind’.

Finally, in the Pe†akopadesa the following ancient explanation occurs:69 

66  Såyaˆa interprets java as a karmasådhanak®danta ( j¨ + ac, as allowed by Påˆini III.3.57).
67  MahåvibhåΣå, tr. by Xuanzang, Apidamo da piposha lun 72.371b14.
68  S. Lévi, Mahå-Karmavibha∫ga, 1932, p. 196. For the Sanskrit see ibid., p. 57. 
69  A. Barua, The Pe†akopadesa, 1949, p. 164. Cf. B. Ñåˆamoli (The Pi†aka-Disclosure, 1964, 

pp. 222-32), who does not accept the reading manojavå. This Pe†akopadesa understanding 
is similar to Prajñåvarman’s. The latter, in his Udånavargavivaraˆa, confirms that the 
meaning ‘swift like thought’ was not current, and help us understand in what sense the 
meaning ‘mind is swift’ was felt to be pertinent: “‘mind is swift’ [means:] mind swiftly 
goes, and relying these [other dharmas, i.e., vedanå and cetanå, previously mentioned] 
on it, the fruit of actions is appropriated” yid mgyogs zhes smos pas yid ni mgyogs par 
’gro ba ste ’di dag de la brten nas las kyi ’bras bu ’dzin pa yin no (M. Balk, Prajñåvarman’s 
Udånavargavivaraˆa, Bonn, vol. 2, p. 911). The implied context seems to be death and 
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manojavå ti yattha mano gacchati tattha ime dhammå gacchant¥ ti manojavå. yathå 
våto s¥ghaµ gacchati añño vå koci s¥ghaµ gåmiko vuccate våtajavo ti pakkhigåmiko 
ti evaµ eva ime dhammå manena sampajåyamånå gacchanti. tattha ime dhammå 
gacchant¥ ti manojavå ti.

manojavå [means] where the mind goes, there these dhammas go, therefore 
they are manojava. Just as the wind swiftly goes or any other [thing] that 
swiftly goes is called ‘swift like wind’ and ‘going with wings’, so do these 
dhammas go, co-generated as they are by mind. There these dhammas go, [and 
so they are said to be] manojava. 

This explanation seems to combine both interpretations: the dhammas 
swiftly go where the mind goes. This merely means that an action follows 
the mind, i.e., it does not vanish completely, until retribution occurs.

*
*     *

The most ancient retrievable understanding of our verses is that 1. 
mental action precedes bodily and verbal actions (dharmå), 2. among 
them, mental action is the most important one, and 3. they are prompted 
by mental action. All Buddhists would accept these statements, and it will 
suffice to quote Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakoßa IV 1c-d: cetanå månasaµ 
karma tajjaµ våkkåyakarmaˆ¥ ‘mental action is volition, and what arises 
from it are verbal and bodily actions’.70 

The priority of mind to action was traditionally linked with the idea 
that actions (collective karma) shape the external material world, as 
stated in Abhidharmakoßa IV 1b (immediately before the words quoted 
above): karmajaµ lokavaicitryam ‘the variety of the world arises from 
action’. Given this philosophical context, our verses could very easily be 
interpreted as stating that mind precedes things (dharma), and eventually 
a fully “idealistic” exegesis developed. This exegetical evolution supports 
the variously held theory that Buddhist idealism developed as a new 
explanation of the law of karma.71

rebirth: at death, it is the role of mind to go to a new destiny of rebirth, dragging the 
other mental dharmas along, where the fruits of past actions will be reaped.

70  P. Pradhan, AbhidharmakoßabhåΣyam of Vasubandhu, 1975, p. 192.
71  See, e.g., L. de La Vallée Poussin, La morale bouddhique, 1927, p. 199; id., “Note sur 

l’ålayavijñåna”, 1935, especially pp. 151-53; J. Bronkhorst, “Die Buddhistische Lehre”, 
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The Theravådins, perhaps after the first century A.D., introduced a new 
interpretation which was at variance with their own doctrine: 1. the dhammas 
are the mental concomitants; 2. these are not substantially different from 
mind. This understanding says nothing about the external material world, 
and actually blocks any idealistic interpretation of the verses.72 Awkwardly 
enough, the Theravådins tried to reconcile this interpretation with their 
doctrine: thought and its concomitants must arise and perish at the same 
time. Therefore, the Theravådins abandoned the literal meaning of 
manopubba∫gamå: mind does not goes before the dhammas (old interpretation), 
but is a condition for their arising (new Theravådin interpretation).

The Theravådins most probably borrowed the interpretation of 
dhammå as ‘mental concomitants’ from one of those Buddhist schools 
that refuted the separate existence of the latter and held the following 
theory: mental concomitants are literally made of mind (manomaya, 
perhaps a reading created ad hoc) and are literally preceded by mind 
(manopubba∫gamå), just as wooden tools are made of wood and are preceded 
by wood as their material cause. Indeed, according to Buddhadeva, an 
ancient Sarvåstivådin master affiliated to the DårΣ†åntikas, the mental 
concomitants are not separate from mind, but are differentiations of mind 
(cittavißeΣa), and according to Dharmatråta, also close to the DårΣ†åntikas; 
they are differentiations of volition (cetanåvißeΣa).73 Also, the DårΣ†åntikas, 
Råjagirikas, and Siddhattikas refuted the separate existence of the caitta.74 

2000, pp. 173-74; C. Dragonetti, “Marginal Notes on the Idealistic Conception of 
citta-måtra”, 2000.

72  Many scholars, on the contrary, have pointed out that the statement that the dhammå 
are “made by mind” is very close to idealism. See, e.g., J. Brough, The Gåndhår¥ 
Dharmapada, 1962, p. 243; J. May, “La philosophie bouddhique idéaliste”, 1971, pp. 
269-70; C. Willemen, The Chinese Udånavargam, 1978, p. 154, note 13b; Mizuno 
KØgen, “A Comparative Study of Dharmapadas”, 1984, p. 172. More cautiously: L. 
de la Vallée Poussin, “Note sur l’ålayavijñåna”, 1935, p. 134, and E. Conze, Buddhist 
Thought in India, 1962, p. 251. dGe-’dun Chos-spel, who went to Sri Lanka in 1944, 
translated manomayå as yid kyi rang bzhin, ‘[the dhammå] have the nature of mind’ 
(dGe-’dun Chos-sphel, Dhammapada, 1985, pp. 2-3). 

73  R. Buswell, “Buddhadeva”, 1997, pp. 574-75, 582, and passim.
74  L. de la Vallée Poussin, L’Abhidharmakoßa de Vasubandhu, 1923-1931, pp. I xlvii, I liv, 

I 64, II 150-51. On the Råjagirikas and Siddhatthikas see also A. Bareau, Les sectes 
bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule, 1955, third thesis. They are epigraphically attested at 
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Finally, according to the Sautråntika master Ír¥låta, thought processes 
include a moment when the object (viΣaya) and the sense organ (indriya) 
are present, a second moment when consciousness (vijñåna) arises, three 
subsequent moments when feeling (vedanå), ideation (saµjñå), and volition 
(cetanå) arise, and other moments when the other mental concomitants 
arise as mere differentiations of volition.75 The Theravådins did not 
borrow this interpretation of their verses from (pre-)idealistic Yogåcåra, 
as here too the caittas are separate from citta.76 

Amaråvat¥, and the Theravådins are epigraphically attested at Någårjunakoˆ∂a 
(Tsukamoto KeishØ, Indo bukkyØ himei no kenky¨, 1996-1998: see tables and indexes).

75  See the “Résumé” by Hubert Durt published in KatØ JunshØ, KyØryØbu no kenky¨, 
1989, p. 12; C. Cox, Disputed Dharmas, 1995, p. 120.

76  See Schmithausen (“On the Problem of the Relation of Spiritual Practice and 
Philosophical Theory in Buddhism”, 1976, p. 238; Ólayavijñåna: On the Origin and 
Early Development of a Central Concept of Yogåcåra Philosophy, 1987, part II, pp. 379-80, 
note 611): “The view that the mental factors (caitta) are not entities on their own but 
only conceived on the basis of specific states (*avasthåvißeΣa) of the citta is expressely 
rejected in the Vinißcayasa∫grahaˆ¥ […]”. See also the discussion in Xuanzang’s Siddhi 
(L. de La Vallée Poussin, Vijñaptimåtratåsiddhi. La siddhi de Hiuan-tsang, 1928-1929, 
pp. 395-97), the outcome of which is: “à part du Citta, les Caittas sont des choses 
en soi […]. Tout ceci du point de vue de la vérité relative […] au point de vue absolu 
[…] le Citta et les Caittas ne son ni distincts ni identiques” (ibid., p. 397). Only when 
this paper was ready for the press did I come to know of Prof. Dhammajoti’s recent 
article, which therefore I could not use: “Fa Ju Ling, the Oldest Chinese Version of the 
Dharmapada: Some Remarks on the Language and Sect-affiliation of the Original”, 
BukkyØ Kenky¨ 佛教研究, 31 (2009), pp. 1-38. This article does not seem to affect 
my arguments. Suffice it to say that Prof. Dhammajoti, too, understands manojava as 
meaning “impelled by mind”.
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THE NUMBER OF STANZAS IN THE VESSANTARA-
JÓTAKA

Preliminary ObservatiOns

Claudio Cicuzza and Peter Skilling

1. There is a vast and complex textual, ritual and artistic tradition 
connected with the Vessantara-jåtaka, one of the most important 
Jåtakas venerated in South-East Asia. Its enormous value—religious, 
philosophical, and devotional—deserves more attention from western 
scholars.1 The Påli text and later vernacular versions were generally 
recited on particular occasions, like the “Thet Mahachat” ceremonies, 
usually after the rains retreat. In present-day Thailand the Vessantara-
jåtaka is almost always recited only in monasteries, generally in one day. 
In Shan State in Burma, in particular in the city Keng Tung (also spelt 
Chiang Tung or Kyain Tung), it is still recited over three days, not only 
in the temple but also among the families of the town.2

Considering the textual and the exegetic tradition, we can divide the 
study of the Vessantara-jåtaka into three interdependent phases. The first 
is connected with the 786 verses and with their commentary (Vessantara-
jåtaka-atthavaˆˆanå), according to the Påli text edited by Michael Viggo 
Fausbøll, published in 1897 and reprinted in 1990.3

A second phase is centred on three commentaries:

a) a È¥kå, known also as L¥natthapakåsin¥ and divided into three parts 
(part one, from Ekanipåta to As¥tinipåta; part two, called Dasajåti; part 
three, called Mahåjåti);

1 The importance of the story of Prince Vessantara has been noted by Steven Collins in his 
Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities. Utopias of the Pali Imaginaire, 1998, pp. 497–554.

2 Venerable Pannawamsa (Seng Pan), personal communication, Bangkok, 17th May 2004.
3 Michael Viggo Fausbøll (ed.) The Jåtaka together with its commentary being Tales of the 

Anterior Births of Gotama Buddha, 1990, pp. 479-596.
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b) a D¥pan¥, composed around 1517 BC by Sirima∫gala, in Chiang Mai;4

c) a Vivaraˆå.5

The third phase is represented by vernacular versions and by Thai 
sermon versions of the Vessantara-jåtaka. These are available in Thai-
script editions. In the North the Mahåjåti ceremony is called Tang tham 
luang; in the North-East Bun phawet; and in the centre Thet mahachat.

Here we offer a preliminary investigation into the number of verses 
in selected Thai sermon versions. This number is compared with the 
number of the verses in Pali Text Society edition.

2. In the Pali Text Society edition and in the Thai sermon versions, 
the Vessantara-jåtaka is divided into thirteen chapters. The names of these 
chapters seem constant, being based on the Påli text of the Vessantara jåtaka-
atthavaˆˆanå.

In Thai sermon versions the number of the verses in a given chapter is 
announced in a colophon at the end, in manuscripts, printed versions and 
sermons. The manner of presenting the number differs: pradap duay, phra 
gåthå, etc. In the Pali Text Society edition the colophons do not give any 
indication of the number of stanzas. When a Mahåjåti recitation is held, 
the figures are inscribed on the khan thet (offering receptacle, one for each 
chapter, set out during a sermon). The number of verses is also given with 
the name of the chapter in lozenges at the bottom of paintings and on the 
cloth paintings (pa†a) that are made for each chapter. That is, there is an 
intimate association between a chapter and the number of Påli verses it 
contains. This might be associated with the sponsorship of chapters. The 
same practice is followed in Cambodia: as in Siam, the Gåthå Phan is recited 
in full in Påli before starting with a sermon proper, in Khmer mixed with 
Påli. The enumeration of verses for the chapters is the same as in Thai.6

The total number of verses in the Vessantara-jåtaka is said to be one 
thousand. Hence the Påli verse version is regularly called Gåthå Phan, 

4 For further information on Sirima∫gala and his works, see Oskar von Hinüber, A 
Handbook of Påli Literature, 1996, §§ 389–390, 400. The Påli text has been studied 
by Yukio Yamanaka. There is an edition in Thai script and a translation into Thai 
published in 1997 (see references).

5 An edition of the Påli text will be published by Claudio Cicuzza.
6 We are grateful to Oliver de Bernon (EFEO, Phnom Penh and Paris) for this information.
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the ‘Thousand Verses’, and to chant the Påli Vessantara-jåtaka is to chant 
Gåthå Phan. Even the colophons at the end of the chapters of the D¥pan¥, 
a scholastic rather than a ritual work, give the number of verses; the total 
corresponds to one thousand.

It turns out, however, that the Pali Text Society version has 786 verses, 
and the actual number of the verses in all the other versions is much less 
than one thousand, closer to the real number of the verses in Pali Text 
Society edition.

So questions arise: Why, when and where did the idea of a thousand-
verse Vessantara-jåtaka arise? Why is the actual number of verses different 
from the number announced in the colophons? How have the reciters of 
the sermon been able to reach the number of one thousand for the total 
verses of Vessantara-jåtaka? Why are some verses considered m¨lagåthå in 
Thai sermon versions and not in the Pali Text Society version?

There remains much to learn about both the textual transmission and 
the ritual practices. When and where did this “numerical ideology” begin? 
The earliest evidence at present for the number of gåthå in chapters seems 
to be Ayutthaya of the 15th century when the Mahåjåti Khåm Luang was 
composed.

We offer two tables, one with a comparison of the numbers of the 
verses in the different versions, and a second with a synoptic table which 
lists all the stanzas belonging to the thirteen chapters, apart from the 
m¨lagåthå indicated in the Pali Text Society edition. We do not deal with 
the variant readings in the Påli text or with the different distribution of the 
pådas, an important task to be left for another occasion. This work should 
be considered propaedeutic to the study of the tradition of Vessantara-
jåtaka in Thailand.

The very preliminary comparisons presented here show that the 
textual tradition of the Vessantara-jåtaka is much more unstable than we 
had envisaged when we began this research. Furthermore, we find an 
“ideal” Vessantara with one thousand verses and fixed numbers of verses 
announced in colophons that also not correspond to textual realities. It is 
these ideal numbers that have become significant in recitation ceremonies 
and painting. The number 1,000 affects the ceremonies in which offerings 
are made in sets of one thousand—one thousand candles, one thousand 
incense sticks, one thousand balls of rice, one thousand streamers, etc.
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VessantarajÓtaka: 
number Of verses in different recensiOns

Ch. PTS CSCD Mūlagāthā/
Comm. Thai ed. Dīpanī MJP1 MJC DMJ MJKL MJI MJMP

Numbers of numbered verses with number 
of unnumbered verses in parentheses 

Number of verses announced in colophons with actual 
number in parentheses2

I 13 
(+2)

13 
(+2) 13/18 13 19 

(17)
19 
(16)

19 
(16) 19 19 19

II 853 76 
(+8) 84/85 86 134 

(87)4
134 
(84)

134 
(76) 134 134 [1]34

III 121 
(+2)5

125 
(+1) 127/126 143 209 

(129)6
209 
(126)7

209 
(125) 209 209 209

IV 45 45 45 59 57 
(46)8

57 
(48)9

57 
(45) 57 57 57

V 6110 62 61 78 79 
(59)11

79 
(61)

79 
(61)12 79 79 79

VI 3013 31 31 55 35 
(31)

35 
(31½)

35 
(31) 35 35 35

VII 7814 80 80 133 80 
(80)15

80 
(81½)

80 
(80) 80 80 80

VIII 9316 95 95 121 101 
(93)17

101 
(93½)18

101 
(95) 101 101 101

IX 85 85 85 97 90 
(85)

90 
(90½)19

90 
(85) 90 90 90

X 3820 36 
(+2) 38 49 43 

(36)21
43 
(38)

43 
(36) 43 43 43

XI 6522 65 68/70 77 69 
(64)23

69 
(64)24

69 
(65) 69 69 69

XII 3225 32 32 43 36 
(34)26

36 
(35)

36 
(32) 36 33 36

XIII 4027 41 41/40 46 48 
(39)28

48 
(41)

48 
(41) 48 49 48

Total
786 
(+4)

786 
(+13) 800/806 1000 1000 

(801)
1000 
(808)

1000 
(788) 1000 998 1000
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1 The incipit of the chapters is represented by the prose of A††havaˆˆanå in a verse form.
2 When the number of verses in the colophons has been written in letters, we use italic 

font.
3 In CSCD and otherwise only in the Thai Commentary Edition 9 verses are added to 

the m¨la-gåthå, but one is repeated two times; this same verse in PTS has the number 
1711, it is different from CSCD and it is missing in the Thai edition.

4 Stanza 2cd is missing; two more verses are added.
5 Compared with CSCD, in PTS three verses are missing (CSCD 1781-82, 1786), two 

verses are not considered m¨la-gåthå (CSCD 1786-7 and repeated in 1809-10), the verse 
PTS 1896 is not considered m¨la-gåthå in CSCD. In the Thai edition (m¨la-gåthå text) 
the three missing verses of PTS are recorded, one verse is repeated twice (corresponding 
to CSCD 1788), the two verses not considered m¨la-gåthå in PTS are considered m¨la-
gåthå in Thai, along with PTS 1896. In the Thai commentary edition one verse is repeated 
twice (correspondent with CSCD 1788), the pådas e-f of stanza 1872 (in PTS edition) are 
missing, and only two verses of the three missing verses of PTS are recorded (CSCD 1786 
does not occur); the remaining verses coincide with the verses in m¨la text edition.

6 One stanza is repeated twice and it is not in the present count; one stanza is missing, 
two stanzas (6 pådas and 4 pådas) are added.

7 There is a considerable confusion among pådas, at the end of the chapter. Two verses 
are missing, and two are added: one of the extra verses corresponds to PTS edition.

8 At the beginning there are the first two verses; one verse lacks pådas ab; there is an 
extra stanza at the end.

9 Three verses are added.
10 In CSCD there is one more verse (CSCD 1918).
11 Three verses are missing.
12 Verse 5.5 is missing; verse 40 has two pådas more; verse 51 has one påda more.
13 The verse PTS 2034 is divided into two verses in CSCD (2000-1).
14 The PTS verses 2056, 2061 and 2099 correspond respectively to three pairs of verses 

in CSCD (2023-4; 2029-30; 2068-69).
15 A half verse is added after the verse numbered 2061 in CSCD: dibbosathehi samijjhanti 

evaµ rammo tapovaneti.
16 In PTS the verses 2160-2162 correspond to four verses in CSCD (2130-2133), and verses 

2207-2209 correspond to four verses in CSCD (2178-2181). Thai m¨lå-gåthå version 
corresponds to CSCD. The Thai commentary edition has no divisions between verses; 
verse 2130ab (PTS) is missing.

17 A half verse is added; one verse is missing; the last two verses are combined into a 6 
pådas verse.

18 Four verses are missing: PTS 2197-2220 (CSCD 2168-2171).
19 Two pådas are added and written between brackets: abh¨tapubbaµ me kåraˆaµ 

dakkhiˆakk¥ ca phandati.  

20 Two verses quoted from Cariyåpi†aka (Cp 1.118-119, PTS 81) are considered m¨la-
gåthå in the PTS and Thai editions (m¨la text and commentary edition). In MJC these 
two verses are in italics.
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21 Half verse is missing. One 6 påda verse seems considered to be an extra quotation.
22 In PTS the verse 2336 has only pådas ab; the corresponding verse in CSCD (2306) is 

complete.
23 One 6 påda verse seems considered an extra quotation. One verse and two pådas are 

missing.
24 One verse is missing: PTS 2356 (CSCD 2326). These three verses are missing in one 

recension only: PTS 2333-2335 (CSCD 2303-2305).
25 In the Thai Commentary edition, PTS 2409d-2410a (CSCD 2379d-2380a) is missing.
26 Two verses are added (cf. PTS VI 542).
27 The PTS and the Thai Commentary edition lack one verse of CSCD (2434).
28 Two verses are missing; the position of two verses is inverted.
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synOPtic table1

Ch. Verses not found in all editions PTS CSCD Thai
Editions MJP MJC DMJ

I
eså candanacuˆˆena p¨jå tumhesu me katå
tumhådisassa buddhassa måtå hessaµ anågate N N N/Y Y Y Y

bhante suvaˆˆamålåya mayå tavaµ p¨jito åsi
tena mayhaµ ure hotu målå puññena nimmitå N N N/Y Y Y Y

yå cettha dv¥hi tumhehi p¨jå mayhaµ pati††hitå
tåya ijjhantu tumhåkaµ yathå vo patthanå tathå N N N/Y Y Y Y

samaˆ¥ samaˆå guttå ca bhikkhun¥ bhikkhudåsikå
dhammå c’eva sudhammå ca sa∫ghadås¥ ca sattamå Y Y N/Y N N N

khemå uppalavaˆˆå ca pa†åcårå ca gotamå
dhammadinnå mahåmåyå visåkhå cå’ti sattamå Y Y N/Y N N N

II
tato cutå så phusat¥ khattiye upapajjatha
jetuttaramhi nagare sañjayena samågam¥ Y Y Y N Y Y

dasa måse dhårayitvåna karonti puraµ padakkhiˆaµ
vessånaµ v¥thiyå majjhe janesi phusat¥ mamaµ 
(Cp 1.76, PTS 79)

Y Y Y N Y Y

na mayhaµ mattikaµ nåmaµ na pi pettikasambhavaµ
jåto ’mhi { jåt’ettha}vessav¥thiyaµ tasmå vessantaro ahuµ
(Cp 1.77, PTS 79)

Y Y Y N Y Y

yadåhaµ dårako homi jåtiyå a††havassiko
tadå nisajja påsåde dånaµ dåtuµ vicintayiµ 
(Cp 1.78, PTS 79)

Y Y Y N Y Y

hadayaµ dadeyyaµ cakkhuµ pi maµsaµ pi rudhiraµ pi ca
dadeyyaµ kåyaµ såvetvå yadi koci yåcaye mamaµ 
(Cp 1.79, PTS 79)

Y Y Y N Y Y

sabhåvaµ cintayantassa akampitam asaˆ†hitaµ
akampi tattha pa†hav¥ sineruvanava†aµsakå 
(Cp 1.80, PTS 79)

Y Y Y N Y Y

ath’ettha vattati saddo tumulo bheravo mahå
hatthinåge padinnamhi medin¥ samakampatha Y N N N N N

athe’ttha vattati saddo tumulo bheravo mahå
hatthinåge padinnamhi khubhittha nagaraµ tadå Y Y Y Y Y N

athe’ttha vattati saddo tumulo bheravo mahå
hatthinåge padinnamhi siv¥naµ ra††hava∂∂hane Y Y Y Y Y N

III
orodhå ca kumårå ca vesiyånå ca bråhmaˆå
båhå paggayha pakkanduµ vessantaranivesane N Y Y Y Y Y

hatthårohå an¥ka††hå rathikå pattikårakå
båhå paggayha pakkanduµ vessantaranivesane N Y Y Y Y Y
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ath’ettha vattat¥ saddo tumulo bheravo mahå
dånena taµ n¥haranti puna dånaµ adå tuvaµ Y Y Y N N Y

nikkhamitvåna nagarå nivattitvå vilokite
tadåpi pa†hav¥ kampi sineruvanava†aµsakå
 (Cp 1.93, PTS 80)

Y Y Y Y Y N

V
amittå vata te ñåt¥ mantayiµsu rahogatå
ye taµ jiˆˆassa pådaµsu evaµ dahariyaµ satiµ N Y Y (in note)

/N N N N

[tato so bråhmaˆo gantvå bhogaluddho asaññato
va∫kassorohaˆe na††he] sunakhehi parivårito
rukkhasimñca nisinno va [imå gåthå abhåsathå]

N N Y Y Y Y

[evaµ ca me vilapato pavi†a†hassa brahåvane
ahaµ jånanti yo vajjå] vessantaraµ ivåsanaµ
[tåya so ekavåcåya pasave puññaµ anappakaµ]

N N Y Y Y Y

VII
på†¥nå påvuså macchå balajå muñja rohitå
sava∫kå satava∫kå ca maggulå cåpi kacchapå N N N N Y N

dibbasathehi samijjhanti evaµ rammo tapovaneti N N N Y Y N
VIII sanataµ na pati tuyahåmi dåsane me ramamati mano N N N N Y N

hatthayaµ dåsi sattaµ dåså sataµ hatthi sataµ assa
taµ samahi sånå sodajaµ tavaµ hatta sabba sataµ N N N N Y N

assa tarirathañace va bråhmaˆassadane sino
evaµ sabba sataµ datvå bhujaghisåhoti bhagini N N N N Y N

X
jåliµ kaˆhåjinaµ dh¥taµ maddideviµ patibbataµ
cajamåno na cintesiµ bodhiyå yeva kåraˆå
 (Cp 1.118 PTS 81)

Y Y Y Y Y N

na me desså ubho puttå madd¥ dev¥ {maddidev¥} dessiyå
sabbaññutaµ piyaµ mayhaµ tasmå piye adås’ ahaµ 
(Cp 1.119, PTS 81)

Y Y Y Y Y N

XI
[kuto nu bhavaµ bhåradvåja ime ånesi dårake]
ajja ra††haµ anuppatto kuhiµ gacchasi bråhmaˆå N Y Y Y Y Y

suvaˆˆaµ rajataµ silaµ muttå ve¬uriyåmaˆi
pabå¬aratanaµ dajjå kathaµ so dajjå dårake N N N/Y N N N

yassa nåssassame silaµ suvaˆˆarajataµ maˆi
pabå¬aratanaµ ceva kiµ so dajjå pitåmahå N N N/Y N N N

p¥tå mayhaµ mahåråja amhe datvå vanibbake
sutvåna kal¨naµ våcaµ acchakaˆhåya bhåsitaµ N N Y N N N

dås¥sataµ dåsasataµ gavaµ hatthusabhaµ sataµ
assatar¥rathañceva sabbabhoge sataµ sataµ N N Y Y2 N N

jåtar¨pasahassañca bråhmaˆassa dhanesino
accåyikassa suddassa potåndåsi nikkayaµ N N Y Y3 N N

dhårento bråhmaˆavaˆˆaµ åsadañcamasañja†aµ N N Y N N N

XII
tato maddh¥ (sic) råjajaputt¥ orohitvåna pabbatå
nis¥di paˆˆasålåyaµ da¬haµ katvåna månasanti N N N N Y N
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kusalañceva no tåta abho tåta anåmayaµ
abho uñchena yåpema abho m¨laphalå bah¨ N N N Y Y N

abho ghaµså ca makaså appameva siriµsapå
vane bå¬amigåkiˆˆe hiµså mayhaµ na vijjati N N N Y Y N

XIII nhånakålo mahåråja rajojallaµ pavåhaya N N Y (in note)
/N N N N

samågatå jånapadå negamå ca samågatå
samantå parikiriµsu vessantare payåtamhi
siv¥naµ ra††hava∂∂hane

N Y Y Y Y Y

1 Y = quoted
 N = not quoted
 […] = parts of text of PTS Edition given to identify the stanza in which, in other 

editions, we find different readings (given in italic).
{…} different readings in PTS Edition.

2 This verse is different in MJP: tato kathå taramåno bråhmaˆassa avåkara dås¥sataµ 
dåsåsataµ gavaµ hatthusabhaµ sataµ.

3 This verse has only two pådas in MJP and has some differences: jåtar¨pasahassañca 
potånaµ dås¥ nikkayanti.
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CONTRADICTIONS ON THE WAY TO 
LIBERATION

DharmakÁrti’s solutions*

Cristina Pecchia

1. The Buddhist pramåˆa school,1 like the other Indic pramåˆa 
systems, considered its investigations on the matter of knowledge, means 
of knowledge etc. “as a rational complement to the progress towards 
liberation”.2 Dignåga (ca. 480-540), founder of the school, stated a relation-
ship between pramåˆa and the Buddha in the ma∫galaßloka of the Pramåˆa
samuccaya.3 The epithets attributed by Dignåga to the Buddha were meant 
to be a eulogy, but also a proof showing the Buddha’s authoritativeness 
in terms of knowledge, i.e., his pramåˆabh¨tatva. Dharmak¥rti (ca. 600-

* I wish to thank Ernst Steinkellner and Francesco Sferra for reading this paper and 
making precious suggestions. My special thanks to Eli Franco, who also read an early 
draft of it helping me avoid some embarrassing mistakes. Since the present paper was 
written in 2005, the reader will not find here references to later studies, especially 
in paragraphs 4.1 and 4.2.1. Further considerations and relevant bibliography can 
be found in C. Pecchia, “Is the Buddha like ‘a Man in the Street’? Dharmak¥rti’s 
Answer”, 2007-2008.

1 On the notion of school, see E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, 
pp. 90-92.

2 E. Steinkellner, “The Spiritual Place of the Epistemological Tradition in Buddhism”, 
1982, p. 3. See also L. Schmithausen, “Spirituelle Praxis und Philosophische Theorie 
im Buddhismus”, 1973.

3 Dignåga, Pramåˆasamuccaya 1.1: pramåˆabh¨tåya jagaddhitaiΣiˆe praˆamya ßåstre sugatåya 
tåyine | pramåˆasiddhyai svamatåt samuccaya˙ kariΣyate vipras®tåd ihaikata˙ || ‘Saluting 
Him, who is [like] a means of knowledge [i.e., who is an authoritative person], who 
seeks the benefit of [all] living beings, who is the teacher, the sugata, the protector, I 
shall, for the purpose of establishing the means of valid cognition, make a Collection 
here under one heading on the basis of my thought scattered [in many treatises]’. 
See M. Hattori, Dignåga. On Perception, 1968, pp. 23-24 and pp. 73-76, and, for the 
Sanskrit version of Dignåga’s and Jinendrabuddhi’s commentaries, E. Steinkellner et 
al., Jinendrabuddhi’s Vißålåmalavat¥ Pramåˆasamuccaya†¥kå, 2005, Part 1, pp. 1-22.
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4 The internal division of the kårikås in PV II is traditionally based on the epithets 
attributed to the Buddha: pramåˆabh¨ta–becoming a means of knowledge (1-33), 
jagaddhitaiΣin–seeking the benefit of all living beings (34-131ab), ßåst®–teacher (131cd-
138), sugata–one whose knowledge is true, definite and complete (139-144), tåyin–
protector (145-279), conclusion (280-285). This was already shown by E. Frauwallner, 
“Die Reihenfolge und Entstehung der Werke Dharmak¥rti’s”, 1954 and M. Nagatomi, 
“The Framework of the Pramåˆavårttika. Book I”, 1959. See E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti 
on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, chapter one: “The Framework and Proof-strategy of 
the Pramåˆasiddhi-chapter”.

5 As E. Steinkellner showed in “Miszellen zur erkenntnistheoretisch-logischen Schule 
des Buddhismus VII” (1989), the epithet pramåˆabh¨ta has to be understood as “who is 
a pramåˆa” in Dignåga’s text, but as “who has become a pramåˆa” both in Dharmak¥rti 
and in the later Dharmak¥rtian tradition. For the different interpretations of 
pramåˆabh¨ta with regard to the Buddha, see E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion 
and Rebirth, 1997, p. 16, note 3. Krasser has shown how, according to Jinendrabuddhi, 
Devendrabuddhi and Íåkyabuddhi, “the word pramåˆa is applied to the Buddha not in 
an extended sense but metaphorically” (H. Krasser, “On Dharmak¥rti’s Understanding 
of pramåˆabh¨ta and his Definition of pramåˆa”, 2001, p. 176; see pp. 175-80). 

6 E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, p. 37.
7 The four noble truths are explained by the Buddha as being the path to liberation 

he had experienced. Precisely their teaching is related to the property of being a 
protector, tåyin, that is attributed to the Buddha: tåya˙ svad®Σ†amårgoktir vaiphalyåd 
vakti nån®tam | dayålutvåt parårthaµ ca sarvårambhåbhiyogata˙ || tata˙ [tata˙ PVA 
PVMi PVVe: tasmåt PVV] pramåˆaµ tåyo vå catu˙satyaprakåßanam | (PV II.145-
146ab) – ‘Protecting [consists in] stating the way [to liberation] that was seen by [the 
Buddha] himself. He does not speak untruth, because there is no gain [for him to 
tell a lie], because he is full of compassion and because he applies himself in all [his] 

660), commenting the Pramåˆasamuccaya in the Pramåˆavårttika (= PV), 
devoted the Pramåˆasiddhi-chapter (= PV II) to these opening words.4 He 
construed them as a statement on the Buddha’s authoritativeness and his 
teaching’s reliability, that is, how and why the Buddha is pramåˆabh¨ta5 
and why the Buddha’s teaching, namely the four noble truths, contains 
the best way towards liberation. In fact, the second half of the chapter is 
devoted to proving the validity of the four noble truths, which “are not 
even mentioned by Dignåga”.6 It is their teaching that makes the Buddha’s 
properties a theme7 and that requires a method of investigation to show 
their validity to everybody. As a consequence, the discussion about such a 
method is necessary in a soteriological perspective. 



ContraDiCtions on the Way to liberation 49

In the Pramåˆasiddhi-chapter, Dharmak¥rti explicitly discusses the 
Buddhist path to liberation as having an argumentative purpose.8 
Therefore, he deals with crucial questions of the Buddhist doctrine of 
liberation, also those that can be pointed out as contradictions and that 
the Buddhists “have to deal with, but generally do not voice”.9 Some of 
the contradictions discussed in the nirodhasatya-section of PV II will be 
examined by reading Dharmak¥rti’s text along with, in particular, the 
commentary by Manorathanandin (ca. 12th century). The extension of 
the nirodhasatya-section, a matter which cannot be treated here, is not 
unanimously recognized by the Indian and Tibetan commentators. For 
some of them, it is kårikås 190-204, but, according to Prajñåkaragupta (ca. 
9th cent.) and Manorathanandin, it is kårikås 190-214. The latter group of 
kårikås will be taken into account in this paper. 

2. For a follower of the Buddha’s teaching, Dharmak¥rti says, it is 
possible to uproot suffering because it is produced, like any other object: 

tad anåtyantikaµ heto˙ pratibandhådisaµbhavåt | (PV II.190ab)

That [suffering] is not limitless, because the impediment etc. to [its] cause occur.

Dharmak¥rti here states the possibility of liberation by simply referring 
to the explanation of causality he gives in the first chapter of PV: in order 
to obtain an effect, a complex of causes (hetusåmagr¥) is required; it has 
to be complete and not hindered by any intervening obstacle, if it is to 
successfully produce its result. An effect may not be produced if there is 

undertakings for the sake of others. Because of this, he is a means of knowledge. 
Or protecting [means] revealing the four [noble] truths’ (translation is by E. Franco, 
Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, p. 26 and p. 32; cf. ibid., p. 27, for the 
interpretation of the epithets concealed in the kårikås).

8 E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, p. 92: “[Dharmak¥rti’s] purpose 
is not descriptive, but argumentative, and his arguments necessarily concern only 
certain limited and disputed aspects of the doctrine of rebirth; they were not meant to 
form a systematic and detailed description”.

9 T. Vetter, “Once Again on the Origin of Mahåyåna Buddhism”, 2001, p. 77: “Most 
conspicuous here [in a passage of the AΣ†asåhasrikå Prajñåpåramitå] is the expression 
of the contradiction which all Buddhists who want to assist others by teaching them 
that their Self does not exist have to deal with, but generally do not voice”.
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incompleteness (vaikalya) of the auxiliary causes that are supposed to belong 
to a certain complex of causes, or if there is an impediment (pratibandha).10

But turning his attention to the agent of liberation, an objector11 may 
argue that, if liberation consists of escaping the cycle of rebirths and a 
living being is characterized by transmigration, liberation cannot be 
possible because the characterizing property of a living being cannot 
be eliminated.12 Dharmak¥rti replies that there is no liberation for a 
transmigrating being (saµsårin) because no transmigrating being as such 
exists.13 As Prajñåkaragupta explains, the kΣaˆas cannot transmigrate—
because of their momentary nature—and there is no continuum (santåna) 
from an absolute point of view.14 

10 In PVSV, p. 98, lines 16-17, it is said: na hy avaßyaµ hetava˙ phalavanto vaikalya
pratibandhasaµbhavåt | ‘For causes do not necessarily have results, because [their] 
incompleteness and/or impediment are possible’. Karˆakagomin explains: sahakårya
sannidhånaµ vaikalyam | viruddhopanipåta˙ pratibandha˙ | [...] sakaleti sahakåripratya
yena santånapariˆåmena ca parip¨rˆˆety artha˙ | (Pramåˆavårttikasvav®tti†¥kå: p. 361, 
lines 21-22 and 29-30). ‘Incompleteness is non-proximity of [one or more] auxiliary 
causes; impediment is the occurrence of something in opposition. [...] Complete 
[complex of causes] means that the auxiliary condition and the transformation of the 
series are fulfilled’.

11 Vibh¨ticandra (see Notes in Pramåˆavårttikav®tti, p. 76, n. 3) mentions ‘M¥måµsakas 
and others’. L. Van der Kuijp, Contributions to the Development of Tibetan Buddhist 
Epistemology, 1983, p. 158, writes that Go ram pa mentions: “Mang-pos-bskur-ba 
(=Såµmit¥yas) [and] Dngos-smra-ba (= Vastuvåda ?)”. Also the Såµmit¥yas might be 
identified with the opponent, considering the similarity of their thesis with those of 
the Våts¥putr¥yas, who assume the existence of the pudgala and its transmigration 
(see A. Bareau, Les sectes bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule, 1955, pp. 116-7). As regards the 
school of d∫os smra ba (*Vastuvåda) I do not know who they might be.

12 This is the explanation given by Devendrabuddhi (the first commentator of PV): ga∫ 
πig chos can ga∫ yin pa de ni de las grol ba ma yin te [te PVPD: te ste PVPP] | dper na me dro 
ba’i chos can lta bu’o || skyes bu ’di ya∫ ’khor ba’i chos can yin no (Pramåˆavårttikapañjikå, 
f. 94a, line 5) ‘Everyone/Everything that has a certain property cannot be freed from 
it. E.g., fire has the property of warmth. A living being too has the property of being 
in the cycle of rebirths’.

13 Cf. PV II.190cd: saµsåritvåd anirmokΣo neΣ†atvåd aprasiddhita˙ ||.
14 Prajñåkaragupta, Pramåˆavårttikåla∫kåra, p. 137, lines 5-6: na ca saµsår¥ paramårthata˙ 

kaßcid asti kΣaˆånåm asaµsaraˆåt | santånasya ca paramårthato ’bhåvåt.
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15 Dharmak¥rti, Pramåˆavårttikav®tti, p. 77, line 1: yadi saµsår¥ kaßcin nåsti ko muktyarth¥ 
kim arthaµ pravartata iti. This kind of contradiction is also expressed in the 
AΣ†asåhasrikå Prajñåpåramitå and the Visuddhimagga, as pointed out by T. Vetter, 
“Once again on the Origin of Mahåyåna Buddhism”, 2001, p. 77, note 53.

16 yåvac cåtmani PVV : yåvad åtmani PVA PVMi PVVe. The verses are quoted in Kamalaß¥la, 
Tattvasa∫grahapañjikå, p. 228, line 12, following PVV reading.

17 The Tibetan translation of paritasyati is yo∫s su gdu∫ bar ’gyur ba. See F. Edgerton, 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary, 1953, vol. 2 s.v. paritasyati.

18 The meaning of svastha is explained as self-abiding by W. Halbfass (Tradition and 
Reflection. Exploration in Indian Thought, 1992, p. 250), who says: “Svåsthya is ‘coinciding 
with oneself’, being in one’s own true, natural state, free from obstruction; it is a state of 
health and balance as well as of identity and true self-understanding, ‘being oneself’ in a 
physical as well as cognitive sense”. In his article on svastha, M. Hara says: “Although it 
is not always easy to separate the one from the other, we have the impression that in the 
case of svastha or svåsthya more emphasis is often put on the mental aspect (citta, manas, 
h®daya) rather than the physical or bodily aspect (ßar¥ra, indriya)” (M. Hara, “A Note 
on the Sanskrit Word Svastha”, 1995, p. 66). Dharmak¥rti’s use of svastha in connection 
with avasthå is also present in other treatises, even though with different associations. 
M. Hara (ibid., p. 78) gives two textual passages (MaitryupaniΣad 2.7 and Så∫khyakårikå 
65), in which svastha, with reference to the puruΣa, occurs in connection with the 
expression “prekΣakavad avasthita˙”. F. Sferra (“On the Relationship between Hindu 
and Buddhist Tantras”, 2003, p. 76, note 39) mentions a stanza in the AnuttaråΣ†ikå 
by Abhinavagupta, also quoted by the Buddhist Munidatta, where it is said: “må kiñcit 

2.1. The objector may now argue that it would be contradictory to 
speak of a path of liberation that nobody can follow because no one exists. 
In Manorathanandin’s words: “If there is not any transmigrating being, 
who aims at liberation? Why does he act?”15 Dharmak¥rti explains that 
suffering is due precisely to love for the Self and this love is connected 
with the attribution of a Self to the continuum of suffering. So, no agent 
of liberation exists from an absolute point of view, but the conceptually 
replaced agent can, or rather should, engage himself in abandoning the 
false attribution of a Self: 

yåvac cåtmani16 na premˆo håni˙ sa paritasyati |
tåvad du˙khitam åropya na ca svastho ’vatiΣ†hate ||
mithyådhyåropahånårthaµ yatno ’saty api moktari | (PV II.191-192ab)

But, as long as passion for the Self is not abandoned, so long that [continuum] 
is troubled,17

by [keeping on] placing suffering [on to itself], and does not abide in its 
natural state.18
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The effort aims at abandoning the false superimposition, even if there is not 
an agent of liberation.

Manorathanandin’s commentary explains that “every day interaction 
does not only correspond to the way things are, but also corresponds to a 
judgement. For example, even a rope is an object of avoidance, because it 
is an object of determination as a serpent. In the same way, the endeavour 
that aims at liberation is a consequence of the superimposition ‘It is me 
that is bound, it is me that will be liberated’”.19 This effort will last as long 
as one is misled by the conception of a Self, that also implies staying in 
the cycle of saµsåra.

3. The immediately following kårikås deal with the condition of 
v¥tarågas, by explaining the effects of karma (PV II.193) and compassion 
(PV II.194-196), and considering the karmic consequences of compassion, 
which determines the nature of liberation within the Buddhist tradition 
(PV II.197-198). V¥tarågas are those who have eliminated passions, who 
have uprooted the entire group of faults deriving from the conception of 
the Self, and yet continue to stay in saµsåra. How is it possible? Can this 
be considered liberation? Dharmak¥rti’s positive answer is given in PV 
II.192cd: 

avasthå v¥tarågåˆåµ dayayå karmaˆå ’pi vå || 

Remaining [here], for those who have eliminated passions, is a consequence of 
sympathy, or else [their] karma.

Both Íråvakas and Bodhisattvas stay in the world, at least for some 
time, but this fact does not affect the purity of their state, as happens 
for ordinary people. This is not contradictory because karma is not a 
sufficient cause for projecting another existence:

tyaja må g®håˆa vilasa svastho yathåvasthita˙”. In Buddhist contexts, but maybe also 
elsewhere, it seems more appropriate to interpret the term svastha as referring to one’s 
own natural, well-balanced condition, and not to one’s own self (cf. also the Tibetan 
translation of PV II.191d by ra∫ bπin du ni gnas pa).

19 Manorathanandin, Pramåˆavårttikav®tti (p. 77, lines 11-13): na hi yathåvastv eva 
vyavahåra˙ kintu yathåvasåyaµ ca | tathå [tathå PVV : yathå PVV (Shastri)] hi rajjur api 
sarpådhyavasåyaviΣayatvåt parihåraviΣaya˙ | evam aham eva baddho ’ham eva mokΣyåm¥ty 
adhyåropån muktyarthaµ vyåyåma˙ |.
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åkΣipte ’viniv®tt¥Σ†e˙ sahakårikΣayåd alam |
nåkΣeptum aparaµ karma bhavat®Σˆåvila∫ghinåm || (PV II.193)

Because of [our] admission of non-ceasing with regard to that which has been 
projected, owing to the destruction of the auxiliary causes,
the karma of those who are beyond the thirst for existence is not able to project 
another [existence].

It is thirst that sets in motion the continuum of the five skandhas towards 
a rebirth because it is the cause without intermediation of the result which 
is rebirth; karma, on the other hand, is not able to project a rebirth when 
it is present without thirst.20 In other words, a complex of causes where 
karma is present and thirst absent is incomplete from the viewpoint of the 
rebirth’s occurrence. Yet, it is not contradictory that the liberated ones 
continue to stay in saµsåra, because Buddhists admit that a body projected 
by karma comes to an end when its life-span is over.21 

Moreover, it is not necessarily the case that he who remains here could 
never enter nirvåˆa:

nåmukti˙ p¨rvasaµskårakΣaye ’nyåpratisandhita˙ | 
akΣ¥ˆaßakti˙ saµskåro yeΣåµ tiΣ†hanti te ’naghå˙ || (PV II.197)

It is not [the case] that there is no liberation, because, when the previous [karmic] 
impulses are destroyed, there is no connection to a further [continuum of] 
suffering. 
Those the power of whose impulse is not destroyed remain [here], having no 
impurity.

20 PV II.188d-189: kåraˆatve ’pi noditam || ajñånam uktå t®Σˆaiva santånapreraˆåd bhave | 
ånantaryån na1 karmåpi sati tasminn asambhavåt || ‘Ignorance, although it is a cause, is 
not mentioned [here, in the samudayasatya-section]. Only thirst is explained, because 
it sets in motion the continuum [of the five skandhas] towards a rebirth, since it is [the 
cause] without intermediation [of the result, i.e. rebirth]. Neither karma [is mentioned] 
because, though it is there, [rebirth] cannot occur [if thirst is not present]’. 

 1 ånantaryån na PVA PVVcom (karmåpi hetutve ’pi noktaµ) PVMi PVVe (cf. de ma 
thag phyir las kya∫ min PVMi/t) : ånantaryåc ca PVV

21 The action of karma is so explained in PV II.58: durlabhatvåt samådhåtur asådhyaµ 
kiµcid ¥ritam | åyu˙kΣayåd1 vå doΣe tu kevale nåsty asådhyatå || ‘Because an agent which 
restores the harmony (i.e., a physician or a medicine) is not available, a certain [disease] is 
proclaimed [to be] incurable, or because of the exhaustion of the life force. However, if a 
[disturbed] humour alone [were the cause of disease, there would] be no incurability [of 
disease]’. (Translation by E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, p. 273).

 1 åyu˙kΣayåd PVA PVV : åyu˙ kΣayåd PVMi
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Following Franco’s remarks on this kårikå, saµskåra can be taken here “as 
referring to the repeated practice of compassion as in v. 194. [...] In certain 
cases the traces which cause compassion decay and one enters nirvåˆa, in 
certain other cases this indeed does not happen and certain Bodhisattvas 
never enter nirvåˆa”.22 Nonetheless they are without impurity. Their 
karma does not effect a limited stay, but rather a prolonged one, because 
it is nourished by a specially high degree of compassion (mahåkaruˆå), 
which is related to the Bodhisattva vow.23 The degree of compassion which 
v¥tarågas have attained affects the way the fruit of their spiritual path will 
be realized:24 for Íråvakas, the fruit is to enter nirvåˆa; for Bodhisattvas, it 
is to enter nirvåˆa when other living beings will be freed from suffering. 

4. Because of compassion, a v¥taråga can even stay indefinitely in saµsåra 
without being involved in rebirth. In fact, at the v¥taråga level, compassion 
is related to the vision of Selflessness, which implies the exclusion of the 
arising of thirst. For, “the cause [of suffering] is desire produced by the 
clinging to the Self or what belongs to the Self, which has the conditioned 
things as its object. Its opposite, the vision of Selflessness, removes it [i.e., 
the cause of suffering]” (PV II.135).25

The conjunction of compassion with the vision of Selflessness apparently 
produces two contradictions: a) compassion arises from seeing a suffering 
living being; yet a v¥taråga, because of his vision of Selflessness, does not 
see living beings; b) compassion causes the desire to help other living 
beings; yet the vision of Selflessness should have removed desire. 

4.1. Dharmak¥rti’s reply to the first point is that abandoning the vision 
of a Self does not negatively affect the arising of compassion, rather the 

22 E. Franco, “Summary of the Pramåˆasiddhichapter of the Pramåˆavårttika”, forth-
coming, p. 174, note 2.

23 Manorathanandin, Pramåˆavårttikav®tti, p. 71, lines 9-10: praˆidhånaparipuΣ†asya 
janmåkΣepakakarmaˆa˙ saµskåro ’kΣ¥ˆaßaktis te ’naghå˙.

24 PV II.198: mandatvåt karuˆåyåß ca na yatna˙ sthåpane mahån | tiΣ†hanty eva parådh¥nå 
yeΣåµ tu mahat¥ k®på || ‘Because compassion is weak, also the effort to make [oneself] 
stay [here] is not great. Those who are devoted to the others certainly stay [here]. But 
theirs is the great compassion’.

25 PV II.135: åtmåtm¥yagrahak®ta˙ sneha˙ saµskåragocara˙ | hetur virodh¥ nairåtmyadarßanaµ 
tasya bådhakam ||.
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opposite, because such arising is now related to the vision of things as 
they are, namely suffering, and not to the proximity of somebody or 
something in a particular condition. Once the knowledge of suffering 
is realized (that is the first noble truth), compassion, or better sympathy 
(dayå),26 is produced:

du˙khajñåne ’viruddhasya p¨rvasaµskåravåhin¥ |
vastudharmo dayotpattir27 na så sattvånurodhin¥ || (PV II.194)

When there is knowledge of suffering, for one who is not in opposition [to 
anyone or anything], the arising of sympathy, [an arising] which carries along 
previous [karmic] impulses, 
is the property of something real. This [arising] does not depend on a living 
being.

Dharmak¥rti points out that compassion is here not to be intended as 
one of the four apramåˆas, but as the mahåkaruˆå which characterizes 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas (and out of which the Buddha decided to 
teach the four noble truths). For the arising of sympathy as a property of 
something real (vastudharma), which is du˙kha, is juxtaposed to the arising 
of compassion due to the vision of a living being (sattvånurodhin¥), which is 
necessarily accompanied by faults. So the compassion of ordinary people 

26 In PV II.192-198, Dharmak¥rti uses karuˆå, dayå and k®på without any apparent 
distinction. However, in the passages of PV where dayå is present–namely PV II.131, 
145, 192, 194, 195, 281, 282 (the metri causa choice has no influence here, because 
k®på and dayå have the same metrical value) and Pramåˆavårttikasvav®tti, p. 112, line 
16–the compassion which is referred to is not directly related to suffering individuals 
but to a general contact with suffering. Moreover, all these passages are connected 
either with the Buddha’s or Bodhisattva’s compassion. Therefore, it seems likely that 
Dharmak¥rti used dayå in order to indicate the non-ordinary kind of compassion that 
the Bodhisattvas have. This may remind us of the word connotation that appears in 
canonical texts, as Maithrimurthi (Wohlwollen, Mitleid, Freude und Gleichmut, 1999, p. 
124) highlights: “Anuddayå scheint aber nicht an Stellen vorkommen, an denen eine starke 
emotionalisierte persönliche Beziehung zu nahestehenden Individuen angesprochen 
ist, sondern eher nur dort, wo es um eine allgemeine, eher depersonalisierte 
Anteilnahme oder Anteilnahme gegenüber einer Person, die einem als solche nicht 
irgendwie besonders nahesteht, geht”. Dayå is here translated by sympathy, so as to 
render the lexical variety Dharmak¥rti used for the concept of compassion.

27 vastudharmo dayotpattir PVV PVVe (d∫os chos brtse ba skye ba de PVMi/t): vastudharmo
dayotpattir PVA PVMi
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is in contrast with that of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas and the difference is 
due precisely to the presence or absence, respectively, of the sattvadarßana. 
Sympathy without the conception of suffering individuals automatically 
flows, because it continues to exist by virtue of its own essence.28 

Manorathanandin’s commentary says: “unm¨litåtmad®Σ†¥nåm api 
du˙khasya k®påviΣayatayå ’bhyastasya saµmukh¥bhåvamåtreˆa dayotpadyata 
ity” (Pramåˆavårttikav®tti, p. 78, lines 10-11) ‘Sympathy arises also for 
those who have uprooted the vision of a Self, by means of merely being in 
the presence of suffering that has been repeatedly practised as object of 
compassion’.29 These words are quite similar to those used by Dharmak¥rti 
himself in a passage of the Pramåˆavårttikasvav®tti ad PV I.12, where the 
issue of råga of the liberated ones is under discussion.30 Dharmak¥rti is 
replying to the M¥måµsaka’s statement that the Buddha had passions 
because he spoke.31 His argument is that, from a Buddhist viewpoint, one 

28 PV II.124: kåΣ†hapåradahemåder agnyåder iva cetasi | abhyåsajå˙ pravartante svarasena 
k®pådaya˙ || ‘Compassion etc., which arise in the mind from repeated practice, 
proceed by their own essence, like [the qualities of] wood, quicksilver, gold etc., [which 
arise] from [the contact with] fire, etc.’ The properties produced by some particular 
procedures, in which fire is employed, become essential properties of the object, 
because they proceed by their own essence. It is not necessary that a procedure be 
activated, in order to get them. This also means that they are irreversible properties. 
As Franco explains: “When fire creates a special property in wood, such as black 
colour, etc., this property proceeds because it does not require repeated effort to be 
maintained. Similarly, oxidation ( jåraˆa), certain chemical reactions with mercury 
(cåraˆa), properties created in gold by pu†apåka (i.e., a certain method of preparing 
drugs [...])” (E. Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, p. 7).

29 Cf. Devendrabuddhi, Pramåˆavårttikapañjikå (p. 96b, line 7): sdug bs∫al tsam m∫on du 
byed pa’i sgo nas jug pa’i phyir ro || brtse ba skye ba. See also Prajñåkaragupta, Pramåˆa
vårttikåla∫kåra (p. 138, lines 15-16): tato du˙khitadarßanåd vastvåßrayå dayotpattir 
mahatåm | ‘Therefore, for the great beings, the arising of sympathy is based on 
something real, by virtue of the vision of suffering’.

30 The passage is partially analyzed by E. Franco (“Did the Buddha Have Desires?”, 
2004, pp. 46-7; see ibid., note 19, for other references). According to his interpretation, 
Dharmak¥rti “clearly accepted that compassion involves desire and that consequently 
the Buddha had desires” (p. 46).

31 It is an example in the context of the non-validity of an inference from the cause, because 
the cause is not present in the vipakΣa: vipakΣe ’d®Σ†imåtreˆa kåryasåmånyadarßanåt | 
hetujñånaµ pramåˆåbhaµ vacanåd rågitådivat || (PV I.12). ‘[Inferential] cognition of a 
cause due to the observation of a common effect, through mere non-observation [of the 
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can speak for the sake of others out of compassion and this is precisely 
what a v¥taråga does. Be it admitted that, according to the objector’s 
statement, compassion is here a kind of passion. Yet, Dharmak¥rti states, 
this is not a fault (doΣa) because it does not arise from mistaken views of 
reality.32 For: “Even if there is no clinging to a Self, compassion does arise 
by the mere perception of a specific [instance of] suffering, owing to the 
strength of the [preceding] habitual practice”.33 

Dharmak¥rti’s following words, which explain how this kind of 
compassion is possible, are commented on by Karˆakagomin by saying 
that friendliness, etc. (i.e., the four apramåˆa) are based on living beings for 
ordinary people, on elements for the nobles, and are baseless for Buddhas 
and Bodhisattvas, who do not adhere to the false subject-object dichotomy.34 

The explanation by Dharmak¥rti regarding compassion without the 
vision of a living being derives from and is suitable for a general Mahåyåna 
context, in which the practice of the apramåˆas does not represent an 
independent path. In canonical texts, on the contrary, these also have a 
soteriological value, even though alongside other ways of liberation. 35 

4.2. Whether the v¥tarågas’ sympathy, which arouses in them the desire 
to liberate living beings from suffering, should be considered as a passion 
is an old issue for Buddhists. E. Franco presented some discussions on 
this topic in his article “Did the Buddha Have Desires?” (2004). The 
Uttaråpathakas, discussing the question with the Theravådins, “draw 
a somewhat eccentric conclusion from the apparent contradiction 
between equanimity and compassion”, that there was no compassion in 
the Buddha. An unidentified opponent in the Spitzer Manuscript argues 

cause] in a dissimilar instance, has [only] the appearance of a valid cognition, like [the 
inference of] the fact that one has desire, etc., due to speaking’. 

32 Dharmak¥rti, Pramåˆavårttikasvav®tti, p. 9, lines 10-12: na yukto v¥tarågatvåd iti cet | 
na | karuˆayåpi v®tte˙ | saiva råga iti cet | iΣ†am | aviparyåsasamudbhavån na doΣa˙ |.

33 Ibid., p. 9, lines 12-14: asaty apy åtmagrahe du˙khavißeΣadarßanamåtreˆåbhyåsaba
lotpådin¥ bhavaty eva karuˆå |.

34 Karˆakagomin, Pramåˆavårttikasvav®tti†¥kå (p. 53, lines 9-11): sattvålambanå 
p®thagjanånåm | dharmålambanå åryåˆåm | anålambanå gråhyagråhakåbhiniveßavigatånåµ 
buddhabodhisattvånåm | maitryådayo maitr¥karuˆåmuditopekΣå iΣyante siddhånte |.

35 See Maithrimurthi, Wohlwollen, Mitleid, Freude und Gleichmut, 1999, pp. 64-71 and pp. 
112-113, for hypotheses about the causes of the changing role of the apramåˆas.
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36 E. Franco, “Did the Buddha Have Desires?”, 2004, pp. 40-46.
37 °aiva PVA PVVms/com PVMi PVVe : °aivaµ PVV PVV (Shastri).
38 K. Preisendanz, “On åtmendriyamanorthasannikarΣa and the Nyåya-VaißeΣika Theory 

of Vision”, 1989, p. 148, note 29. 
39 Mahåyånas¨tråla∫kåra, 17.33ab: du˙khåtmakaµ lokam avekΣyamåˆo du˙khåyate.
40 Bodhisattvabh¨mi p. 16, lines 11ff.: paraµ cånyatamena du˙khena sp®Σ†am upadrutam 

abhibh¨taµ paßyati. åtmanå cånyatamena du˙khena sp®Σ†o bhavaty upadruto ’bhibh¨ta˙.

that compassion is a meritorious passion; therefore at least some kind of 
passion is meritorious, and the proponent’s reply distinguishes between 
meritorious and non-meritorious compassion.36 Dharmak¥rti’s argument 
in the Pramåˆasiddhi is based on the nature of råga and dveΣa in contrast 
with that of compassion.

4.2.1. The difference between råga and karuˆå, or better between råga 
and dayå consists in the different kinds of cognition they come from: råga 
is due to a wrong cognition, which corresponds to the attribution of the 
form of lasting pleasure, Self and what belongs to the Self, to something 
that has the nature of the aggregates (skandha); dayå, on the other side, 
is due to a valid cognition, deriving from the contact (saµsparßa) with 
something real: 

åtmåntarasamåropåd rågo dharme ’tadåtmake |
du˙khasantånasaµsparßamåtreˆaiva37 dayodaya˙ || (PV II.195)

From superimposing an alien nature, attachment [arises] towards an element 
that does not have such a nature. 
The arising of sympathy is due precisely to the mere contact with the 
continuum as suffering.

The term sparßa is often used in Buddhist contexts in a psychological 
sense and “at the latest with Vasubandhu and Buddhaghosa contact 
between the sense of vision and its object was denied emphatically in 
Abhidharma”.38 In a passage of the Mahåyånas¨tråla∫kåra, the Bodhisattva 
is said to suffer (du˙khåyate) looking at the world, which has the nature 
of suffering,39 and his action of suffering is commented upon by ‘he is 
compassionate’ (karuˆåyate). In the Bodhisattvabh¨mi the Bodhisattva is 
said to be “touched” by suffering when he sees somebody else “touched” 
by suffering.40 For the v¥tarågas, it is the contact of their mind with du˙kha 



ContraDiCtions on the Way to liberation 59

41 Dharmak¥rti, Pramåˆavårttikasvav®tti, p. 9, lines 5-7: nityasukhåtmåtm¥yadarßanåkΣipta
µ såsravadharmaviΣayaµ cetaso ’bhiΣva∫gaµ rågam åhu˙ | naivaµ karuˆådayo ’nyathåpi 
sambhavåd iti nivedayiΣyåma˙ | ‘They call passion the mind’s intense attachment that 
is projected by the vision of permanent, pleasant, self and one’s own, and whose object 
are the contaminated dharmas. We shall show that compassion etc. are not like that, 
[i.e., like desire, etc.], because they occur also otherwise’.

42 tenågha° PVAms PVVms/com PVVe : tenådya° PVA PVV PVMi
43 doΣo PVAms PVAcom (139.7) PVV PVMi PVVe : dveΣo PVA

that causes sympathy to arise. For ordinary people, on the contrary, 
compassion arises by cognizing a suffering person, situation, etc., and 
their compassion is thus conditioned by various mental factors. 

In the above-mentioned passage of the PVSV ad PV I.12, one of the 
arguments discussed by Dharmak¥rti is the fact that a v¥taråga’s speech 
is caused by desire to speak and this desire is due to compassion. To the 
opponent’s reply Dharmak¥rti agrees on a nominal basis: even though the 
opponent considers the v¥tarågas’ desire to speak, or their compassion, 
as a passion (råga), yet the Buddhist, or rather Dharmak¥rti’s, viewpoint 
would not be invalidated. In fact, v¥tarågas do not have råga in the sense 
of a terminus technicus denoting passions as faults (doΣa), because faults are 
caused by the conception of a living being. The compassion of v¥tarågas is 
brought about in another way, that of a mind from which such a conception 
has been eliminated.41 

4.2.2. The difference between dveΣa and dayå might generate another 
type of wrong assumption, that is, their presence at the same time: if the 
vision of suffering makes sympathy arise, then it should also make aversion 
arise towards that which injures (apakårin) the object of compassion. 
Dharmak¥rti’s statement against this assumption is based, once again, on 
a viewpoint shift. If the mind is not oriented by the conception of a living 
being, compassion cannot appear together with aversion: 

mohaß ca m¨laµ doΣåˆåµ sa ca sattvagraho vinå | 
tenågha42hetau na dveΣo na doΣo43 ’ta˙ k®på matå || (PV II.196)

Delusion, then, is the root of faults and it is the clinging to the living being. 
Without it, there is no aversion towards the cause of a faulty attitude. Hence, 
compassion is not conceived as a fault. 
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44 PV II.205. The concept of åßrayapariv®tti–transformation of the basis–belongs to the 
Yogåcåra tradition. As the monograph by H. Sakuma (Die Óßrayapariv®ttiTheorie 
in der Yogåcårabh¨mi, 1990) shows, this notion does not appear in the Påli tradition 
and is adopted by the Sarvåstivådins only in the context of the elimination of kleßas 
through the supramundane path (lokottaramårga). For åßrayapariv®tti in Dharmak¥rti, 
see V. Eltschinger, “Études sur la philosophie de Dharmak¥rti (II). L’åßrayapariv®tti”, 
2005. In a passage of the AbhidharmakoßabhåΣya Vasubandhu explains that, according 
to the Sautråntikas, the basis is transformed on the strength of the darßanamårga and 
bhåvanåmårga, so as the kleßas do not have the ability to arise any longer (see Sakuma, 
op. cit., 1990, vol. 1: pp. 42-44). Manorathanandin comments on åßraya using the term 
ålayavijñåna. The question whether Dharmak¥rti accepted the ålayavijñåna has been 
accurately discussed by E. Franco, “Ólayavijñåna and kliΣ†amanas in the PV?”, 1994, 
and Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, in particular pp. 78-81.

Without the clinging to the living being, there is no aversion towards 
an agent that ordinarily would provoke it, i.e., one who injures, because 
there is not the error that a Self is injured. Even though sattvagraha, at an 
ordinary level, has a causal relationship with dveΣa and affects compassion, 
this sort of relationship can be excluded at the highest level, which is 
characterized by the absence of sattvagraha. Compassion cannot be 
mistaken for any kind of passion like desire, attachment etc., neither be 
related to aversion etc., when its origin is neither related to the viparyåsas, 
nor to the vision of a Self, which ordinarily replace the vision of things as 
they are.

5. Another apparent contradiction in the Buddhist doctrine of liberation 
is that the path has the opportunity to manifest itself in a defiled mind, 
in the condition of bondage, but the opposite is not possible, namely that 
faults like delusion (moha) can arise in an undefiled mind.

Dharmak¥rti’s answer focuses on the notion of ‘transformation of the 
basis’ (åßrayapariv®tti):44 when the primary cause of faults, i.e., the clinging 
to the living being, has been uprooted, the basis is transformed. Such 
change of status is not reversible because of the nature of mind: 

prabhåsvaram idaµ cittaµ prak®tyågantavo malå˙ |
tatpråg apy asamarthånåµ paßcåc chakti˙ kva tanmaye || 
nålaµ praro∂hum atyantaµ syandinyåm agnivad bhuvi |
bådhakotpattisåmarthyagarbhe ßakto ’pi vastuni || (PV II. 208-209)
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45 The doctrine of prabhåsvaraµ cittam, luminous mind, is very old in the Buddhist 
tradition and it is linked to the adventitious nature of impurities, that can affect it only 
temporarily. Its locus classicus is A∫guttaranikåya, 1.6: pabhassaraµ idaµ bhikkhave cittaµ. 
taµ ca kho ågantukehi upakkilesehi upakkili††ham. ‘O bhikkus, this mind is luminous, but 
it is indeed defiled by adventitious defilements’. As L. de La Vallée Poussin already 
noted, in the case of the Tathågatagarbha doctrine, the conception of ‘luminous mind’ 
is associated with the åßrayapariv®tti: “Il y a des relations étroites entre la ‘pensée pure’ 
d’A∫guttara et le tathågatagarbha du La∫ka, qui est pur, qui est semblable à un joyau 
couvert d’ordures, qui transmigre tandis que le manas ne transmigre pas” (L. de La 
Vallée Poussin, L’Abhidharmakoßa de Vasubandhu, 1926-31, vol. 6, p. 299, note 1b). See E. 
Franco, Dharmak¥rti on Compassion and Rebirth, 1997, pp. 82-88, and D. Seyfort Ruegg, 
La théorie du tathågatagarbha et du gotra, 1969, pp. 411-437.

46 The innate satkåyad®Σ†i is connected with the occurrence of asmimåna–an involuntary 
conception or feeling of identity with the skandhas–even in ÍaikΣas, in whom, according 
to certain canonical texts, it is not completely uprooted. See L. Schmithausen, 
Ólayavijñåna, 1987, pp. 147-148 and notes. Vasubandhu, in the AbhidharmakoßabhåΣya 
(p. 290, lines 19f.), attributed these two kinds of satkåyad®Σ†i to the ‘Former Teachers’, 
p¨rvåcåryå ,̇ who most probably were the masters of the Yogåcårabh¨mi.

This mind is luminous by natural disposition.45 Impurities are adventitious.
They were incapable [of arising] even before that [vision of Selflessness]. 
Afterwards, in which [mind] with the essence of that [path] can they have the 
power [to arise]?
As fire in muddy earth, [mental impurities] are not able to grow indefinitely, 
though powerful, in something real which contains the ability to raise a 
hindrance.

Before its transformation, the mind is deluded by an accumulation 
of faults (doΣasañcaya). Dharmak¥rti explained in PV II.199 that the two 
forms of satkåyadrΣ†i, namely a conceptual construction and an innate idea 
(åbhisaµskårikå and sahajå d®Σ†i),46 make darßanamårga and bhåvanåmårga 
necessary in order to completely abandon the clinging to the Self. Already 
on the ‘path of [first] insight’ (darßanamårga) the vision of a Self disappears, 
so the mind cannot have impurities. These are not able to arise, even 
more so, when citta is engaged in the supramundane ‘path of repeated 
cultivation’ (bhåvanåmårga), because at this point the path has become the 
natural condition of the mind: 

nirupadravabh¨tårthasvabhåvasya viparyayai˙ |
na bådhå yatnavattve ’pi buddhes tatpakΣapåtata˙ || (PV II.210)
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47 This kårikå is verbatim like PV I.221. The translation here proposed follows 
Manorathanandin’s commentary, according to which nirupadravabh¨tårthasvabhåvasya 
is a dvandva. 

For [the mind that has the vision of Selflessness], which has no affliction, 
which has the real object, which is the essence, 
no obstruction [arises] from the opposites, even if there were an effort, because 
the mind takes sides with that [right path].47

At the level of the path of repeated cultivation sattvadarßana has no way to 
arise, because the mind is in its natural disposition, which is characterized 
by Selflessness. This fact entails that it is free from suffering, its object 
is real because it is able to grasp sound knowledge, and is the essence of 
what is real, because it is in the condition of absence of suffering. Since the 
practice regarding the real nature of the Self is related to a mind that has 
afflictions (sopadrava), etc., the mind that has already realized Selflessness, 
which has no afflictions (nirupadrava), etc., will not make any effort while 
remaining in its own state, because it naturally acts according to what it 
knows, knowledge being the propeller of action. By the path of repeated 
cultivation, one is able to stop conceptual superimpositions regarding 
Selflessness and to perceive the nature of reality directly. 

The vision of Selflessness is thus the crucial point of the Buddhist 
spiritual path, as repeatedly stated by Dharmak¥rti. The Buddha’s teaching 
about liberation cannot be understood within a conception of the Self as 
something real. In such a theoretical context, the Buddha’s teaching easily 
looks like a sequence of contradictions; away from it paradoxes are solved. 
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THE SRIN MO DEMONESS AND HER SUBMIS-
SION TO THE BUDDHIST TIBETAN DHARMA

Some Different moDeS of Her tranSformation1

Carla Gianotti

Among the many representations of pre-Buddhist deities that in the 
later Tibetan tradition turn into protectors of the Buddhist Dharma, 
a primary role is played by the terrific female demon called srin mo 
(‘demoness’). In singular or plural form, she traverses all the different 
periods of Tibetan religious life, performing a central role in folklore 
and literature as well, and reveals an outstanding vitality in her various 
transformations. After surveying some “canonical sources” on the srin 
mo,2 I will here try to add some new elements on the shaping of her image 
by taking into consideration two literary sources, namely the Ro sgrung 
(Tales of the Corpse)3 and the mGur ’bum (Hundred Thousand Songs [of 

1   I have already touched upon the same points in a previous work, Cenerentola nel Paese 
delle Nevi. Fiaba Tibetana, 2003. 

2   These are discussed by J. Gyatso in “Down With the Demoness: Reflections on a 
Feminine Ground in Tibet”, 1989, a work that still remains, as far as I know, the best 
starting point for a comprehensive analysis on the demoness srin mo.

3   dPal mgon ’phags pa klu sgrub kyis mdzad pa’i ro langs gser ’gyur gyi chos sgrung nyer gcig 
pa rgyas par phye ba, 1980 (henceforth RG). A version of the RG has been analysed and 
translated by A. Macdonald in Matériaux pour l’étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine 
I. Édition et traduction de deux manuscripts tibétains des «Histoires du cadavre», 1967 (ch.1-
initial part of ch. 19) and in Matériaux pour l’étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine 
II. Édition et traduction d’un trosième manuscrit tibétain des «Histoire du cadavre», 1972 
(ch.19-21). On Ro langs stories in Tibetan literature see P-A. Berglie, “When the 
Corpses Rise: Some Tibetan Ro langs Stories”, 1982; L. Lörincz, “Les «Contes du 
cadavre ensorcelé» (Ro sgrung) dans la littérature et le folklore tibétains”, 1965, and 
“Les recueils Ro sgrung tibétains contenant 21 contes”, 1968; R. Riva, “The Tales 
of the Bewitched Corpse: A Literary Journey from India to China”, 1998; F. Robin, 
Contes facétieux du cadavre. Version bilingue tibétain-français, 2005 and “Les jeux de 
la sapience et de la censure: genèse des Contes facétieux du cadavre au Tibet”, 2006; 
M. Walter, “Of Corpses and Gold: Materials for the Study of the Vetåla and the Ro 
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Mi la ras pa]),4 where she is portrayed in two contrasting roles, completely 
negative in one case, both negative and positive in the other.5

The image of the srin mo from pre-Bon to Buddhism

The srin mo, together with her male counterpart, the srin po, forms the 
class of srin demons, a group of ancient Tibetan deites probably belonging 
to a substratum of pre-Bon beliefs that we define, roughly speaking, as 
“animistic”, but that remain in some respects still indecipherable.6 The 
srin represent the personification of the manifold calamities, disasters and 
dangers the obscure and powerful World of the Dead carries against the 
World of the Living. 

The pre-Bon image of the world appears to be characterised by adverse 
principles, maintaining the idea of a dual cosmos, Up-Below (ya yogs) or 
Earth-Underworld (sa ’og), inhabited by two mutually opposed realms, the 
Living and the Dead. In this dual world the Dead (mtshun), however, are 
distinct from their powerful forms, the Te or The, which roam on earth 
and threaten the Living. These have as their specific feature a dreadful 
envy of the vital power (bla) they have lost, and an eager yearning for 

Langs”, 2004. The translation of the Tibetan “Tales of the Corpse” in Mongolian 
literature has been studied by L. Lörincz in “Les «Contes du cadavre ensorcelé» (Ro 
sgrung) dans la littérature et le folklore mongols”, 1967. On the Indian vetåla see M.B. 
Emeneau, Jambhaladatta’s Version of the Vetålapañcaviµßati. A Critical Sanskrit Text in 
Translitteration, with an Introduction, and English Translation, 1967 (or. edn. 1934); L. 
Renou, Contes du Vampire, 1963; and the extraordinary study by H. Zimmer, The King 
and the Corpse. Tales of the Soul’s Conquest of Evil, Princeton, NJ, 1971, pp. 202-35 (or. 
edn. 1956). 

4   Rus pa’i rgyan can, rNal ’byor gyi dbang phyug chen po mi la ras pa’i rnam mgur, 1989 
(henceforth NG). Composed by gTsang sMyon Heruka (1452-1507), this is one of the 
most popular Tibetan Buddhist hagiographies. Translated many times into Western 
languages, the most accurate versions are the English and the French ones carried out 
respectively by Garma C.C. Chang (The Hundred Thousand Songs of Mi la ras pa, 1977) 
and by Marie-Jose Lamothe (Mi la ras pa, Les Cent Mille Chants, 1986-1993).

5   The present paper is to be considered a preliminary report on work in progress. 
There will hopefully be further investigation on my part into the symbolic value of 
the functions of the srin mo in the Tibetan religious milieu. 

6   Cf. E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, p. 111. 
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regaining it. The pre-Bon tradition, known as Yang bsang the’u rang lugs, is 
then characterised by “secret things” (yang bsang) regarding the the’u rang 
(or the’u brang, probably a later derivative form of te or the),7 a term that 
refers, in addition to the dead in their active form, to the mythical Spirit 
of the Ancestors from whom the progenitor of the cosmos descended.

Against this background of beliefs in a dual world the Bon religion,8 in 
the form known as g.Yung drung Bon, reshaped the whole system of earlier 
ideas by introducing a third celestial sphere in the concept of the cosmos 
and a third divine world in the concept of existence, deriving them from 
the Western regions of Zhang zhung and Bru zha.9

While the most ancient Bon, called rDol Bon or ’Jol Bon, supposedly 
represents the beliefs prevailing in Central Tibet until the time of the reign 
of Gri gum btsam po, it is with the death of this king that we come across 
a turning point in the Bon religion and in the cultural life of the ancient 
Tibetan people. At that moment a new doctrine was in fact introduced 

7  Cf. ibid., pp. 218-19.
8   Starting with the pioneering study of David Snellgrove (The Nine Ways of Bon. 

Excerpts from the gZi-brjid, 1967), Bon religion has undergone a radical re-assessment 
as to its origins and doctrine. Bon is no longer considered the shamanistic religion 
of pre-Buddhist Tibet (e.g. H. Hoffmann, The Religions of Tibet, 1961, p. 15), as one 
can find hardly any shamanistic elements in it: its cult is entirely ritualistic (e.g. P. 
Kvaerne, Tibet Bon Religion. A Death Ritual of the Tibetan Bonpos, 1985, p. 3). The other 
misunderstanding that has affected a correct comprehension of the Bon tradition is 
that of equating pre-Buddhist religious practises (Bon as ‘priest who invokes’) with 
the religion later known as Bon (the follower of Bon as Tibetan religion). On the 
different aspects of ancient religious beliefs and on Bon religion in general, see S.G. 
Karmay, The Treasury of Good Sayings. A Tibetan History of Bon, 1972; P. Kvaerne, “A 
Preliminary Study of chap. VI of the gZer-mig”, 1980; “Aspects of the Origin of the 
Buddhist Tradition in Tibet”, 1972; “Monti sacri e signori della terra. Dai re celesti 
alle feste di paese in Tibet”, 2006; The Bon Religion of Tibet, 1995; “The Literature of 
Bon”, 1996; Tibet Bon Religion. A Death Ritual of the Tibetan Bonpos, 1985; D. Snellgrove, 
Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, 1987, pp. 388-407; D. Snellgrove and H.D. Richardson, A 
Cultural History of Tibet, 1986 (or. edn. 1968), pp. 99-105. For an outline of the early 
stages of Bon, see also Namgyal Nyima Dagkar, “The Early Spread of Bon”, 1998. 
On the myths and legends of Ancient Tibet and on Bon religion with reference to the 
origin and nature of the king see E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969. For an updated 
bibliography on Bonpo studies see D. Martin, Bön Bibliography, 2009. 

9   Cf. E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, p. 318.
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into Central Tibet from its Western neighbouring countries, particularly 
from Zhang zhung (corresponding to the region later known as mNga’ 
ris), and Bru zha (Gilgit).10 This change in the religious ideology and rites 
is considered as the second stage of Bon,11 the ’Khyar bon (‘Erroneus Bon’), 
also known as Dur Bon (‘Bon of the Tombs’), because the royal funeral 
rites, in charge of the Dur gshen or grave shamans,12 assumed a central role 
in this period.

More specifically, the above mentioned g.Yung drung Bon or Svåstika 
Bon is viewed as a further developed form of the ’Khyar Bon that appeared 
at the time of the king Gri gum bstan po and represented the prevailing 
religion during the Tibetan dynasty until the appearance of Buddhism.13 
The religious power of the g.Yung drung Bon, deeply connected with the 
Tibetan royalty, was represented by a sacerdotal class whose members were 
commonly called gshen (‘invoker’). Within them two groups are identi-
fied with the names of sgrung (‘legends’) and the lde’u (‘enigmas’), prob-
ably priests transmitting sgrung legends and lde’u enigmas to the Tibetan 
people.14 This second phase of Bon, considered to last until the time of the 
Buddhist king Khri srong lde’u bstan (742-797? AD), is followed—from 
late the 9th to the mid-11th century—by the bsGyur Bon (‘Transformed 
Bon’),15 also known as gSar Bon (lit. ‘New Bon’). This is the so-called third 
diffusion of Bon, which, however, we do not take into consideration here.

In the second diffusion of Bon, as we have said, the main task Bon po 
priests at first carried out was that of exorcising the chthonic world of 
the dead in all its manifold manifestations. “[They] made tombs (dur) for 

10   Cf. E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, p. 106 and pp. 100-4. On the three stages 
in the diffusion of Bon as related in a later Buddhist source, see Grub mtha’ shel gyi me 
long (Crystal Mirror of the [Exposition] of Tenets) 162.292 (ibid., pp. 102-3). On the 
myths and legends regarding the king Gri gum btsan po, see ibid., pp. 142-67.

11  Regarding the fact that ancient Bon is considered as distinctly separate from g.Yung 
drung Bon in the biographies of sTon pa gShen rab, see Namgyal Nyima Dagkar, 
“The Early Spread of Bon”, 1998, p. 8 ff.

12  The ignorance of the performance of funeral customs and rites at the burial of the 
king Gri gum bstan po is regarded as the principal reason for introducing the Bon 
religion in Tibet. Cf. E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, pp. 113-14.

13  Cf. ibid., p. 106. 
14  Cf. ibid., p. 108.
15  Cf. ibid., pp. 102-3 and p. 106.
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the Dead”16 in order to win power over the ’dre (‘spirits’) and the srin of 
the Underworld, because no other power could be as dangerous to the 
World of the Living. As a laconic passage in the Grub mtha’ shel gyi me long 
(Crystal Mirror of the [Exposition] of Tenets) relates:

The Dur gshen possessing weapons removed the obstacles of the Living, 
made tombs for the Dead, subdued the Chung gi Sri, observed the celestial 
constellations [and] crushed the ’Dre of the Earth.17

The Bon po officiants made possible such a transformation in religious 
cosmology by introducing a conception of the world as formed of three 
distinct spheres, Underworld (mar), Upper World (yar) and Middle World 
(bar), respectively occupied by demons (’dre and srin), gods (lha) and human 
beings (mi). This tripartite cosmos was intended to replace the previous 
bipartite world based on the opposition of Living and Dead.

In fact, among the main feats attributed to the great gShen rab mi bo, 
considered as an incarnation of the Buddha,18 we read:

…He opened the door to the lha of all the Living, he shut the door to the 
Tombs of all the Dead, and led the Living along the Path of the Swastika 
(g.Yung drung lam).19

By closing the doors of the tombs, then, the Dur gshen, i.e., the Bon 
officiants of the Graves, cut the bonds with the World of the Dead and, 

16  See infra.
17  Grub mtha’ shel gyi me long, 60.64v in E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, p. 111. See 

also rGyal po bka’i thang yig 37.19 v-20r (ibid., pp. 100-1).
18  According to Bon sources, gShen rab mi bo (‘Great Hero gShen rab’), or sTon pa 

gShen rab (‘gShen rab the Teacher’), is regarded as the Enlightened One of our age, 
who came from the country of sTag gzig, to the West or North-West of Tibet, and 
brought the Bon religion into the country of Zhang Zhung. From there this reached 
Tibet, where Bon texts were translated from their original Zhang Zhung language. 
gShen rab mi bo must be regarded as a title that does not apply to a historical individual. 
His religious biography presents similarities with those of Padmasambhava (the 8th 
century yogin and magician) and Ge sar (the great hero of the Tibetan epic). It is 
handed down in three versions: one long (the gZhi brjid), one of medium length (the 
gZer mig) and one short (the mDo ’dus). See P. Kvaerne, 1972, “Aspects of the Origin 
of the Buddhist Tradition in Tibet”, p. 11 and D. Snellgrove, The Nine Ways of Bon. 
Excerpts from the gZi-brjid, 1980, pp. 3-13. 

19  Cf. E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, p. 111.
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by opening the door to the lha, they introduced a third celestial sphere 
in the cosmos, making “…the idea of Heaven a religious reality in the 
Tibetan concept of world and existence”.20 However, from this also came 
a profound change in the position of the World of Man. Placed now in 
a intermediary position (bar), between the forces of the Underworld and 
the gods of the Upper, Celestial World, human beings became dependent 
on those powerful officiants, in charge both of taming the World of Dead 
(by performing funeral rites and taking care of the ritual treatment of 
corpses) and of creating a new link with the World of Gods (by teaching 
the path of the Svåstika Bon or g.Yung drung Bon).

The three disciplines propagated since the time of king Gri gum bstan 
po by the g.Yung drung Bon were summarized as

subduing the ’dre and srin of the Underworld (mar), sacrificing to the venerable 
lha of the Upper world (yar) and digging out the household hearth in the 
Middle World (bar).21

In other words, one of the main purposes of the g.Yung drung Bon was that 
of controlling any dreadful demon noxious to mankind, i.e., the Demons of 
the Earth (sa’i ’dre) or simply Demons (’dre), and the prominent srin demons 
of the Underworld, conceived as manifestations of defunct persons. 

These srin, inclusive of both srin po and srin mo, Demons and Demoness—
forced into the obscure depths of the Underworld and there confined—did 
not completely disappear in later Buddhist developments. Having been 
pushed into the deep recesses of the earth meant that they were identified 
with the powerful vital forces hidden within the obscurity of the earth itself, 
and therefore charged with that generative function with whom the term 
srin seems to be etymologically related.22 In later Buddhist myths about the 

20  Ibid., p. 112. 
21  Cf. ibid., p. 103 and p. 111.
22   Considering that the terms sri, srin and srid seem to be related to each other, we may 

assume that srid pa, used in later Buddhist contexts with the meaning of ‘existence, 
cosmos’ as a noun, or of ‘to be, to exist, to grow’ as a verb, is also strictly connected 
with the words sri and srin. Besides this, since the term srid pa suggests a basic form 
*s+√ri and a fundamental meaning coming from the root *√ri ‘having a concrete 
form’, the three above terms are most likely related to the idea of “taking a form” and 
“coming into existence”, bearing perhaps etymological evidence of the generative 
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origins of the land and people of Tibet, the srin demons then became the 
primordial ancestors, responsible for having shaped in the likeness of their 
own image both the Land and the physiognomy of the Tibetans, and from 
whom the Tibetan people held themselves to have been generated.

In the same mythical narratives, it is reported that Tibet was in the 
beginning a savage land, populated by demons harmful to human beings. 
The Lha ’dre bka’i thang yig (Legends of Gods and Demons), the first 
chapter of the bKa’ thang sde lnga (Fivefold Series of Rolls), the gter ma or 
‘hidden treasure’, “rediscovered” by Orgyan gling pa (1329-1367 or 1323-
1360), says: 

In the land of the Yi dwags, Pretapuri [or] Bod kyi yul, 
There is the land of the noxious beings (gDug pa can gyi yul), 
the three countries Dwags po, Kong po [and] Nyang po.

And later in the same text:

The Land of the Most Noxious Beings is the three [countries] Nyang, Dwags, 
(and) Kong.23

In the same way, the rGyal po bka’i thang yig (Legends of Kings) reports:

Then the bDud and Srin mo ruled.
The name [of Tibet] was determined as Lha Srin gnyis kyi yul (‘The Land of 
Gods and Demons’).24

The belief in the existence of the srin demons seems to be so rooted in 
Tibetan culture that in the earliest account referring to primordial times25 
Tibet was imagined to be the original land of the srin demons, the abode 
of those hostile powers of demoniac nature that ruled the country and 
needed to be subdued. Tibetans, on the other hand, were considered the 
descendants of the srin ancestors and thus Flesh-Eaters (zha sa).26

function that srin had in later Tibetan Buddhist culture. See E. Haarh, The Yar lung 
Dynasty, 1969, p. 112 and pp. 269-70.

23   Ibid., p. 237. 
24   Ibid., p. 291.
25  On this myth, see ibid., p. 259 ff.; G. Tucci, Tibetan Painted Scrolls, 1949, p. 711 ff.; D. 

Snellgrove, Buddhist Himålaya. Travels and Studies in Quest of the Origin and Nature of 
Tibetan Religion, 1957, pp. 122-35.

26  Cf. C. Gianotti, Cenerentola nel Paese delle Nevi. Fiaba tibetana, 2003, p. 28.
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It was in the framework of the pre-Bon and Bon ideas here briefly 
surveyed that the srin mo seems to have been earlier conceived of, and 
thenceforth recorded in later Buddhist literature as the female progenitor 
of the Tibetan people.

The forms of the srin mo in Tibetan Buddhism and the image of the su-
pine demoness

According to the most popular legend about the origins of the land and 
the people of Tibet, the progeny of Flesh-Eaters or Red-faced Flesh-Eaters 
(gdong dmar zha sa) descended from the ancestral couple formed by an Ape 
of the Forests (spre’u) and a Rock-Demoness (brag srin mo). This well-known 
account is reported in many texts and goes back to pre-Buddhist motifs.27 
It began to be reproduced in Buddhist literature probably already around 
the 8th century. Here the primordial Ape and Demoness were presented, 
at first, as disciples of the two principal divinities of Tibetan Buddhism, 
i.e., the bodhisattva sPyan ras gzigs (Skt. Avalokiteßvara) and the goddess 
sGrol ma (Skt. Tårå), and, shortly after, as their embodiments on earth.28 

However, the identification of the srin mo with sGrol ma is to be 
considered as only one development—probably the most recent one—
in her transformations within Tibetan Buddhism. In fact, in singular 
or plural form (in groups of three, four or, most frequently, nine), she 
was induced to serve the Buddhist Dharma assuming terrific aspects of 
sometimes zoomorphic character in the retinue of well-known protective 
deities such as dPal ldan lha mo or Nag po chen po (Skt. Mahåkåla).29 
Moreover, the srin mo was forced into the titanic task of supporting in a 

27  See above note 25.
28  So it is reported, for instance, in the Gangtok edition of the Deb ther dmar po (quoted 

by E. Haarh, The Yar lung Dynasty, 1969, p. 295).
29  The Srin mo bzhi (‘four demonesses’) are a group of minor goddesses in the retinue 

of dPal ldan lha mo, holding each one a skull-cup in their left hand, and a hook, a 
snare, a chain, and a bell in the right; the Srin mo spun dgu (‘nine sisters demonesses’) 
is considered a group of nine dregs pa (lit. ‘great ones’), again a class of minor guardian 
deities, although there are times when the name of dregs pa refers to higher ranking 
dharmapåla. Concerning the iconographical representations of the different srin 
mo see R. De Nebesky-Wojkowitz, Oracles and Demons of Tibet. The Cult and the 
Iconography of the Tibetan Protective Deities, 1975, pp. 36-37; pp. 60-63 and 280 ff.
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supine position temples erected on the focal points or geomantic sites (me 
tsa, also spelt me btsa’ or me rtsa, lit. ‘fire vein’) of her body, identified with 
the Land of Tibet.30 According to this myth—reported in the Chos ’byung 
(History of the Doctrine) by Bu ston,31 in the rGyal rabs gsal ba’i me long 
(Clear Mirror of Royal Genealogies),32 and in two different versions in the 
Maˆi bka’ ’bum (Hundred Thousand Words of Mani),33 to mention only 
a few noteworthy texts—the many difficulties the wives of king Srong 
brtsan sgam po (c. 627-649), namely the Nepalese Khri btsun and the 
Chinese Wencheng, had to face as zealous builders of Buddhist temples 
were caused by the uncontrolled forces that burst forth from the body 
of the srin mo. Only when the temples had been erected in thirteen focal 
points (i.e., the heart-blood, the shoulders, the hips, the elbows, the knees, 
the hands and the feet) to form three concentric circles to protect her 
heart, was the dreadful power of the wild demoness disciplined.34 

For instance, as far as the difficulties encountered by Khri btsun are 
concerned, we read in the Chos ’byung by Bu ston (1290-1364): 

[The king] saw that the ground (sa gzhi) of Tibet was like [the body of] a she-
devil (srin mo) that had fallen on her back, and that it was necessary to press 
down [this she-devil]. Accordingly, on the right shoulder [he caused to build] 
the monastery of sKa tshal, on the left one Khra ’brug, on the right leg gTsang 

30  For a discussion on the meaning of the term me tsa and the interesting correspond-
ences between the earth-body of the srin mo (as macrocosm) and the human body (as 
microcosm) put forward by some scholars, see E. Stutchbury, “Perceptions of Land-
scape in Karza: ‘Sacred’ Geography and the Tibetan System of Geomancy”, 1994. 

31  Cf. E. Obermiller, History of Buddhism (Chos-’byung) by Buston. Part II: The History of 
Buddhism in India and Tibet, 1986 and J. Szerb, Buston’s History of Buddhism in Tibet, 
1990.

32  P.K. Sorensen, “A Fourteenth Century Tibetan Historical Work: Rgyal rabs gsal ba’i me 
long”, 1986, p. 84 ff. 

33  Both versions of the myth are analysed by M. Aris in Bhutan, The Early History of a 
Himalayan Kingdom, 1979, pp. 8-12.

34  See Dudjom Rinpoche, Jikdrel Yeshe Dorje, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism. 
Its Fundamentals and History, 1991, note 543. As far as I know, the mythical account 
of the supine demoness, which reports the foundation of the thirteen religious con-
structions as a “creation” of a new order that needs “immolation” is still to be fully 
investigated in its symbolic value, especially in relation to similar cosmogonical nar-
ratives in India and Asia in general. Cf. also J. Gyatso, “Down with the Demoness: 
Reflections on a Feminine Ground in Tibet”, 1989, pp. 39-44. 
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’gram and on the left Grom pa rgyang, these being “the four monasteries of 
the four flanks”. Then on the right elbow, [the monastery of] Kong po bu 
chu, on the left Lho brag khom mthing, on the right knee sKa brag and on 
the left Bra dum rtse, “the four subduers of the borders” were constructed. 
Thereafter on the palms of the right hand rLung gnod of Byang tshal and on 
that of the left one the ’Dan klong thang sgron ma of Kham, on the right foot 
Byams sprin of Mang yul and on the left, the Bum thang spa gro skyer chu of 
Mon yul were built and many other monasteries besides. Thereafter, in the 
middle of the lake O thang, [the king] made a foundation of stone covered 
with wood. Cement having been made out of the mould of the Någas and 
earth having been brought with the help of a goat, the ground was levelled and 
the monastery of Lhasa, the Ras ’phrul snang was built…35

From the above passage it emerges quite clearly that the new-born 
Tibetan kingdom needed to establish control over peripheral areas as well 
as spread and establish the Buddhist faith over the whole territory. Besides 
this, it is worth mentioning that, according to the study by R.J. Miller,36 
the sequence in which the srin mo is nailed to the ground reproduces the 
sequence of the conquests ascribed to the reign of Srong brtsan sgam 
po. At the same time, the area her body covers in that way corresponds 
to the dimensions reached by the kingdom of Tibet between the 8th 
and 9th centuries.37 In the correspondence between sacred and political 
space, natural geography has been reshaped as conventional imagery in 
order to subjugate (dul ’ba) the “disorder” caused by the local autonomous 
divinities with the “order” of the new conquering religion. 

As mentioned above, another version of the myth is contained in the 
rGyal rabs gsal ba’i me long (Clear Mirror of Royal Genealogies), compiled 
by the famous Sa skya pa author, bSod nams rgyal mtshan (1321-1375). This 
work contains a detailed account of the marriage of king Srong brtsan sgam 
po with the Chinese princess Wencheng (known to the Tibetans as ’Um 
Shing Kong jo), and reports that his other wife, the Nepalese lady Khri 
btsun, asked Kong jo for astrological advice as to where would be the most 
favourable site to build a temple. As an expert in black Chinese astrology 
(nag rtsis pa) as well as in the divinatory sciences (gab rtse), Wencheng 

35   E. Obermiller, The History of Buddhism in India and Tibet by Bu ston, 1986 (or. edn. 
1932), pp. 184-85.

36  R.J. Miller, “The Supine Demoness (Srin mo) and the Consolidation of Empire”, 1998. 
37  R.A. Stein, La civilisation tib¡taine, 1962, pp. 18-24.
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declared that Tibet had the shape of a demoness laying on her back (srin 
mo gan rkyal du nal ba’i gzugs) that needed to be subjugated.38 The king 
decided then to keep her under permanent control by driving thirteen 
nails into different parts of her body, the nails being the thirteen Buddhist 
temples erected on it. What seems remarkable in this story is that many of 
the localities of Tibet are conceived as the abode of evil beings hostile to 
Buddhism (such as klu, klu bud, the’u rang, btsan, mi ma yin, etc.), whereas 
many “antagonist earthy forces” (sa sgra) are likened to mountains that are 
identified in their topographical shape with them.39 This idea, possibly of 
Bon po origin, of anthropomorphic mountains needing religious edifices 
to be erected on them in order to neutralize their negativity seems to be 
the direct antecedent of the myth of the supine demoness.40 

The account given in the rGyal rabs gsal ba’i me long is already transmitted 
in the sBa bzhed (lit. ‘Exposition of [gSal snang of] sBa’), the chronicle 
of the foundation of the temple of bSam yas, attributed to the minister 

38 The rGyal rabs gsal ba’i me long affirms the Chinese origin both of Tibetan geomancy 
and of Tibetan black astrology, while astrological methods derived from India are 
regarded in Tibet as “white astrology” (dkar rtsis). A precise account comparing 
Tibetan and Chinese systems of geomancy and the role played by the Tibetan 
geomantic specialists compared to the Chinese geomancers is given in E. Stutchbury, 
“Perceptions of Landscape in Karza: ‘Sacred’ Geography and the Tibetan System of 
Geomancy”, 1994, pp. 78-82. 

39 Another example of this popular Buddhist belief is the geomantic subjugation of the 
“peering demon” (bdud bya ra byed pa) reported in Maˆi ka’ ’bum literature. Moreover, 
the acquisition of a territory by taming a landscape with anthropomorphic features 
supports the hypothesis that at least some of the sites related to tamed demons were 
eminent Bon po holy places later “converted” to Buddhism. See M. Akester “Khyung 
tshang brag: the ‘Black Demon Peering’ at Lha sa”, 2001.

40 The Bon po conception of the mountain as “deity of the local territory” (yul lha) or 
as “lord of the earth” (gzhi bdag), iconographically represented, for example, as an 
aggressive warrior, has been researched by P. Kvaerne, “Monti sacri e signori della 
terra. Dai re celesti alle feste di paese in Tibet”, 2006. On the cult of the yul lha among 
the laity and on the cult of the gnas ri, i.e., “mountains where there are residing or 
have resided holy persons”, connected with religious movements, see S.G. Karmay, 
“Concepts of Territorial Organisation and Their Transformation into Buddhist 
Sacred Sites”, 2005. With regard to Tibetan sacred geography and, particularly, to an 
attempted typological representation of sacred landscape in Bon po sources according 
to a chronological evolution, see C. Ramble, “Gaining Ground: Representations of 
Territory in Bon and Tibetan Popular Tradition”, 1995.
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gSal snang of the clan of sBa.41 In the part concerning Khri Dar ma (or 
gLang dar ma), the last king of the Yar lung dynasty and persecutor of the 
Buddhists, Buddhism is accused of being responsible for the many famines 
and epidemics afflicting the whole country: in particular, the magic 
practices performed by the Chinese Kong jo, devoted to Lord Buddha, are 
openly condemned. As the sBa bzhed says: 

“What is the cause [of all that has happened]? Do you know the reason?” asked 
[the king to the assembly of his subjects].
“We do not know” they answered. 
“[Well,] I know. There was a female gnod sbyin called Kong chong the Chinese. 
As a consequence of the misfortune brought by her tutelary deity, the so-
called Íåkyamuni, this female gnod sbyin went to the top of Mount Sumeru, 
and she attacked and won against the gods, leading them to [total] ruin. Then 
she went to U rgyan and destroyed U rgyan. Then she went to Magadha and 
destroyed Magadha. Then she went to China and destroyed China. Then she 
went to Tibet, and being an expert in geomancy (sa spyad), she did geomancy. 
On the twenty-one spine bones of Mount lCags ka42 that looks like the White 
Lioness (seng ge dkar mo) leaping into the sky, she put twenty-one st¨pas as 
twenty-one acupuncture pins (me rtsa). She pressed down the head [of Mount 
lCags po ri] with a black st¨pa with nine levels, and having built a temple on 
the top of the hole, she pressed down the [area of] sTod. If she hadn’t pressed 
that down, we would have conquered India. On the nose of Mount dMar po 
which looks like a tiger entering the nest of a mouse, she hammered in a 
wooden spike. If she hadn’t done that, China would be under [our] control. 

41  The version of the text edited by R.A. Stein, which ends with the arrival of At¥ßa 
in Tibet, has been assigned to the 14th century by H. Richardson, to the 12th-13th 
centuries by G.N. Roerich, and to a period later that the end of the 11th century 
by R.A. Stein (Une chronique ancienne de bSam-yas : sBa-bzhed”, 1961, pp. v-vi). The 
sBa (or dBa’[s]/rBa/’Ba’) bzhed is above all the history of bSam yas, the first royally 
patronised monastery of Tibet erected during the reign of the king Khri srong lde’u 
btsan, and it can be considered mainly a religious narrative in the form of a chos ’byung 
(lit. ‘History of the Doctrine’) concerning the introduction of Buddhism in Tibet. 
Although attributed to the minister gSal snang of sBa and directly related to the 
period of reign of Khri srong lde’u btsan, the sBa bzhed is credited to be in reality an 
anonymous compilation datable from after the 12th century, aimed at legitimating the 
role of the dominant sBa clan in the post-dynastic struggle for power. Cf. P. Denwood, 
“Some Remarks on the Status and the Dating of the sBa bzhed”, 1990, and P. Wangdu 
and H. Diemberger, dBa’ bzhed. The Royal Narrative concerning the Bringing of the 
Buddha’s Doctrine to Tibet, 2000, pp. ix-xv and 3-21. 

42 lCags po ri.
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She cut off the neck of Mount Me sna’i gdong at Yar lung, which looks like a 
rice sprout. If she had not done that, Tibet would not have a famine…”43

Different aspects emerge, then, in the Buddhist representations of the 
srin mo taken into consideration up to this point. In her singular form she 
is mainly presented in three distinct ways, i.e., as the progenitrix of the 
land of Tibet, as the anthropomorphic embodiment of the earth and as 
a form of sGrol ma (Skt. Tårå). Plurally, on the other hand, the srin mo 
appears in one of the many groups of dam can (lit. ‘Vow-holder’) divinities 
subdued by Guru Rin po che (or Padmasambhava, third quarter of the 8th 
century) to the Buddhist Dharma so that they would protect it in a coral, 
albeit somehow marginal way.44 What links together all these powerful 
female images can possibly be found in the demoness’ role of generating 
and sustaining, protecting and nurturing the new-born Buddhist 
doctrine, tracing in the meanwhile the necessary mediation between past 
and present religious forms.

Finally, given her place in the folklore and imaginary since pre-Buddhist 
times, the demoness srin mo also enacts an interesting role in two main 
works of Tibetan literature, namely the Ro sgrung (Tales of the Corpse), 
probably diffused in Tibet by the arrival (1042) of paˆ∂ita At¥ßa (982-1054),45 

43  R.A. Stein, Une chronique ancienne de bSam-yas : sBa-bzhed, 1961, pp 78-79. Translation 
in J. Gyatso, “Down with the Demoness: Reflections on a Feminine Ground in 
Tibet”, 1987, pp. 48-49.

44   In the Lha ’dre bka’ thang, the first chapter of the bKa’ thang sde lnga (the gter ma attributed 
to the gter ston O rgyan gling pa, 14th century), “discovered” in 1347 and focused on 
the submission of lha (‘gods’) and ’dre (‘spirits’) in Tibet by Padmasambhava, we are 
told of three srin mo sisters of Nyang po, Dvags po and Kong po, living in the region 
of ’Phang yul North of Lhasa. They engaged in a terrible fight with Padmasambhava, 
and “…aimed at killing him, threw [at him] innumerable sharpened weapons and 
produced terrifying phenomena”. At the end of the fighting “The protectresses of 
Tibet (Bod skyong), after having offered the quintessence of their life, were bound 
by an oath and they were given the responsibility to protect a great treasure” (folios 
32b-33b=pp. 86-87). The Lha ’dre bka’ thang has been analysed and translated into 
French by Anne-Marie Blondeau (“Le Lha-’Dre Bka’- thang”, 1971).

45   The most ancient written mention of the Vetålapañcaviµßati in Tibet is found in the 
Chos ’byung by Bu ston, in relation to a teaching given by At¥ßa (see A. Macdonald, 
Matériaux pour l’étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine I. Édition et traduction de deux 
manuscripts tibétains des «Histoires du cadavre», 1967, pp. 13-16). In reality, the date and 
the ways of the diffusion of the vetåla tales in Tibet are difficult to ascertain, especially 
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and the mGur ’bum (Hundred Thousand Songs) of Mi la ras pa (1040-1123), 
completed by gTsang smyon Heruka by the beginning of the 16th century 
(1507). In the first case she is portrayed as a totally malevolent and ill-disposed 
being, while in the latter she is endowed with contradictory characters, evil-
minded and with an ugly shape on the one hand, Dharma-teacher (and teacher 
of the yogin Mi la ras pa) on the other.

The srin mo in the Ro sgrung: chapters 11 and 17 

The srin mo plays the role of the villainess in chapter 11 of the Ro sgrung, 
in a story that has been identified as a Tibetan version of the well-known 
fairy-tale of Cinderella.46 This story, bearing the title of “Story of the girl 
deceived by the Demoness”, is set in two opposite geographic places: an 

when one considers the many changes that the Tibetan collection introduces. The 
Tibetan versions of the Ro sgrung differ from their Sanskrit counterparts as to the 
frame-story, and to the number of tales and their contents. While all the six Indian 
versions handed down to us present the same frame-story and contain the same tales 
in the same number (twenty-five), in Tibetan we have a long and a shorter text with 
two different frames, and not less than twenty different versions with a variable 
number of stories (thirteen, sixteen, twenty-one, or, rarely, twenty-five) for a total 
of sixty episodes in all (F. Robin, “Les jeux de la sapience et de la censure: genèse des 
Contes facétieux du cadavre au Tibet”, 2006, pp. 182-84 and R. Riva, “The Tales of the 
Bewitched Corpse: A Literary Journey from India to China”, 1998). Moreover, the 
fact that none of the tales in the Ro sgrungs is contained in the Vetålapañcaviµßati has 
led to the hypothesis that the Tibetan collection could have been part of an unknown 
version (or of many versions) of a Sanskrit text not yet identified (see F. Robin, op. cit., 
pp. 181-84). The existence of a Buddhist version of the Vetålapañcaviµßati preceding 
the six we know, that would have been later hinduised by Brahmanical missionaries, 
was firstly suggested by A. Macdonald (op. cit., pp. 16-17). Furthermore, three 
episodes of the Tibetan Ro sgrung not in the Vetålapañcaviµßati occur instead in three 
stories of the Kathåsaritsågara (The Ocean of the Streams of Stories), compiled by 
the great Indian poet Somadeva between 1063 and 1081, and this fact certainly gives 
an idea of the complex play of elements—in terms of both space and time—in the 
transmission of vetåla stories from India to Tibet (cf. F. Robin, op. cit., pp. 182-84).

46   For a translation into Italian of chapter 11 of the RG, see C. Gianotti, Cenerentola nel 
paese delle nevi. Fiaba tibetana, 2003. On chapter 11 cf. also A. Macdonald, Matériaux 
pour l’étude de la littérature populaire tibétaine I. Édition et traduction de deux manuscripts 
tibétains des «Histoires du cadavre», 1967 and “Cendrillon au Tibet”, 1990.
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“above” (the upper reaches of the valley), where at the beginning of the 
plot two female dyads live—both composed of a mother and a daughter, 
human in one case, demoniac in the other; and a “below” (the lower 
reaches of the valley) where is the residence of the king.47 The narrative 
begins when the human girl goes to the two demonesses to ask them for 
fire. There she tastes the food that is being cooked: nothing less than 
human ears, which she takes for grilled turnips. The mother-demoness 
then convinces the girl to kill her own mother, and soon thereafter the evil 
creatures will devour the flesh of that human mother. At this point, the 
poor girl enters into the darkest period of her life, forced to live with the 
two demonesses as the lowliest of their servants, with the heaviest duties, 
hungry and dressed in rags. However, in order to help her daughter, the 
dead mother is reborn as a cow. Magically, she procures her girl good 
food and the splendid dresses with which she will stun the great king. 
The tale continues with the human girl meeting the king, and then losing 
her boot—or, more precisely, the wool-shoe inside the boot (we are in 
Tibet, needless to say!)—which will be found in due time by the king’s 
omniscient horse. There follows the recognition of the heroine and her 
marriage with the great king.

Yet, as occurs in many Cinderella stories (unlike the better-known 
European versions of Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm), our 
Tibetan tale does not end with the marriage of the girl. After the birth of a 
son to the royal couple, the two demonesses, out of jealousy, devise another 
terrible plan: the true queen will be thrown in the lake and the daughter-
demoness will take her place, without the king knowing it. Thanks again 
to the same omniscient horse, the queen is recognized: from a tear of 
the horse fallen in the lake where he is watering, soon a beautiful little 
bird appears, golden and turquoise in colour (alias of the human girl); this 
bird gives precise instructions to the king and his ministers to defeat her 
“sister”, restore herself to human form and resume her role as queen. At 
the end, the daughter-demoness is beheaded, while her mother continues 
to live in the upper reaches of the valley, lonely, impotent and deprived of 
the only good thing she actually possessed—her own daughter. Below, in 

47   On the symbolical value of this story, especially in relation to some recurrent motifs 
of Western fairy-tales assuming a psychological relevance, cf. C. Gianotti, Cenerentola 
nel Paese delle Nevi. Fiaba tibetana, 2003, pp. 37-54.
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the lower reaches of the valley, on the other hand, the royal triad (king, 
queen, and prince) is firmly established for all time to come. 

As a main character the srin mo occurs again in the 17th story of the 
Ro sgrung, entitled “The pig-headed diviner who subjugated the couple of 
srin by practising deception”.48 This story tells of a couple of srin, husband 
and wife, who lived in the Land of Demons (srin po’i yul). Once upon a 
time, their whole country was threatened by a powerful human king, a 
true dharmaråja (chos rgyal) ruling according to the Law, whose qualities 
were so extraordinary that not a single bride could possibly have been 
considered worthy of him. Instead of openly fighting against the king, the 
srin decided to use a trick to defeat him. To his kingdom (identified with 
the land of Tibet) they sent a couple of srin, male and female, who were 
skilful in assuming deceitful appearances. The srin po took the aspect of a 
big black yak with no horns, loaded with silver, copper and gold, while the 
srin mo became a beautiful girl, adorned with many wish-fulfilling jewels. 
Soon after the couple had reached Tibet, the girl married the king, and, 
as a consequence, the sovereign fell prey to a mortal illness. One after the 
other, the five brothers of the king suffered the same terrible fate upon 
ascending to the throne and marrying the same bride. It is at this point 
that the diviner with a pig’s-head in the title of the story is invited to the 
kingdom of Tibet to bring the disease to an end. Thanks to his luck and 
skill, both srin are tied up and forced to show themselves in their true and 
horrific form: the srin po, two-headed with tusks; the srin mo (presumably 
also two-headed, although the text is not explicit on this point), with tusks 
and long breasts that she carries on her shoulders.49 Then, in order to re-
establish the Law, they are both thrown into the fire.

It is worth mentioning here that, although the two srin are both flesh-
eaters, it is actually the srin mo who plays the role of villainess, as it is she 

48   RG, pp. 167-80.
49   The motif of the long breasts is also present in the third story of the RG, where an 

old woman is roasting barley, and, having no pliers because of her extreme poverty, 
uses her breasts to hold the frying-pan (cf. A.W. Macdonald, Matériaux pour l’étude 
de la littérature populaire tibétaine I. Édition et traduction de deux manuscripts tibétains 
des «Histoires du cadavre», 1967, p. 63) and “Cendrillon au Tibet”, 1990. In the same 
way, the witches of Western fairy-tales, in accordance with the exaggerated sexual 
attributes characterising them, have enormous breasts wrapping around them or 
hanging down to the ground.
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who devours the six kings one after the other. Killing only the husband 
(i.e., the yak) would not do much benefit to the country—the king says. 
In order to save the kingdom, it is the beautiful lady from the srin po land 
that must be destroyed.50

The srin mo in the mGur ’bum: chapters 4 and 28

The srin mo also occupies a relevant position in two chapters of the mGur 
’bum, the 4th and the 28th. In the latter the female demoness is portrayed 
as a totally negative being, in accordance with the clear-cut mode typical 
of fairy-tales when representing good and evil: she is terrifying in her 
aspect, she is evil-minded, she has only negative traits. 

While meditating in a quiet spot near Ding ma brin, in the snowy 
peaks on the border between Nepal and Tibet, Mi la ras pa was attacked 
by eighteen great demons (gdon chen). Leading the spirits of the whole 
universe as their retinue, they came to divert the yogin from his practice, 
and in their attempt to kill him by any means they shout: “Now the 
Lord of Death will devour you and the black rope of karman will tie you 
up in a flash”.51 Among this multitude, of particular note were the Five 
Flesh-eating Demonesses, whose most terrifying, wild and fierce features 
distinguish their appearance from that of all the other demons. In the 
song entitled “Calling the Buddhas and the Ḍåkin¥s for my Army”,52 they 
are described as follows: 

In general, [all] the demons and the spirits of the phenomenal world
are assembled here: none is left out.
In particular, the Five Demonesses (bud med) magically emanated are there, 
displaying their repulsive form, 
seeking the chance to harm me 
and to hinder [my meditation].
I see a demoness whose grin [is like] a skeleton’s: 
she hoists Mount Sumeru on her lap.
I see one, red in colour, whose jackal face is dripping with blood: 
she swallows the ocean waters in one gulp. 

50   See RG, p. 177.
51  mGur ’bum: NG, p. 455.
52   Lha dang ∂å ki la dmag sbran pa.
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I see one, the most terrifying one, that has the form of the Lord of Death: 
she clashes sun and moon together like cymbals. 
I see one demoness (bud med) black [ash-smeared] and laughing loudly: 
she disperses stars and planets in the sky.
I see a very beautiful one, she resembles a goddess, 
gazing on her can never satiate: 
she smiles at the game of seduction.53 

Then, the Five Demonesses and the multitude of demons will only be 
appeased when Mi la ras pa, as a fully realised master having gone beyond 
any attachment to the objects of senses, offers his own body to them. 
The demons, in return, will give him their teaching: the obstacle they 
constitute—they say—is but created by his own attachment to conceptual 
thoughts. Shortly after, gods and demons (lha ’dre) gather together and 
present to the Venerable a song entitled “Revelation of the Hindrances”:54

There are the Eighteen Great Demons (gdon) at first, 
there are the Retinue Demons (gdon), protectors of the Ten Directions, 
there are the Fifteen Great Demons malevolent to children.55 
In particular, there are the five Great Flesh-eating [Demonesses]:
when they smell flesh and blood of humans, 
the cracking of their jaws becomes unbearable: 
these are the demonesses (srin mo) of mundane karman.
We, gods and demons (lha srin) here assembled, 
have heaped white and black pebbles responding to the dice: 
a clear divination came: “It is your turn [to be slaughtered, it says]”.56

Then, in the following song, Mi la ras pa speaks to the goddess Tshe 
ring ma of the innumerable groups of demons that populate the different 
spheres of existence.

In particular, there are five terrifying demonesses (srin mo),
swearing at me with abusive language. 
“You must depart from this life”, they say.
Having been above all terrified by death, 

53  mGur ’bum: NG, pp. 452-53.
54   Bar chad lung bstan.
55  On the contrary, in R. De Nebesky-Wojkowits, Oracles and Demons of Tibet. The Cult 

and the Iconography of the Tibetan Protective Deities, 1975, p. 310, the “great gdon who 
injure children” (byis pa’i gdon chen) are numbered as eighteen. 

56  mGgur ’bum: NG, p. 455.
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I meditate [absorbed] in the natural condition, the primordial and immortal 
mental.57

As a conclusion, however, he will then announce: 

I do not fear either life or death anymore.58

Incidentally, it would not be superfluous to remark that in the mGur 
’bum the srin mo could be identified with the image of the old woman, 
in accordance with well diffused Eastern and Western literary topoi that 
consider the loss of beauty of the female body as a general prototype for 
impermanence and its aging as a reflection of her natural wickedness. 
In ch. 12 of the mGur ’bum, entitled “The Second Visit to Rag ma”,59 
when Mi la ras pa describes the many aspects of mundane life he has 
abandoned (i.e., country, wife, son, daughter, relatives, and so on), the wife 
is compared to an authentic demoness (srin mo): 

At first, the sweetheart is like a smiling goddess: 
admiring her face is never enough.
Later, she is a demoness (srin mo) with corpse’s eyes: 
if you say one word to her, she shouts two back; 
if you pull her hair, she seizes your knees;
if you beat her, she brandishes you with a ladle.
In the end, she is an old cow with no teeth,60 
a demoness (srin mo) with angry eyes devouring the mind.
I renounced fighting with [such] a demoness (bdud mo):61

For your young sweetheart I have no desire.62 

Let us now turn to chapter 4 of the mGur ’bum, the last text to be 
presented here. The yogin Mi la ras pa and the demoness of the rock 
Ling pa (Ling pa brag srin mo) confront each other in nine songs, five 
pronounced by Mi la ras pa and four by her.63 From a crevice of the rock 

57   Ibid., p. 458.
58   Ibid. 
59   Rag ma’i skor phyi ma.
60   Ba rgan so med ma.
61   The two terms, srin mo and bdud mo are almost interchangeable in this chapter.
62  mGur ’bum: NG, p. 287.
63  On the relationship of demonesses and goddesses (especially rDo rje phag mo, Skt. 

Vajravåråh¥, ‘the Adamantine Sow’) with rocks and caves, and the interesting image 
of soil and rocks as the body of the goddess lying on her back (gang rgyal or gang du 
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Ling pa, chosen at that time by Mi la ras pa as his meditation spot, the srin 
mo springs forth showing herself in various ways. At first she is a beautiful 
woman (bud med bzang mo) leading a black deer with a red man on its back 
(i.e., her brother, a demon, too), but later on she appears as a red bitch (kyi 
mo dmar po) that catches Mi la ras pa by his foot and holds him back.64 
As the yogin asks her not to harm him and leave the place, the demoness 
entrusts to him profound teachings about the illusory nature of demons, 
whose origins are to be traced to the habitual tendencies (bags chags, Skt. 
våsanå) of the subject. She says:

If you, when meditating, concentrated one-pointedly, 
by the power of your strong habitual tendencies, 
and due to the original cause of the illusions of your mind, 
do not consider discursive thoughts as enemies, 
how could I, the Demoness of the Rock, become your enemy?
… 

If you recognised by yourself the nature of the mind, 
[all] the unfavourable circumstances would become your friends 
and even I, the Demoness of the Rock, would become your servant.65

From the very beginning, however, the yogin recognizes the truth of the 
demoness’s teaching, praising her harmonious song:

Although I have travelled from country to country, 
never have I heard a song so beautiful!
Even should one compare it with one hundred scholars, 
not a truth could be superior to that.
Demoness, from your mouth came good words:
they are like a golden needle, 
that sting the heart of my consciousness …66

’gyel) see R.A. Stein, Grottes-matrices et lieux saints de la déesse en Asie Orientale, 1988, 
pp. 37-49. 

64  The close association of female demons with rocks as their dwelling place and, 
particularly, the connection of witches and mkha’ ’gro ma with white rocks (brag dkar) 
are motifs still present in the Tibetan cultural regions nowadays. Cf. H. Diemberger 
and G. Hazod, “Machig Zhama’s Recovery. Traces of Ancient History and Myth in 
the South Tibetan Landscape of Kharta and Phadrug”, 1994, p. 32.

65  mGur ’bum: NG, p. 232.
66  Ibid., pp. 232-33.
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And shortly after:

Suddenly the mindfulness of the original awareness has been awoken in me.67 

Then, at the end of the dialogue the srin mo exists only as a voice, 
her body having somehow magically disappeared during the course of 
it.68 From the songs she uttered Mi la ras pa can recognise her nature 
as nothing other than a magical display deriving from his still deluded 
mind. The demoness’s power to injure is to be put in relation with the 
defilements accumulated in his own past experiences.

The narrative ends—as usually occurs in the hagiographic stories of 
the mGur ’bum—with the submission of the demoness to the superior 
Dharma of the yogin and her vow to protect and serve Buddhist teachings. 
Significantly, this happens when she recognises the absence of intrinsic 
reality in her own existence, which is represented by the terrific appearance 
of a repellent body never satisfied. (She, in fact, feeds herself with flesh 
and blood, and, as a suffering body, wanders through the villages of the 
flesh-eaters).69 Her repulsive form, as well as her malignant, mendacious 
nature, both caused by excessive attachment, fully represents the karmic 
retribution for previous negative acts of body, speech and mind, in 
particular for vows and sacred commitments not fulfilled.70

Conclusions: the characters of the srin mo in the Ro sgrung and in the 
mGur ’bum

The srin mo appears, then, in the Ro sgrung as the typical female 
inhabitant of a terra damnata, a destructive and devouring Land. As a 
reverse character (anti-mother and anti-queen) she is mainly marked by 
her lack of something. For example, in chapter 11, the mother-demoness 
and her daughter are begging for food in town (lack of food); their terrible 
schemes for taking over the highest rank the human girl has obtained are 
motivated by their envy (lack of acknowledged social position, wealth, 

67  Dran pa’i ye shes tur gyis sad, mGur ’bum: NG, p. 233.
68  “A voice without a body…” says the Tibetan text (gzugs med pa’i skad gcig), mGur ’bum: 

NG, p. 235.
69   Ibid. 
70   Ibid.
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etc.); again, in chapter 17 the srin mo is described as having such long—
and obviously empty—breasts that she has to carry them on her shoulders 
(lack of vital energy/life). All this evidence seems to be pointing to the 
destructive aspect of the feminine archetype. When refused or negated 
by the collective consciousness, its image is likely to be projected as 
terrifying “diversity”, and experienced—to use a modern psychological 
term—as a dreadful “shadow”. 

Moreover the srin mo reminds us of other well-known ferocious figures 
of the Hindu pantheon, such as the ∂åkin¥ (female sky-goers), the måt•kå 
(mothers) or the råkΣas¥ (ogresses or demonesses), all linked—although in 
different ways—to the motifs of sickness/death or obstructed womanhood/
motherhood. They are female spirits and demons especially dangerous for 
women and mothers, as they curse them with infertility or with the death 
of their children. 

More specifically, the voracious srin mo brings to mind those groups of 
Tibetan Buddhist deities known as ma mo (‘mothers’), a numerous class 
of demonesses whose name derives from sanskrit måt•kå but may have 
a pre-Buddhist origin. Bound by an oath, they were later accepted into 
the Buddhist pantheon with the title of dam can (‘vow-holder’), and are 
represented as black flesh-eaters, empty-breasted, with dishevelled hair, 
holding a sack full of diseases (nad kyi rkyal pa), the magical notched stick 
(khram shing) and the black snare (zhags pa nag po) used to kidnap children. 
However, the ma mo sometimes assume a protective role, taking care of 
the world’s quarters, or being part of the guarding retinue of such deities 
as gShin rje (Yama), the Lord of Death, or rDo rje phag mo (Vajravårah¥), 
the Adamantine Sow.71

The image of a starving, blood-thirsty deity attributed to the srin mo 
in the Ro sgrung seems to be a recurring feature connected to the obscure 

71  See R. De Nebesky-Wojkowitz, Oracles and Demons of Tibet. The Cult and the 
Iconography of the Tibetan Protective Deities, 1975, pp. 269-73. The twelve mThu chen 
ma mo (‘powerful ma mo’) are supposed to lie in the twelve directions of the world 
(the four quarters and the upper and the lower part of each of them). Moreover, it 
is worth noticing that dPal ldan lha mo, the chief-guardian goddess of the Tibetan 
Buddhist pantheon and chief protectress of the dGe lugs pa school, is also regarded as 
the mistress of the ma mo. The retinue of Yama is formed by a sisterhood of twelve ma 
mo, that of rDo rje phag mo by one of three ma mo.
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aspect of the Great Mother, who gives birth and sustains life, but, in 
order to continue to be what she is, needs to be fed over and over again. 
The hunger of the srin mo, then, can be viewed as expressing both the 
necessity and the implicit paradox of life, continuously recreated by no-
life, or death. 

In the mGur ’bum, the srin mo is represented as holder of death. She 
is explicitly indicated as such, and her attributes also point to the same 
nature: she is eager for flesh and blood, is dominated by rage, fury and 
desires, is marked by a horrible laugh and dishevelled hair. All these 
characteristics, alluding to her uncontrolled hunger and fury, recall what 
above all is constrictive in human life, that is to say death. Over death 
humans have no control whatsoever. However, in the mGur ’bum such a 
terrifying representation is nevertheless associated with a more mature 
concept of the demonic, as the srin mo is considered only an illusory image 
created by human experience, being no different in its ultimate nature 
from Emptiness itself. And as a mental deluded image, she apparently 
undergoes the last of her metamorphoses in Tibetan Buddhism. She 
becomes a powerful agent of inner transformation. As Mi la ras pa says in 
chapter 4 of the mGur ’bum referring to the srin mo:

If one conceives a demon as a demon, it brings harm.
If one recognizes a demon as voidness, it disappears.
If one comprehends a demon as dharmatå, it is [the way to] liberation.
If one recognizes a demon as one’s own father-mother, it dissolves.72

By encountering the demoness, i.e., the threatening aspect of one’s own 
mind already rejected, the “terrifying-she” assumes the power to ripen into 
a vehicle of liberation.73 This constitutes, in my opinion, the psychological 

72  mGur ’bum: NG, p.237. The verb zin pa, here translated as ‘dissolves’, literally 
indicates either something that is “accomplished” and “completed”, or something that 
is “conjoined” and “embraced”. 

73   The representation of the srin mo given here, i.e., of a powerful female being that, 
by creating obstacles to the practice of the yogin and by giving him profound oral 
teachings, becomes a turning point in his path to Awakening, easily recalls the mkha’ 
’gro ma (Skt. ∂åkin¥). These well-known female sky-goers are described in Tibetan 
hagiographies (rnam thar, lit. ‘complete liberation’) mostly in terrific forms (especially 
when not openly invoked), and they play the role of teachers of uncomfortable truths 
about the narrowness of ego-experiences. 
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value of the last representation of the srin mo demoness in the mGur ’bum. 
It is a meaningful image of the fecundity of the terrifying, which can lead 
into life if one is willing to accept it in a motherly, compassionate way, as 
in the verses quoted above.
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YAMÓNTAKA-VAJRABHAIRAVA 
IN MODERN CHINA

AnAlysis of 20th Century trAnslAtions from tibetAn

Ester Bianchi

Yamåntaka (Tib. gShin rje gshed, Ch. Daweide 大威德), ‘Ender of 
Yama’, a wrathful tantric deity who succeeded in subjugating the originally 
non-Buddhist Yama, Lord of Death, in the Tibetan Vajrayåna tradition is 
one of the eight dharmapålas. The dGe lugs pa school worships a form of 
him known as Vajrabhairava, ‘Vajra Terror’ (Tib. rDo rje ’Jigs byed, Ch. 
Jingang buwei 金剛怖畏), that belongs to the ‘vajra family’ of AkΣobhya 
Buddha. Represented with nine heads, thirty-four arms, and sixteen 
legs, his central face is that of a buffalo (i.e., of Yama), with Mañjußr¥’s 
imperturbable features above it. 

Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava is the meditation deity (Tib. yi dam) of the 
cycle of texts to be analysed in the present study. Although mentioned in 
several sources predating the revelation of its own cycle of tantras (some 
of them also preserved in Chinese),1 its form as Vajrabhairava—apart 
from a few translations dating to Song times2—seems not to have been 

1 The root texts of the tantric cycle of Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava are said to date back 
to the 8th or 9th centuries. According to tradition, they were revealed in the lands 
of O∂∂iyåna to Lalitavajra, a 10th century scholar from the monastery of Nålandå, 
and were later transmitted into Tibet at the time of At¥ßa (982-1045). The practice 
related to Vajrabhairava has always been widespread throughout all gSar ma schools 
of Tibetan Buddhism, particularly the Sa skya and the bKa’ gdams traditions. By the 
dGe lugs pa, the latter’s direct inheritors, Vajrabhairava is considered to be a special 
protector of the Highest Yogatantras, as one of the three main deities of the school 
together with Guhyasamåja and Saµvara. For the Yamåntaka tantric cycle as a whole, 
see Sonam Dragpa, Overview of Buddhist Tantra, 1996, pp. 47-49; for the Vajrabhairava 
corpus of scriptures, B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, in particular pp. 10-15 
with regard to the transmission to Tibet. See also R. Duquenne, “Daiitoku MyØØ 大
威德明王”, 1983.

2 For instance the Foshuo miao jixiang zuisheng genben dajiao jing 佛說妙吉祥最勝根

本大教經 (T. 1217), translated by Faxian 法賢 (?-1001), which provides a detailed 
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worshipped in China before the Qing dynasty.3 Probably under Qianlong 
乾隆 (1736-1795) Beijing was identified with this Tibetan deity: a statue in 
Beihai 北海 represented Vajrabhairava himself, and the Forbidden City, the 
Imperial City and the Outer City were intended to be its three concentric 
circle maˆ∂ala.4 In other words, the Manchus choose it as the protector 
of the capital city of the Chinese Empire. Imperial translations of the 
relevant tantric cycle were also undertaken, most of them in Mongolian, 
but also including Chinese and Manchu versions.5 

In Republican China the Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava practice continued 
to be a favourite one within Tibetan monasteries in Han territory. However, 

presentation of Yamåntaka as a wrathful form of Mañjußr¥, and includes references 
to “Yanmandejia Dawuwei mingwang 焰鬘得迦大無畏明王” (Skt. Yamåntaka-bhairava 
vidyåråja). According to R. Duquenne, this text, together with other two translations 
by the same author (T. 890 and 891), “reflètent une tradition postérieure, plus proche 
du lamaïsme que de l’ésotérisme japonais” (“Daiitoku MyØØ 大威德明王”, p. 665).

3 Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the Chinese word daweide, employed to indicate 
Yamåntaka, literally means ‘[endowed] with great power and virtue’, while wei 威 
(‘power’, ‘might’) also designates the one who strikes reverential terror into beings, 
thus referring to the same semantic context as the Sanskrit bhairava, “terrifier” (Ch. 
buwei 怖畏 or weiluowa 威羅瓦). “Le fait que Yamåntaka s’appelle Daiitoku [Daweide] 
en sino-japonais […], fournit un argument non négligeable à l’appui de l’identification 
de Yamåntaka et de Bhairava. […] Bref, itoku [weide 威德] peut fort bien avoir servi à 
traduire bhairava” (R. Duquenne, ibid., pp. 652-53).

4 See F.D. Lessing, “The Topographical Identification of Peking with Yamåntaka”, 
1956. On this issue, also see E. Bianchi, “Protecting Beijing: The Tibetan Image 
of Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava in Late Imperial and Republican China”, 2008. Michel 
Strickmann observed that “Pékin est plus souvent identifi¡ au corps du jeune dieu 
guerrier NalakËbata (No-tsc’a) [哪吒 or 那吒], fils de Vaißravaˆa, gardien du nord et 
héros de mainte légende” (M. Strickmann, Mantras et mandarins, 1996, p. 422). The 
identification of Dadu and later of Beijing (respectively during the Yuan and Ming 
dynasties) with Nacha refers to a Mongolian legend analysed in Chan Hok-lam, “A 
Mongolian Legend of the Building of Peking”, 1990.

5 Among the Chinese translations, deserve mention those sponsored by the Xian Prince 
顯親王 Yanhuang 衍璜 and edited by Chongfan Jingjue 崇梵靜覺. They include a 
sådhana by the first lCang sKya hutuktu (1642-1714), a sådhana of the thirteen deities 
and a sådhana of the solitary hero Vajrabhairava. See Chongfan Jingjue (ed.), Daweide 
Jingang Buwei shisan zun chengjiu yigui baoqiejing, 1763, a collection analysed in E. Bianchi, 
“Protecting Beijing: The Tibetan Image of Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava in Late Imperial 
and Republican China”, 2008, pp. 346-50. A list of Mongolian, Manchu and Chinese 
imperial translations is given in B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, pp. 255-58.
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it also increasingly attracted Chinese Buddhists. At the beginning of the 
20th century, in fact, the Buddhist community began to re-think its 
own tradition with the main aim of reforming monastic education and 
comparing local Buddhism with its original Indian teachings as well as 
other Buddhist traditions in Asia. For Tantrism, whose lineages had been 
interrupted in China for centuries, Chinese Buddhists had to turn to Tibet 
or Japan, and a number of monks thus began to participate in pilgrimages 
to Tibetan areas, becoming disciples of lamas. On their return to China, 
many of them endeavoured to spread Tibetan teachings—and above all 
Vajrayåna ones.6 Works and rituals belonging to the cycle of Vajrabhairava 
were held in high esteem, since they appeared as the most appropriate for 
the present decadent age. Consequently, new translations enriched the 
Chinese corpus of scriptures devoted to this deity.

The “Sådhana of the Bhagavan, the Glorious Solitary Hero Vajrabhairava” 
(Tib. bCom ldan ’das dpal rdo rje ’jigs byed dpa’ bo gcig pa’i sgrub thabs) 
describes one of the most common practices. Handed down by sKyabs 
rje Pha bong kha bDe chen sNying po,7 it refers to the “generation stage” 

6 See E. Bianchi, “The Tantric Rebirth Movement in Modern China”, 2004. On the 
same issue also see Chen Bing and Deng Zimei, Ershi shiji Zhongguo fojiao, 2000, pp. 
347-81, mostly based on Dongchu, Zhongguo fojiao jindai shi, 1974, pp. 436-58; and Chen 
Bing, “The Tantric Revival”, 2008. In recent years, a number of studies analyzing Sino-
Tibetan relations during the Republican period has been published; works focusing on 
the role of Tibetan Buddhism in China from a religious and/or political point of view 
include: E. Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese Lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967)”, 2009 and “Chinese 
Chantings of the Names of Mañjußr¥”, 2011; M. Esposito, “Una tradizione rDzogs-
chen in Cina”, 1998 and “rDzogs chen in China”, 2008; Mei Jingxuan, “Minguo yilai 
de Han Zang Fojiao guanxi (1912-1949): Yi Han Zang jiaoliyuan wei zhongxin de 
tantao”, 1998 and “Minguo zaoqi xian mi Fojiao chongtu de tantao”, 1999; C. Meinert, 
“Gangkar Rinpoché between Tibet and China”, 2009; G. Tuttle, “Tibet as the Source 
of Messianic Teachings”, 2008, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern China, 2004, 
and “Translating Buddhism from Tibetan to Chinese”, 2008; F. Wang-Toutain, 
“Quand les maîtres chinois s’éveillent au bouddhisme tibétain”, 2000.

7 sKyabs rje Pha bong kha bDe chen sNying po Byams pa bsTan ’dzin ’Phrin las rGya 
mtsho (1878-1941). For a short biography, see Pabongka, Liberation in the Palm of Your 
Hand, 1997, pp. 10-15. The text is part of Pha bong kha’s broader work: ’Jigs byed dpa’ 
bo gcig pa’i sgo nas sgab ’dre’am sgrub sri mnan pa’i cho ga (from now on referred to as “Pha 
bong kha”). For an English translation, see Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard, Meditation on 
Vajrabhairava, 1990. Many thanks to Luca Corona for providing me with the Tibetan 
text, and to Jean-Luc Achard for his help in comparing it with the Chinese versions.
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of the Anuttarayogatantra,8 and involves the visualisation of the yi dam’s 
maˆ∂ala, particularly of his celestial mansion, evoked by the practitioner 
after emerging from emptiness in the form of Mañjußr¥ to finally assume 
Vajrabhairava’s features. Such a meditative process is conceived of as 
an experience of symbolic death (dharmakåya), of an intermediate state 
(saµbhogakåya) and of rebirth (nirmåˆakåya). In the words of dByangs chen 
dGa’ ba’i bLo gros (18th century): 

As implicitly stated by its definition, practitioners of the generation stage 
conceive of themselves as a deity or deities. Their practice is primarily focused 
on transforming the three ordinary states of death, the intermediate and 
rebirth into paths for realizing the three kayas or bodies of an enlightened 
person. On this stage practitioners are making best use of their imaginative 
power (mos pa) and skills to practice a deity yoga. This yoga not only accords 
with the aspects of death, the intermediate state and rebirth but also the aspects 
of the three resultant bodies of an enlightened person. Briefly speaking, 
this practice involves meditating on the stages of the dissolution of bodily 
elements along with the respective deities, eventually culminating in the clear 
light of death, which is analogous to the Truth Body. This is followed by the 
intermediate state in which practitioners instead of being reborn as beings of 
such a state they arise themselves in the Complete Enjoyment Body, and then, 
for rebirth, they [sic] arise as an Emanation Body.9 

Here I will primarily analyse the extensive form of the sådhana in two 
Chinese translations, one made in the thirties by master Nenghai 能海,10 

8 Anuttarayogatantra covers two stages of meditational practice meant to induce a 
transformation into one’s own yi dam: ‘generation’ or ‘creation’ (Skt. utpattikrama, Tib. 
bskyed rim, Ch. shengqi cidi 生起次第) and ‘realisation’ or ‘completion’ (Skt. utpannakrama, 
Tib. rdzogs rim, Ch. yuancheng cidi 圓成次第). See also below, note 137.

9 Yangchen Gawai Lodoe, Paths and Grounds of Guhyasamaja according to Arya Nagarjuna, 
1995, pp. 19-20. For sådhanas equally involving a symbolic path through death, intermediate 
state and rebirth, also see A. Wayman, The Buddhist Tantras, 1973, pp. 212-24.

10  Nenghai, Wenshu Daweide jingang benzun xiuxing chengjiu fa, n.d. (from now referred 
to as “Nenghai”), translated in E. Bianchi, “Sådhana della divinità solitaria Yamåntaka-
Vajrabhairava”, 2005-2006. This sådhana is commonly known among Nenghai’s 
disciples as Daweide yizun chengjiu fa 大威德一尊成就法 (“Sådhana of the Solitary deity 
Yamåntaka”). It is one out of eighteen works by Nenghai—sådhanas, commentaries and 
other rituals—devoted to Vajrabhairava. In the present study, Nenghai’s translation 
of a commentary to the same sådhana will also be taken into account (Daweide Wenshu 
chengjiu fangbian lüeyin, 1991). See the list of his works in E. Bianchi, The Iron Statue 
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the other being a more recent version published in 1996 under the name 
of Xiligong Chizhu 悉利公赤珠.11 These will be compared with a shorter 
form of the practice in a text edited by Tang Xiangming 湯薌銘, who 
worked as a translator in Beijing during the thirties and forties of the 20th 
century and was one of the most prominent laymen within the Tantric 
Rebirth Movement.12 

The translation by Xiligong Chizhu was made in the context of a 
Taiwanese dGe lugs pa centre, and at the time the translator could use 
a number of aids (previous translations, new dictionaries, and so on) not 
available in the first decades of the 20th century. Thus, not surprisingly, this 
work shows a consistency not to be found in Nenghai, who worked on the 
basis of a manuscript transmitted to him by his Tibetan master Khang sar,13 
and also of his oral instructions. Active in Lhasa and Chengdu, probably he 
could not consult the other Vajrabhairava texts translated or edited in the 
same years in Beijing, nor could he make use of the first dictionaries and 
language tools published at the end of the thirties and during the forties.14 

Monastery, 2001, pp. 170-73, and Dingzhi, Nenghai shangshi zhuan, 1996, pp. 98-106; 
on him, see E. Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese Lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967)”, 2009. 

11 Xiligong Chizhu, Jixiang jingang buwei duyong zun fo xingxiu zisheng fangbian huo yi 
jing (from now referred to as “Xiligong”). The text is part of a broader work entitled 
Da jixiang jing (Scriptures of the Great Mañjußr¥), 1997. For Xiligong Chizhu’s 
lineage, see http://gelugpa.icnet.com.tw/master-ref1.htm. For the spread of Tibetan 
Buddhism in Taiwan during the second half of the 20th century, see Yao Lixiang, 
“The Development and Evolution of Tibetan Buddhism in Taiwan”, 2008, and A. 
Zablocki, “The Taiwanese Connection”, 2009.

12 Tang Xiangming, Daweide jingang yizun lüegui, 1991 (from now on referred to as 
“Tang”). The text is published in the collection edited by Zhou Shaoliang, Zangmi 
xiufa midian, 1991, which includes translations and other works on Tibetan Buddhism 
made from 1931 to 1951. For a detailed analysis of this collection and for Tang 
Xiangming’s life and work, see G. Tuttle, “Translating Buddhism from Tibetan to 
Chinese”, 2008, respectively pp. 242 passim and 269-70.

13 For Khang sar Rinpoche’s life and teachings, see E. Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese Lama’ 
Nenghai (1886-1967)”, 2005, pp. 297-302.

14 These new tools include a Tibetan grammar, language textbooks, introductory 
works on Tibetan history and culture, and the first editions of Tibetan-Chinese 
dictionaries (1939 and 1945). Some of these works were supported by a special found 
of the Chinese government. See G. Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern 
China, 2004, pp. 203-5.
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Tang Xiangming’s rendition, on the other hand, reveals that he had access 
to the works produced by the Beijing Institute of Tantric Scriptures,15 and a 
more consistent use of vocabulary than Nenghai’s. 

The philological and doctrinal analysis of the Chinese texts will 
mainly aim at highlighting differences in lexicon and content, rather than 
their faithfulness to the Tibetan original. Even if this may be somewhat 
misleading, considering that all deal with the same sådhana, it seems 
necessary to do so in order to show the variety of approaches and the 
possible specific aims of the translators. This will enable us to trace the 
evolution of a single tantric practice at different times and in different 
geographical milieus.16

15 The Beijing Institute of Tantric Scriptures was founded in 1933. “En marge de 
l’Association d’étude de l’Éveil et de l’Institut d’études mongoles et tibétaines du 9e 
Panchen Lama, d’autres écoles ayant pour objet l’étude du bouddhisme tibétain virent 
le jour au début des années trente, telles que l’Association d’étude du bouddhisme 
tantrique (mi sheng xuehui 密乘學會) à Wuhan, l’Association d’étude du Khams et 
du Tibet (Kang Zang xuefatuan 康藏學法團) à Chengdu et l’Institut du bouddhisme 
tantrique à Pékin (Beiping mi Zang yuan 北平密藏院)” (F. Jagou, Le 9e Panchen Lama 
(1883-1937), 2004, p. 132). Also see G. Tuttle, “Translating Buddhism from Tibetan 
to Chinese”, 2008, pp. 255 passim. In regards to Tang Xiangming, Tuttle confirms 
that “he worked with both of Beijing’s esoteric centers” (i.e. the Institute of Tantric 
Scriptures, active 1931-1938, and the Bodhi Study Association, active 1938-1951) 
“though most of his translations seem to have been published by the Bodhi Study 
Association” (p. 269).

16 In certain cases I will also refer to other Chinese texts belonging to the same cycle. 
As an example of a “completion stage” text translated by a Chinese author, Tang 
Xiangming’s Daweide jingang buwei shisan zun chengjiu yigui baoqie huiyi zhiguan song 
Wenshu zhenyan jing, 1991 (probably published during the thirties or forties in Beijing) 
will be considered. The “Thirteen Deities” in the title include Vajrabhairava himself, 
and represent the thirteen stages of the path described in the Yamåntaka tantras. 
For translations by Tibetan or Mongolian masters, see the collection of texts also 
devoted to the thirteen deities Vajrabhairava by the Mongol Gu sri dkon mchog rdo 
rje in Gongjue, Buwei shisan zun tan yi. Buwei shisan zun ziru song yi. Buwei shisan zun 
guanding biji, 1933. Edited in 1933 at the Beijing Institute of Tantric Scriptures, this 
collection includes texts whose translations were sponsored by Xian Qinwang 顯親

王 dating back to 1764. At the same Institute of studies other translations belonging 
to the same tantric cycle were realised: edited by the laymen Liu Yumin 劉宇民 and 
Jun Pengyi 君彭翌, they present themselves as transcriptions of teachings given 
by Gu sri dkon mchog rdo rje himself and, probably, other Tibetan or Mongolian 
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Lexical analysis

1. The names of Yamåntaka
In the Tibetan text, the yi dam’s name is generally given as rDo rje 

’Jigs byed (Skt. Vajrabhairava), and, rarely, as a combination of this and 
gShin rje gshed (Skt. Yamåntaka), while the latter as a single term only 
occurs in those contents where Yamåntaka is evoked as maˆ∂ala protector 
or as general protector, and in the mantras. The same is true for Xiligong 
Chizhu’s translation. Here, Jingang buwei 金剛怖畏 (‘Vajra terrifier’, i.e., 
Vajrabhairava) or such variant forms as Jixiang jingang buwei 吉祥金剛

怖畏 (‘Glorious Vajrabhairava’)17 and Jingang buwei zun fo 金剛怖畏尊佛 
(‘Venerable Buddha Vajrabhairava’) prevail. 

On the other hand, at the beginning of the lineage masters the Tibetan 
text presents the name Mañjußr¥-vajra-Yamåntaka, literally translated by 
Xiligong as Miaode jingang Yanmodi 妙德金剛閻魔敵;18 similarly, in one 
of the passages in praise of the yi dam we find the combination Bhairava-
Yamåntaka, Buwei Yanmodi 怖畏閻魔敵 in Xiligong.19 Elsewhere rDo rje 
’Jigs byed is rendered as Daweide jingang 大威德金剛, thus implying an 
interpretation of daweide 大威德 as a possible translation for bhairava.20 As 
for the occurrences of the single name Yamåntaka, in Xiligong we find 

masters between 1927 and 1937 (Liu Yumin and Jun Pengyi, Jingang buwei yuanwen 
shushi dami sudao, 1938). Finally, the text authored by Guxili 古洗里 Dorje, probably 
another Chinese name for the same Gu sri dkon mchog rdo rje, also edited at the 
beginning of the thirties, is another translation belonging to the Vajrabhairava tantric 
cycle (Da jingang weide qifen zhi xing san shen baozang, 1931). According to G. Tuttle 
(“Translating Buddhism from Tibetan to Chinese”, 2008, p. 244), Gu sri dkon mchog 
was able to pen his own Chinese texts without needing the aid of translators.

17 The term jixiang 吉祥, which literally means ‘auspicious’, may also refer to Mañjußr¥ 
(Wenshu 文殊), among whose epithets one finds miao jixiang 妙吉祥 (‘wonderfully 
auspicious’). In fact, the Bodhisattva’s Sanskrit name can be translated as ‘beautiful’ 
(Skt. mañju) and ‘good fortune’, ‘virtue’ (Skt. ßr¥). The latter element also refers to 
“majesty”, and is employed as an epithet to a deity, meaning ‘lord’. See W. E. Soothill 
and L. Hodous, A Dictionary of Chinese Buddhist Terms, 1937, p. 153.

18 Xiligong, p. 129. Miaode 妙德 is one of Mañjußr¥’s epithets (see W. E. Soothill and L. 
Hodous, id.). As for Yanmodi 閻魔敵, ‘enemy of Yama’, it is the literal translation of 
Yamåntaka.

19 Xiligong, p. 157.
20 Ibid., p. 140.
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Yanmo mingwang 閻魔明王 when reference is made to this figure as one 
of the ten krodha protectors,21 and Yanmodi 閻魔敵 in the role of general 
protector,22 while in mantras the transliteration Yameidaga 雅美達嘎 is 
normally adopted.23 

Tang Xiangming also shows a close correspondence with the Tibetan, 
as he uses (Da)weide jingang (大)威德金剛—which may be rendered 
as Bhairava-vajra, but also as Yamåntaka-vajra—where the text has 
Vajrabhairava,24 and Daweide for the single name of Yamåntaka.25 The 
latter is transliterated as Yamadaga 鴉嘛答嘎 in mantras.26 

Nenghai provides us with a wide range of different expressions referring 
to the same yi dam. Following the order in which they appear in the 
text, they are: Wenshu Daweide jingang 文殊大威德金剛 (‘Mañjußr¥-
Yamåntaka-vajra’ or ‘Mañjußr¥-Bhairava-vajra’); Daweide (‘Yamåntaka’ or 
‘Bhairava’);27 Miaode jingang Yamanda 妙德金剛雅曼達 (‘Mañjußr¥-vajra-
Yamåntaka’);28 Wenshu Daweide Buwei jingang 文殊大威德怖畏金剛 
(‘Mañjußr¥-Yamåntaka-Bhairava-vajra’);29 Wenshu Buwei jingang 文殊怖畏

金剛 (‘Mañjußr¥-Bhairava-vajra’);30 Daweide Buwei jingang 大威德怖畏金

剛 (‘Yamåntaka-Bhairava-vajra’);31 Daweide Jingang buwei 大威德金剛怖畏 
(‘Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava’);32 Buwei jingang 怖畏金剛 (‘Bhairava-vajra’);33 

21 Ibid., p. 143.
22 Ibid., p. 165.
23 See for example Xiligong, pp. 159-60.
24 Tang, pp. 1a, 2b, 4b, 5a, 6b, 8b and 11b. In one case the name Jingang Daweide 金剛大

威德 occurs (Ibid., p. 10a).
25 Ibid., p. 7b.
26 Ibid., pp. 5b-6a.
27 For istance, the first two names on the list occur in the two titles of Nenghai’s sådhana. 

Daweide to name Vajrabhairava also occurs in Nenghai, p. 3b, as well as in the titles 
of at least nine of Nenghai’s works devoted to the same tantric cycle (see E. Bianchi, 
The Iron Statue Monastery, 2001, p. 171). This also reflects a common habit among 
Nenghai’s contemporary disciples, who usually refer to Vajrabhairava as Daweide. 

28 Nenghai, p. 2a. This is a literal translation from Tibetan.
29  Ibid., p. 3a.
30 Ibid., p. 3b.
31 Ibid., pp. 3b (twice), 15b, 16b and 29b.
32 Ibid., p. 5a.
33 Ibid., pp. 6b (twice), 13a, 21b, 22a and 30a.
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Yamandajia 雅曼達迦 (‘Yamåntaka’);34 Yudi Yamandajia 獄帝雅曼達迦 
(‘Yamåntaka Lord of Hells’);35 Daweide buwei 大威德怖畏 (‘Yamåntaka-
Bhairava’);36 Yamadajia 雅馬達迦 (‘Yamåntaka’);37 Jike buwei 極可怖畏 
(‘Extremely terrible Bhairava’);38 Buwei Yamadajia 怖畏雅馬達迦 (‘Bhairava-
Yamåntaka’);39 Daweide jingang (‘Yamåntaka-vajra’);40 Kewei jingang 可畏

金剛 (‘Bhairava-vajra’);41 Weide shengzun 威德聖尊 (‘Bhairava deity’). 
The peculiarity of Nenghai’s text lies in the fact that, in many cases, he 

seems unwilling to adhere to the Tibetan text, and in his lack of consistency 
in choosing names, as he often employs different characters to transliterate 
the same name or its variations. Furthermore, in one occasion Yamåntaka is 
rendered as Jixiang Wenshu 吉祥文殊 (‘Mañjußr¥’).42 Considering that this 
also occurs in the title of Nenghai’s translation and in front of four of the yi 
dam’s appellations, it is reasonable to take it as a deliberate choice by the author 
to stress the close connection existing between Mañjußr¥ and Vajrabhairava.43 
This relationship, which may have been well-known to Tibetan Buddhists, 
was probably not immediately recognisable by Nenghai’s Chinese disciples. 
Through his translation strategy, he was able to clarify the fundamental 
nature of his own Tantric teachings: in fact, although he also devoted himself 
to the transmission of other tantric practices (among them those of Vairocana 
and Tårå), the two main yi dams of his community were Mañjußr¥ for the 
lower tantras and Yamåntaka-Vajrabhairava for the Anuttarayogatantra.44

34 This transliteration of Yamåntaka’s name occurs four times in one sole mantra (Nenghai, 
p. 6a).

35 Ibid., p. 9a. The deity is here Yamåntaka as maˆ∂ala protector, as in the Tibetan text. 
The latter, however, does not refer to it as “Lord of Hells”.

36 Ibid., p. 13b.
37 This name occurs in mantras (ibid., pp. 16b, 18a, 21b, 22a and 27b), in a note related to 

the “Hundred Syllable Mantra of Yamåntaka” (ibid., p. 21b), and as a transliteration of the 
deity’s name in the sådhana text (ibid., pp. 22a and 26a).

38 Ibid., p. 19a.
39 Ibid., p. 20b.
40 Ibid., p. 21a.
41 Ibid., pp. 21b and 27b.
42 Ibid., p. 30a.
43 The name of Mañjußr¥ (Ch. Wenshu) also occurs in the titles of other five Vajrabhairava 

texts by Nenghai. See E. Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 2001, p. 171.
44 In other Chinese translations of the Yamåntaka tantric cycle various ways to render the 

deity’s name can also be found. Among the translations made during the Qing period, it 
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Lastly, it should be noted that Vajrabhairava’s epithet ekav¥ra (Tib. 
dpa’ bo gcig pa)45 is translated as duyong 獨勇 (‘solitary hero’) in Xiligong 
and as yizun 一尊 (‘sole deity’) in Tang. Nenghai, on the other hand, 
indiscriminately uses both expressions.

2. Other deities and classes of beings
For other deities and classes of beings both Nenghai and Xiligong 

Chizhu usually adopt the traditional Chinese names when they are 
available in the Chinese Buddhist pantheon. The same does Tang 
Xiangming, within the limitations in the number of dieties mentioned 
in the short form of the sådhana he chose to translate. Among many 

is worth mentioning an 18th century’s xylographic edition included in Das Pantheon des 
Tschangtscha Hutuktu, ein Beitrag zur Iconographie des Lamaismus by E. Pander (Revised 
by Albert Grünwedel, Berlin, 1890; translated into English in S. Lohia, Lalitavajra’s 
Manual of Buddhist Iconography, 1994) where Vajrabhairava’s name occurs as Weiluowa 
jingang 威羅瓦金剛 (‘Bhairava-vajra’). However, the same expression is also employed to 
refer to K®Σˆayamåri (Ch. Heidi Weiluowa jingang 黑敵威羅瓦金剛) and Raktayamåri 
(Ch. Dahong Weiluowa jingang 大紅威羅瓦金剛), two forms of Yamåntaka other 
than Vajrabhairava (S. Lohia, ibid., pp. 106 and 111-12). In other Qing texts we find 
the following renderings for Vajrabhairava: Weide Jingang buwei 威德金剛怖畏, a 
translation, and Duolaji jiga 多喇吉吉嘎, a transliteration of his Tibetan name (see the 
list of Chinese treatises on Vajrabhairava in B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, p. 
257). When the single name Yamåntaka occurs, transliterations such as Yamadaga (same 
as in Tang; see B. Siklós, ibid.) are found, which are different from the canonical versions 
of the deity’s name (Yanmandejia 閻曼德迦, in T. 1214, 1215 and 1216, and Yemandejia 
耶曼德迦, in T. 1218). Vajrabhairava is then called Daweide Jingang buwei (Yamåntaka-
Vajrabhairava), Jingang buwei (Vajrabhairava) or, simply, Buwei 怖畏 (Bhairava) in the 
18th century translations sponsored by Xian Qinwang (see respectively Gongjue, Buwei 
shisan zun ziru song yi, 1933, pp. 1a, 23b and title, and Chongfan Jingjue, Daweide Jingang 
Buwei, 1763). These names are also used in Vajrabhairava texts composed in Republican 
China edited by Gongjue; Daweide jingang buwei also occurs in Tang Xiangming’s 
sådhana of the Thirteen Deities (Tang Xiangming, Daweide jingang buwei shisan zun, 
1991), while in the texts edited by Liu Yumin and Jun Pengyi (Jingang buwei yuanwen 
shushi dami sudao, 1938) Jingang buwei appears. Finally, the name Dajingang weide 大
金剛威德 (Mahå-Vajrabhairava) occurs in Guxili, Da jingang weide qifen zhi xing san shen 
baozang, 1931. 

45 “By the term ‘solitary hero’ (ekav¥ra) we understand only the father deity, as opposed 
to the ‘co-emergent’ (sahaja) form of the union of the father and mother deities” 
(Sonam Dragpa, Overview of Buddhist Tantra, 1996, p. 49).
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occurrences are the five J¥nas, other Buddhas and various Bodhisattvas, as 
well as terms such as dharmapåla (Tib. chos skyong, Ch. hufa shen 護法神), 
yakΣa (Tib. gnod spyin, Ch. yecha 夜叉), råkΣasa (Tib. srin po, Ch. luocha 羅
刹), goddess (Tib. lha mo; Ch. tiannü 天女), vetåla (Tib. rolangs, Ch. qishi 
起尸),46 and so on. Nevertheless, sometimes they are rendered differently 
in the Chinese translations, as in the case of (Mahå)Vairocana (Tib. rNam 
snang or rNam par sNang mdzad), translated as Pilu 毗盧 in Nenghai and 
as Dari 大日 in Xiligong.47 

Worth mentioning are also the Indian deities under Vajrabhairava’s feet: 
Brahmå (Tib. Tshangs pa), Indra (Tib. dBang po), Maheßvara (Tib. Drag 
po) and ViΣˆu (Tib. Khyab ‘jug).48 These are respectively rendered with 
Fantian 梵天, Dishi 帝釋, Dazizai tian 大自在天 and Bianru tian 編入天 
in Nenghai;49 Fanwang 梵王, Dishi, Zizai tian 自在天 and Bianru tian in 
Xiligong;50 and Fan 梵, Shi 釋, Zizai 自在 and Bianru 編入 in Tang.51 

For Yama (Tib. gShin rje) all the translators use the same Chinese name 
Yanmo 閻魔.52 However, with reference to his messengers, or karmayamas 
(Tib. las kyi gshin rje),53 there are conspicuous differences. Nenghai has such 
terms as shiye yuzhu 事業獄主, yanmo shi 閻摩使, yama shi 雅馬使 and dawang 
yu shi 大王獄使,54 while Xiligong Chizhu calls these messengers yanwang shi 

46 In Nenghai, p. 12b, one also finds the synonym qishigui 起屍鬼.
47 Respectively Nenghai, pp. 11a and 12b, and Xiligong, pp. 146 and 147.
48 It is worth noting that Indian deities appear seldom in the Vajrabhairava root tantras: 

“in contrast to the iconography of certain other tantras Vajrabhairava tramples the 
local Swat fauna under his feet [...], though later more elaborate grimoires [such as the 
‘Sådhana of the Solitary Hero’] and paintings do show Hindu deities under the creatures 
under Vajrabhairava’s feet” (B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, p. 5, note 9).

49 Nenghai, p.14b. Indra is also mentioned at p. 12a.
50 Xiligong, p. 148. Indra is also mentioned at p. 146.
51 Tang, p. 4b.
52 However, Nenghai also uses a different transliteration: Yanmo 閻摩 (Nenghai, p. 

25b); and Xiligong Chizhu a different name: Yanwang 閻王 (Xiligong, p. 164).
53  Karmayamas are a class of demons, mainly female, representing Yama’s activities 

(karma) and therefore charged with the task of acting on his behalf in the manifested 
worlds. See M. de Mallmann, Introduction à l’iconographie du Tântrisme bouddhique, 
1986, p. 464. Also see Zhang Yisun, Zang Han dacidian, 1985, p. 2771.

54  Nenghai, respectively pp. 5b, 26a, 26b and 27a. Shiye yuzhu (‘activities’ and ‘lord of 
hells’) and dawang yu shi (‘messengers of the great king of hells’) can be considered as 
different translations of karmayama.
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閻王使, yanwang juanshu 閻王眷屬 and yanwang hui 閻王會.55 To conclude with 
Yama’s retinue, his consort Cåmuˆ∂¥ (Tib. Tsa muˆ ∂i) is Zamuzhima 匝母支

媽 or Zamuzi 匝母子 in Nenghai, and Jiamuzhe 嘉母哲 in Xiligong.56 
The Bodhisattva Vajrapåˆi (Tib. Phyag rdor) is Jingangshou 金剛手 in 

Xiligong and Jingangchi 金剛持 in Nenghai.57 The latter term is used by 
both authors to translate vajradhåra (Tib. rdo rje ’dzin pa),58 and once by 
Nenghai with reference to Vajrasattva (Tib. rDo rje sems).59 Yet elsewhere 
Nenghai uses for Vajrasattva the name Jingang saduo 金剛薩埵 as Xiligong 
Chizhu does.60 It is true that there is a close connection between Vajrapåˆi 
and Vajrasattva, and that both can be qualified as vajradhåras (‘vajra 
bearers’).61 Nevertheless, while Xiligong Chizhu succeeds in differentiating 

55  Xiligong, respectively pp. 135, 164 and 166. On p. 166 the author mistakenly takes 
Yama for Yamåntaka (Ch. Yanmodi).

56  See Nenghai, pp. 25b and 27b, and Xiligong, pp. 164 and 166.
57  Xiligong, p. 149, and Nenghai, p. 14b.
58  See for example Nenghai, p. 13b, and Xiligong, pp. 147 and 173. Elsewhere Nenghai 

translates vajradhåra as chijingang 持金剛. The Chinese terms jingangchi and jingangshou, 
as well as zhijingang 執金剛, may all refer both to Vajrapåˆi and Vajradhåra. See Ciyi 
(chief ed.), Foguang dacidian, 1989, pp. 2705, 3536 and 3545.

59  Jingangchi as Vajrasattva occurs only within Nenghai’s translation of the “Meditational 
Recitation of Vajrasattva”, which is not included in the edition of the sådhana analysed 
in the present paper. It is found, however, in the text edited by the Zhaojue 昭覺 
monastery in Chengdu. 

60  Vajrasattva is called Jingang saduo in Nenghai, “Meditational recitation of Vajrasattva”, 
in Nenghai, p. 11a, and in Xiligong, pp. 137 and 145.

61  Some scholars consider Vajrasattva to be the evolution of Vajrapåˆi; the latter, from head 
of yakΣas, later became one of the principle Bodhisattvas and, as Vajradhåra or Vajrasattva, 
Ódibuddha. In 1935 A.K. Coomaraswamy wrote: “[…] a YakΣa Vajrapåˆi, a guardian angel 
and not to be confused with Indra, is closely associated with the Buddha during his ministry; 
and […] this Vajrapåˆi, ‘who bears a vajra in his hand,’ soon becomes the Bodhisattva of 
the same name” (Elements of Buddhist Iconography, 1998, pp. 43-44). Similarly, in the words 
of É. Lamotte: “Forme secondaire d’Indra, génie protecteur de Íåkyamuni, bodhisattva 
attaché avec Ónanda au service du Maître, divinité émanée de l’être suprême: telles sont 
en gros les étapes parcourures au cours des temps par le yakΣa Vajrapåˆi. Le secret de sa 
fortune et de son apothéose se trouve dans le Vajra, son inéparable emblème. Vajra est le 
foudre servant d’arme offensive et défensive; c’est aussi le diamant, le plus dur des minéraux” 
(É. Lamotte, “Vajrapåˆi en Inde”, 1966). On the same issue, also see D. Snellgrove, Indo 
Tibetan Buddhism, 1987, pp. 134-41, and M. de Mallmann, Introduction à l’iconographie du 
Tântrisme bouddhique, 1986, pp. 413-15 (Vajrapåˆi), and pp. 419-21 (Vajrasattva). 
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one deity from another as in Pha bong kha’s sådhana, Nenghai’s text proves 
once more to be misleading, if not inaccurate. 

Similarly, for wrathful deities (Skt. krodha, Tib. khro bo) in both Nenghai 
and Xiligong we find the term mingwang 明王 (Skt. vidyåråja, Tib. rig pa 
rje) instead of the common Chinese translation fennu 忿怒.62 However, 
mingwang is also employed by Nenghai to translate vidhyådhara (Tib. rig 
pa rnams),63 which in another part of the text is correctly given as chiming 
持明 by both authors.64 

Finally, the term ∂åkin¥ (Tib. mkha’ ’gro ma) is translated as kongxing 
mu 空行母 (‘mother moving in the sky’) by Xiligong Chizhu, and as 
kongxing nü 空行女 (‘female moving in the sky’) by Nenghai.65 The latter, 
however, also uses a more generic feixing zun 飛行尊 (‘flying deity’) and 
transliterates the Tibetan name as kangzhuma 康竹馬.66 

In the case of deities and classes of beings peculiar to Tibetan Buddhism, 
a great variety of renditions is diplayed. As an example, three out of four 
goddesses67 are not very familiar to Chinese Buddhists, and are thus named 
differently in the two texts: Zaze 雜則 and Jiajiga 嘉基嘎 transliterate Tsa 
rtsi ka (Skt. Cårcikå);68 Gere 各熱 and Gulie 咕咧 transliterate Gau r¥ 

62  See Nenghai, pp. 6b, 9a and 13a, and Xiligong, pp. 140, 143 and 147. Mingwang is 
translated by R. Duquenne (“Daiitoku MyØØ”, 1983, p. 652) as “Roi de Science de 
Grande Vertu prestigieuse”, and refers to a specific class of wrathful deities. To refer 
to krodha deities, Nenghai also employs fennu (Nenghai, p. 6b).

63  Nenghai, p. 13a.
64  See Nenghai, p. 12a and Xiligong, p. 146.
65 See Xiligong, pp. 135 and 151, and Nenghai, p. 5b.
66  Nenghai, respectively pp. 2a and 16b.
67  These four goddesses are described holding various offerings in their hands, and are 

displayed in the four intermediate cardinal directions in the Yamåri maˆ∂ala (see R. 
Vira and L. Chandra, Tibetan Maˆ∂alas, 1995, pp. 54-55). They are wrathful forms of 
the four main tantric consorts: (Vajra)cårcikå of Locanå; Gaur¥ of Tårå; (Vajra)våråh¥ 
of Måmak¥; and (Vajra)sarasvat¥ of Påˆ∂arå. They are thus associated with the J¥nas 
in the four cardinal directions. See M. de Mallmann, Introduction à l’iconographie du 
Tântrisme bouddhique, 1986, respectively pp. 232-33 and 402, 173, 429, and 337-38. For 
the four main tantric consorts, see for instance M. de Mallmann, Etude iconographique 
sur Mañjußr¥, 1964, pp. 108-10. 

68 See respectively Nenghai, pp. 7a and 16a, and Xiligong, pp. 140 and 151. Vajracårcikå’s 
name is transliterated as Zalieziga 匝咧訾嘎 in L. Chandra and F. W. Bunce, The 
Tibetan Iconography of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and other Deities, 1990, pp. 522-23.



112 Ester Bianchi

(Skt. Gaur¥),69 while Våråh¥ (Tib. Phag mo) is rendered with Hainü 亥
女 and Haimu 亥母.70 On the other hand, Sarasvat¥ (Tib. dByangs can) is 
always translated as Miaoyin 妙音.71 The most common wrathful deities 
in the text, i.e., the ten krodhas, have more or less the same names in the 
two Chinese translations of the extended version of the sådhana.72 On the 
contrary, Íumbharåja (Tib. gNod mdzes rgyal po), from whom they are 
emanated, is named Fumo 伏魔 or Duba 毒巴 in Nenghai, and Miaosun 
妙損 in Xiligong.73 The four local deities74 under Vajrabhairava’s feet are 
also worthy of mention: gZhon nu gdong drug (“six faces”) is rendered 
as Liumian tong 六面童 by all;75 Log ’dren, the elephant headed, is 
Daoyin 倒引 in Nenghai, Xieyin 邪引 in Xiligong, and Pinayejia 毗那夜

69  See respectively Nenghai, p. 7a, and Xiligong, p. 140. 
70  See Nenghai, p. 7a and Xiligong p. 140. In Zhang Yisun, Zang Han dacidian, 1985, 

p. 1700, the name of Phag mo is translated as Muzhu 母豬 (‘sow mother’); Hainü or 
Haimu convey the same meaning by referring to the twelfth Earthly Branch (hai 亥) 
and to the corresponding symbolic animal (zhu 豬, ‘boar’).

71  See Nenghai, p. 7a and Xiligong p. 140. Miaoyin is the traditional Chinese name for 
Sarasvat¥. 

72  The ten krodhas are maˆ∂ala protectors displayed in the ten directions: 1) Yamåntaka; 
2) Aparåjita (Tib. gZhan gyis mi thub pa, Ch. Wunengsheng 無能勝); 3) Hayagr¥va 
(Tib. rTa mgrin, Ch. Matou 馬頭); 4) Am®takuˆ∂alin (Tib. bDud rtsi ’khyil ba, Ch. 
Ganluxuan 甘露漩); 5) Èakkiråja (Tib. ’Dod rgyal, Ch. Yudi 欲帝 in Nenghai, and 
Sengyu 勝欲 in Xiligong); 6) N¥ladaˆ∂a (Tib. dByug sngon can, Ch. Lanzhang 藍杖); 
7) Mahåbala (Tib. sTobs po che, Ch. Dali 大力); 8) Acala (Tib. Mi g.yo ba, Ch. Budong 
不動); 9) UΣˆ¥Σacakravartin (Tib. gTsug tor ’khor los bsgyur ba, Ch. Dingji zhuanlun 
頂髻轉輪); 10) Vajrapåtåla (Tib. rDo rje sa ’og, Ch. Jingangdi 金剛地 in Nenghai, and 
Jingang dixia 金剛地下 in Xiligong). See Nenghai, pp. 9a-10a and Xiligong, pp. 143-
45. Also see R. Tsepak, Tibetan-English Dictionary of Buddhist Terminology, 1997, p. 
27. For some representations of the ten krodhas, see R. Vira and L. Chandra, Tibetan 
Maˆ∂alas, 1995, pp. 24, 46, 66, and 68-70. 

73 See respectively Nenghai, pp. 9a and 10a, and Xiligong, pp. 143 and 145.
74 Vajrabhairava tramples four deities of the soil or locality under his left feet. While 

Pha bong kha, Xiligong Chizhu and Tang Xiangming do not refer to them as a 
particular class, Nenghai calls them jiangu tian 堅固天, a translation of the Sanskrit 
term p®thiv¥ (see Ciyi, chief ed., Foguang dacidian, 1989, p. 4445). Curiously, in the 
translation of the commentary he seems to consider this term as the name of one of 
the creatures under the deity’s feet (see Nenghai, Daweide Wenshu chengjiu fangbian 
lüeyin, 1991, p. 61b). 

75 Nenghai, p. 14b, Xiligong, p. 148, and Tang, p. 4b.



yAmÓntAkA-VAjrAbhAirAVA in modern ChinA 113

迦 in Tang;76 Zla ba, the Moon, appears as Yuetian 月天, Taiyin 太陰 and 
Yuegong 月宮;77 finally, Nyi ma, the Sun, is rendered respectively as Ritian 
日天, Taiyang 太陽 and Rigong 日宮.78 The way the Chinese texts refer to 
Jñåna∂åkin¥ (Tib. Ye shes kyi mkha’ ’gro)79 is also worth mentioning: she 
is Zhihui kangzhuma 智慧康竹馬 in Nenghai, and Huixing kongxingmu 
慧性空行母 in Xiligong.80 

Translations of the names of classes of beings also show differences. 
KΣetrapålas (Tib. zhing skyong, ‘realm protectors’) are introduced as 
shentong shouyu 神通守禦 (‘defenders endowed with magical powers’) or 
dizhu 地主 (‘landlords’) by Nenghai, and, more correctly, as shouyu 守
寓 or shoucheng 守城 by Xiligong Chizhu;81 digpålas (Tib. phyogs skyong, 
‘directional protectors’) as fang shouhu 方守護 and baofang 守方;82 ma mo, 
‘ogresses’, as mamu 麻母 or mamo 嘛摩.83 

Lastly, our sådhana presents a threefold categorization of the deities 
involved in the visualisation process: ‘commitment beings’ (Skt. 
samayasattva, Tib. dam tshig sems dpa’), ‘wisdom beings’ (Skt. jñånasattva, 
Tib. ye shes sems dpa’), and ‘concentration beings’ (Skt. samådhisattva, 

76 Respectively Nenghai, p. 14b, Xiligong, p. 148, and Tang, p. 4b.
77 Ibid.
78 Nenghai, p. 14b, Xiligong, p. 149, and Tang, p. 4b..
79 Jñåna∂åkin¥ is considered as the deity who transmitted the Vajrabhairava root tantra 

to Lalitavajra in O∂∂iyåna: “The lineages given for the various Yamåntaka texts by 
Jaya Paˆ∂ita [...] indicate that the VMT [Vajramahåbhairava-tantra] is the primary text 
of the cycle transmitted by Jñåna∂åkin¥ to Lalitavajra, while the other texts [...] were 
directly transmitted from Vajrabhairava to Lalitavajra” (B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava 
Tantras, 1996, p. 9).

80 Nenghai, p. 16b, and Xiligong, p. 151.
81 Nenghai, pp. 12a and 18b, and Xiligong, pp. 146 and 151. 
82  Respectively Nenghai, p. 5b, and Xiligong, pp. 133, 134 and 136. Nenghai, p. 5a, 

refers to the fifteen directional protectors by the general term shouhu shen 守護神. 
Both authors also refer to digpålas as hufang shen 護方神, a term which traditionally 
translates the Sanskrit lokapåla (Nenghai, p. 12a and Xiligong, p. 146). Furthermore, to 
translate digpåla Nenghai also employs hufa hufang 護法護方, which may be rendered 
as lokapåla-dharmapåla (Nenghai, 5b).

83  Respectively Nenghai, p. 29a, and Xiligong, p. 166. In Zhang Yisun, Zang Han 
dacidian, 1985, p. 2047, the Tibetan term ma mo is explained as tianmu 天母 (‘celestial 
mother’), tiannü 天女 (‘goddess’) and guinü 鬼女 (‘female demon’).
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Tib. ting nge ’dzin sems dpa’).84 Samayasattva is translated by Nenghai as 
sanmeiye pusa 三昧耶菩薩 and sanmei saduo 三昧薩埵, by Xiligong Chizhu 
as shiyan saduo 誓言薩埵, and by Tang Xiangming as benshi saduo 本誓

薩埵.85 Jñånasattva is zhihui zun 智慧尊, zhihui pusa 智慧菩薩 and zhihui 
yongshi 智慧勇識 in Nenghai, dehui zun 德慧尊 and dehui saduo 德慧薩

埵 in Xiligong, and zhihui saduo in Tang.86 As for samådhisattva, Nenghai 
renders it as jinglü yongshi 靜慮勇識, Xiligong Chizhu as chiding saduo 持定

薩埵, and Tang Xiangming as chanding saduo 禪定薩埵.87

3. Lineages of masters
Also in the case of lineage masters, Nenghai and Xiligong Chizhu 

propose different names, transliterated in various ways or translated more 

84  All together they form the so-called ‘Triple stack heroic minds’ (Tib. sems dpa’ gsum 
brtsegs). They represent three levels of visualisation of all maˆ∂ala deities: “With 
myself as this commitment being, I have at my heart, on a moon-disc seat the wisdom 
being the youthful Manjushri [...]. In his heart, from a AH comes a sun-disc mandala 
in the center of which is the concentration being, a dark blue syllable HUM emanating 
five-colored rays of light” (Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard, Meditation on Vajrabhairava, 
1990, p. 54). The relationship between samayasattva and jñånasattva was described 
by Giuseppe Tucci as follows: “Samaya significa in sanscrito convenzione, promessa, 
voto e sattva essere, creatura. Il samayasattva è dunque un essere convenzionale, 
provvisoriamente assunto dal meditante, idealmente trasfigurato nella divinità su cui si 
è concentrato; dopo averne davanti a sé evocato l’immagine, egli vive in un altro piano, 
oltre il piano samsarico dove operano le leggi della mâyâ. È perciò chiaro che la sua 
è una trasformazione provvisoria, un adeguamento temporaneo alla realtà spirituale 
che quella deità simboleggia, ma tuttavia necessaria perché questa, così evocata, in lui 
si insedi. […] Quando la condizione del samayasattva è realizzata, allora il jñånasattva, 
la proiezione del dio (che corrisponde ad un archetipo essenziale esistente ab aeterno), 
discende in questo essere rinnovato, che ha offerto alla divinità ogni sorta di onori 
e di venerazioni. Egli vi prende stanza, il samayasattva si fonde con il jñånasattva e 
ciò porta ad una sostituzione di natura, alla sostituzione cioè dell’apparenza samsarica 
con la essenza archetipale” (G. Tucci, Teoria e pratica del maˆ∂ala, 1949, pp. 109-10). 
As for samådhisattvas, see G. Tucci, ibid., p. 111. Also see D. Snellgrove, Indo Tibetan 
Buddhism, 1987, pp. 165-66, and 221-22. 

85  Nenghai, pp. 15a and 27b, Xiligong, pp. 138 and 149, and Tang, pp. 4b and 5a. Sanmeiye 
pusa is probably a misinterpretation of the Tibetan term sems dpa’ (Skt. sattva), which 
might have been confused by Nenghai with byang chub sems dpa’ (Skt. Bodhisattva). 

86  Nenghai, pp. 15a, 21a, 26b and 29b, Xiligong, pp. 138, 149, 158 and 172, and Tang, p. 4b.
87  Nenghai, pp. 15a and 29b, Xiligong, pp. 149 and 172, and Tang, pp. 5a and 7a.
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or less correctly.88 The former category is represented by the name of the 
first master in the list: Lålita (Tib. Lå li ta), i.e., Lalitavajra, is Lalida 拉李

答 in Nenghai and Lalida 拉禮答 in Xiligong.89 Another example is rGa 
Lo (tsa ba),90 rendered as Galuo 嘎裸 or Jialuo 迦洛 by Nenghai and Galuo 
嘎洛 by Xiligong Chizhu. As for translations from Tibetan, rDo rje bZang 
po (Skt. Vajrabhadra)91 is given as Jingangxian 金剛賢 by both translators, 
even if Nenghai also uses the somewhat misleading term Jingangchi, that, 
as seen above, already occurs in his text to translate vajradhåra, Vajrapåˆi 
and Vajrasattva. In most cases, however, translation and transliteration 
are both used to render a single name: Rwa Lo tsa ba rDo rje Grags,92 for 

88  See Nenghai, pp. 2a-3a and 16b-18a, and Xiligong, pp. 129-30 and 152-53. The list of 
the first twenty-four lineage masters, who are the same in Pha bong kha and in the 
two Chinese texts, runs as follows: 1) Lalitavajra; 2) Amoghavajra; 3) Jñånakaragupta; 
4) Padmavajra; 5) Atißå D¥pa◊kara; 6) Rwa Lo tsa ba rDo rje Grags pa; 7) Rwa Chos 
rab; 8) Ye shes Seng ge; 9) ’Bum seng; 10) rGa Lo tsa ba rNam rgyal rDo rje; 11) 
Rong pa Shes rab Seng ge; 12) Ye shes dPal ba; 13) Don grub Rin chen; 14) Tsong 
kha pa; 15) mKhas grub Dam pa; 16) Shes rab Seng ge; 17) dPal ldan bZang po; 18) 
dGe ’dun ’Phel; 19) bKra shis ’Phags; 20) bSam ’grub rGya mtsho; 21) brTson ’grus 
’Phags; 22) rDo rje bZang po; 23) Sangs rgyas rGya mtso; 24) bLo bzang Chos rGyan 
rgyal mtshan. In the two lists occurring in the sådhana, Nenghai often uses different 
expressions to render the name of a single master. This is not so in Xiligong. In his 
text, however, the masters’ names are numbered differently.

89  This name is transliterated as Lalida 拉禮達 in S. Lohia, Lalitavajra’s Manual of 
Buddhist Iconography, 1994, p. 72, and in L. Chandra and F. W. Bunce, The Tibetan 
Iconography of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and other Deities, 1990, p. 38. 

90  rGa Lo tsa ba rNam rgyal rDo rje (1203-1282) was a disciple of ’Bum seng; both 
masters belonged to the Rwa sreng monastery, founded in 1056 by Atißa’s main disciple 
’Brom ston (1005-1064). For further information on the role of this monastery in 
the transmission and dissemination of the Vajrabhairava tantras, see B. Siklós, The 
Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, p. 11.

91  rDo rje bZang po lived during the 16th century and was a disciple of brTson ’grus 
’Phags; both masters were affiliated to dGa’ ldan monastery.

92 “Most significant of the Rwa sreng associated translators was Rwa lo tsa ba rdo rje 
grags [1016-1198] who studied in Nepal under Bha ro phyag rdum (Mahåkaruˆa). 
The latter accepted an invitation to Rwa sreng where the T [Tibetan] translations 
of the VMT and MSR [Musk Shrew Rites] were completed. Rwa lo tsa ba fixed the 
transmission fee for the VMT as one srang (roughly an ounce of precious metal) 
compared to one zho (a tenth of a srang) for the K®Σˆayamåri-tantra and other tantras 
not of the Yamåntaka cycle” (B. Siklós, ibid.).
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instance, is Rana jingang cheng 日*阿那金剛稱 in Nenghai,93 and Lashi 
jingang cheng 喇氏金剛稱 in Xiligong Chizhu.

4. Buddhist technical terms
As for other Buddhist technical vocabulary, it is remarkable that, while 

Nenghai’s text does not always distinguish between prajñå (Tib. shes rab, 
‘insight’)94 and jñåna (Tib. ye shes, ‘wisdom’),95 the Tibetan text by Pha bong 
kha, as well as Xiligong Chizhu, proves to be very accurate in distinguishing 
between the two terms. In regards to these two forms of “knowledge”, 
there is a substantial lack of consistency in Chinese Buddhist literature as 
a whole. Prajñå was variously rendered into Chinese as banruo (bore) 般若, 
zhihui 智慧 or hui 慧, and jñåna as ruona 若那, zhihui 智慧 or zhi 智.96 This 
same confusion is reflected also in the two Chinese translations of the text 
analysed here. Xiligong Chizhu curiously refers to jñåna with hui and to 
prajñå with zhihui.97 As usual, Nenghai is much more confusing. Generally 

93  The syllable ra, which is absent in the Chinese language, is rendered by a composition 
of the two characters ri and a. 

94  In his Visuddhimagga, Buddhaghosa gives the following definition of prajñå (Påli: 
paññå): “Understanding is insight-knowledge associated with moral thought. […] It 
is the knowing in various ways as distinct from perceiving and cognizing (or being 
conscious). […] Understanding knows the object and reaches the penetration into 
characteristics as said above, and it reaches through endeavour the manifestation of the 
Path” (Pe Maung Tin, The Path of Purity, 1923, p. 506); similarly, in the words of Tsong 
kha pa: “ ‘Wisdom’ (prajñå) is the ‘critical investigation of facts’ (dharmapravicaya), which 
only becomes ‘intuitive’ when it has firmly reached its conclusion and transcended 
misleading thinking. […] Wise intuition is the fruit of long philosophic cultivation of 
critical insight, developed in sustained contemplation of the profound nature of things, 
until reason transforms instinct and habit, and what one knows rationally to be the 
case is intuitively felt to be the case” (R.A.F. Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet, 
1984, p. 159); finally, Atißa explains: “ ‘Insight’ [prajñå] is fully explained as knowing the 
Emptiness of intrinsic nature, in comprehending that Aggregates and Sense-bases and 
Elements do not arise” (R. Sherburne, The Complete Works of At¥ßa, 2000, p. 15).

95  “Le terme tibétain ye-shes se définit quelque fois comme ‘une connaissance (shes) qui est 
présente ab initio (ye), intelligence claire et vide naturellement inhérente à la série psychique 
de tous les êtres sensibles’” (S. Arguillère, Le vocabulaire du Bouddhisme, 2002, p. 32).

96  This is testified by the lists of possible Chinese translations found in Buddhist  
dictionaries. See for example Ciyi (chief ed.), Foguang dacidian, 1989, pp. 5009 and 6019.

97  The following expressions including hui refer to Tibetan terms including ye shes: dehui 
saduo 德慧薩埵, sanshen hui 三身慧, Huixing kongxingmu 慧性空行母, hui ganlu 慧甘
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speaking, he seems to employ zhi to translate jñåna (this is the case for 
the five wisdoms: wuzhi 五智),98 and hui to translate prajñå (as in the three 
forms of insight: sanhui 三慧).99 Sometimes, however, he uses the “neutral” 
zhihui for both prajñå and jñåna, thus creating a certain level of ambiguity: 
as seen above, zhihui zun translates jñånasattva, and Zhihui kangzhuma 
renders the name of Jñåna∂åkin¥; on the other hand, in zhihui miao xin 智
慧妙心, ‘insight mind’, zhihui translates the Tibetan shes rab.100 Elsewhere 
Nenghai’s lexical choices seem to betray the fact that he misunderstood the 
meaning of the Tibetan text. As an example, zhi is used to translate shes rab 
in Zhiyong shi 智勇獅 (Tib. Shes rab Seng ge), while hui translates ye shes 
in Judehui shi 具德慧師 (Tib. Ye shes Seng ge).101

5. The mantras
To conclude this analysis, I shall make some considerations on the 

mantric sections included in the sådhanas. The three translators always 
give long mantras in Chinese, while single syllables, especially if inserted 
in meditational sections, may be in Sanskrit. Xiligong Chizhu and Tang 
Xiangming consistently use the same Chinese characters to render mantra 
syllables. Nenghai, on the other hand, shows a tendency to adopt different 
characters for the same syllable. Furthermore, his “Mantra Recitation” 
section conspicuously differs from Pha bong kha’s text,102 whereas Xiligong 

露, Huishi zun 慧獅尊 (see Xiligong, respectively pp. 138, 141, 146, 152 and 154). On 
the other hand, zhihui refers to shes rab in Zhihui shizi 智慧獅子 and in da zhihui xin 
大智慧心 (see Xiligong, respectively pp. 129 and 156).

98  See for example Nenghai, p. 13b. These five forms of wisdom, which are intended as 
a transformation of the five passions and are characteristic of the saµbhogakåya, are: 
1) Dharmadhåtuprak®tijñåna; 2) Ódarßanajñåna; 3) Samatåjñåna; 4) PratyavekΣaˆajñåna; 
5) K®tyånuΣ†hånajñåna. See R. Gnoli and G. Orofino, Nåropå. Iniziazione. Kålacakra, 
1994, p. 148, and G. Tucci, Teoria e pratica del maˆ∂ala, 1949, pp. 63 ff.

99  Nenghai, p. 1a. The three insights are: 1) Írutamay¥-prajñå; 2) Cintåmay¥-prajñå; 3) 
Bhåvanåmay¥-prajñå. See for instance R. Sherburne, The Complete Works of At¥ßa, 2000, 
pp. 195 and 213. 

100 Nenghai, p. 20a.
101 Ibid., respectively pp. 2b and 2a.
102 In Nenghai, p. 21b, this section is very short and only lists the name of the mantras 

to be recited: heart mantra, Mañjußr¥’s mantra, root mantra, action mantra, heart (or 
essence) mantra and hundred syllable mantra. 
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maintains the same list of mantras of the Tibetan text, but gives different 
instructions on the number of times they should be recited.103 Finally, in 
some cases Nenghai’s mantras show minor differences when compared 
to the Tibetan, while Xiligong Chizhu completely reflects the original 
syllabic constructions.104 As an example, let us compare the different 
versions of one of the most frequent mantras:

Sanskrit: Oµ svabhåva-ßuddhå˙ sarvadharmå˙ svabhåva-ßuddho ’haµ 

Tang Xiangming:105

唵 娑拔斡舒達 薩斡達嘛 娑拔斡舒達 杭
Om suobawoshuda sawodama suobawoshuda hang

Xiligong Chizhu:106

嗡 速巴哇修達 薩哇達瑪 速巴哇修度 杭
Weng subawaxiuda sawadama subawaxiudu hang

Nenghai:107

1) 嗡 桑巴瓦許*勿達 薩瓦打馬 桑巴瓦許*勿埵 行
Weng sangbawaxËwuda sawadama sangbawaxËwuduo hang
2) 嗡 桑巴瓦許*勿達 薩瓦打馬 桑巴瓦學埵 行

103 As an example, the ‘Five Syllable Mantra of Mañjußr¥’ should be recited twenty-two 
times according to Pha bong kha, while Xiligong, p. 158, indicates one hundred and 
eight. Similarly, the action mantra should be recited one hundred times in Pha bong 
kha and one hundred and eight times in Xiligong, p. 159. 

104  See for instance ‘The Hundred Syllable Mantra of Yamåntaka’ (Nenghai, p. 6a), which 
presents ten more syllables than in Pha bong kha, Xiligong, p. 136, and Tang, pp. 8b-9a.

105 Tang, pp. 1b and 2b. The character 唵 (an) was traditionally used by Chinese Buddhists 
to convey the sound of the Sanskrit syllable oµ, and was only in late times replaced by 
嗡 (weng). In Tang Xiangming’s text this mantra is called “Emptiness Mantra” (Ch. 
kongzhou 空咒).

106 Xiligong, pp. 131, 132, 133, 137, 142, 157, 160 and 164.
107 Nenghai, respectively pp. 3b, 8a and 16b. Unlike Xiligong Chizhu, in most cases 

Nenghai only indicates the mantra by its title (Ch. guangkong zhou 觀空咒, ‘Visualising 
Emptiness mantra’), thus avoiding to re-write mantra syllables at each point of the 
sådhana where they should be recited. Nenghai’s characters should be read according 
to Sichuan pronunciation. Furthermore, in transliterating mantras, he used to refer not 
to the original Sanskrit sounds but to the Tibetan reading. In some cases, when he 
considered that Chinese characters were not fit for conveying the Tibetan sound, he 
created new characters by placing one character on another, as in the case of the syllable 
shu (Skt. ßu), whose sound is reinforced by the combination of xu 許 and wu 勿. 
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Weng sangbawaxËwuda sawadama sangbawaxueduo hang
3) Oµ [in Sanskrit] 桑巴瓦許*勿達 薩瓦打馬 桑巴瓦許*勿埵 行
Oµ sangbawaxËwuda sawadama sangbawaxËwuduo hang

Analysis of the content

In the Vajrayåna Buddhist tradition, sådhanas (Tib. sgrub thabs, Ch. chengjiu 
fa 成就法), usually referred to as “grimoires” in Western translations, may 
be defined as “means of realisation”. Together with the commentaries, 
they form complements to tantras and provide information on the rituals 
and on the symbolism related to a specific tantric cycle.108 Sådhanas present 
themselves as meditational handbooks, and include verses to be chanted, 
descriptions of deities and their respective maˆ∂alas to be evoked, mantras 
to be recited as well as other practical instructions. Regarding the main 
topic of this study, while visualisations and mantra syllables are more or 
less the same in the Tibetan sådhana and in the Chinese versions, there is a 
certain level of disagreement both in the amount of methodological notes 
and in the contents of the verses. 

The general outline of the Tibetan sådhana by sKyabs rje Pha bong 
kha, as given in English by Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard, is as follows:109

General Preliminaries
1) Refuge and Generating Bodhicitta; 2) Guru Yoga; 3) Review of the 
Graduated Path; 4) Supplication to the Lineage Gurus.

108 In reality, the role of tantric commentaries (and sådhanas) goes even further: “[Tantras] 
are more or less unintelligible without the traditional commentary. This is not 
only because the latter may describe in greater detail rituals and yogic exercises, for 
example, to which the text contains only an allusion as to matters well known, or 
because it ‘translates’ the cryptic and frequently symbolic language of the text into its 
equivalent in the abstract conceptual idiom of standard Mahåyåna philosophy, whether 
Mådhyamika or Yogåcåra. The commentary is important mainly because it helps to 
complete the framework of metaphysical and spiritual reference within which alone it 
is possible for the tantric methods of practice to function” (Sangharakshita, The Eternal 
Legacy, 1985, p. 254).

109 Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard, Meditation on Vajrabhairava, 1990, pp. 89-90. Even if the 
various parts of the sådhana are differently named in the Chinese versions, in order to 
avoid confusion, when referring to the latter I decided to adopt the same titles as in 
the translation of the Tibetan text by Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard.
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Specific Preliminaries
1) Instantaneous Self-generation; 2) Consecrating the Inner Offering; 3) 
Consecrating the Preliminary Sense Offerings to the Direction Protectors; 
4) Consecrating the Torma Offering to the Direction Protectors; 5) 
Invocation of and Offering of the Torma, Sense and Inner Offerings to the 
Direction Protectors; 6) Praise and Exhortation; 7) Requesting Forbearance; 
8) Requesting to Depart; 9) Consecration of Sense Offerings for the Self-
generation; 10) Meditational Recitation of Vajrasattva.

Actual Session
1) Inviting the Field of Merit; 2) Seven Limb Practice [...]; 3) Tantric vows; 
4) Four Immeasurables; 5) Meditation of Taking Death as the Path of the 
Truth Body; 6) Meditation of the Common Protection Wheel; 7) Meditation 
on the Uncommon Protection Wheel of the Ten Wrathful Deities; 8) 
Meditation of Taking the Intermediate State as the Path of the Enjoyment 
Body; 9) Meditation of Taking Birth as the Path of the Emanation Body; 10) 
Description of Vajrabhairava; 11) Blessing of the Sources, Body, Speech and 
Mind; 12) Meditating on the Triple Stack Heroic Minds; 13) Invitation of the 
Wisdom Deities; 14) Invitation of the Empowering Deities; 15) Initiating and 
Sealing by the Empowering Deities; 16) Inner Offering to the Lamas of the 
Lineage, the Yidams, Protectors and So Forth; 17) Extensive Praise; 18) Brief 
Praise; 19) Minding the Symbolism; 20) Consecrating the Rosary; 21) Mantra 
Recitation; 22) Making Offerings and Praise.

Conclusion of the Session
1) [...] Offerings and Praise to Yamantaka; 2) Visualization of the Guests for 
the Torma; 3) Offerings and Praise to the Direction Protectors; 4) Generation 
of Karmayama; 5) Initiating, Sealing, Binding to Commitment, and Offering; 
6) Exhorting to Activities; 7) Thanksgiving Offering and Praise; 8) Extensive 
Prayer; 9) Short Prayer; 10) Requesting Forbearance; 11) Requesting the 
Guests for the Torma Offering to Depart; 12) Dissolution; 13) Extensive 
Verses of Auspiciousness.

Nenghai’s translation differs from this Tibetan text in the last five 
names of the lineage masters, a few prayers, some other verse sections and 
various methodological notes.110 On the contrary, Xiligong Chizhu is so 

110 For a detailed analysis of all differences between Nenghai and Pha bong kha, see 
the annotated translation by E. Bianchi, “Sådhana della divinità solitaria Yamåntaka-
Vajrabhairava”, 2005-2006. Here may it suffice to notice that the following sections 
of the Chinese sådhana do not occur or are completely different in contents in the 
Tibetan text: “Refuge and Requesting Empowerment” of the General Preliminaries; 
“Title and Explanation” of the Specific Preliminaries; “Introduction” of the Actual 
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close to sKyabs rje Pha bong kha’s text that it might be considered as its 
translation, if not for a few slight differences in the general outline and, 
more interestingly, for the discrepancies found in the names of some of the 
last lineage masters.111 Furthermore, in the Chinese versions translations 
of verses are not always literal, and are often far from being close to the 
original contents. This might be easily explained by metric reasons. In 
spite of this, the three Chinese translators seem to be willing to adhere to 
the Tibetan textual tradition as far as the number of syllables in each verse 
is concerned: apart from one case of ten syllables in Nenghai’s text and one 
of five syllables in Xiligong,112 verses in all sådhanas are composed of seven 
or nine syllables, and are thus respectful of Tibetan metrical patterns.113 

Session; hymn of praise in “Offering and Praise to Yamantaka”, hymn of praise in 
“Visualisation of the Guests for the Torma”, “Offerings and Praise to the Direction 
Protectors”, and hymn of praise introducing the “Dissolution” of the Conclusion of 
the Session. On the other hand, the following sections of Pha bong kha’s text are not 
present in Nenghai’s translation: “Guru Yoga” and “Review of the Graduated Path” 
in the General Preliminaries; “Consecrating the Torma Offering to the Direction 
Protectors” and “Consecration of Sense Offerings for the Self-Generation” in the 
Specific Preliminaries; “Tantric Vows” and “Inviting the Empowering Deities” in the 
Actual Session; “Extensive Prayer” and “Short Prayer” in the Conclusion of the Session. 
Furthermore, the Chinese version presents a number of methodological instructions 
(inserted in smaller characters in the text) which are absent in the Tibetan text. 

111 In Xiligong Chizhu one does not find the complete version of the General Preliminaries 
(apart from the “Supplication to the Lineage Gurus”) and the “Thanksgiving Offering 
and Praise” of the Actual Session; moreover, the following “Extensive Prayer” and 
“Short Prayer” occur after the “Requesting Forbearance”, while in Pha bong kha they 
are placed before it. A further difference is found in the scarcity of methodological 
notes in the Chinese version compared with the Tibetan (this is particularly evident 
in the “Mantra Recitation”). Apart from these minor differences, Xiligong and Pha 
bong kha present the very same outline and content.

112 See respectively Nenghai, p. 19a (first four verses of the “Extensive Praise”) and 
Xiligong, p. 136 (“Requesting Forbearance”).

113 However, in some cases one finds seven syllables in the Chinese texts where the 
Tibetan has nine, and vice versa. For instance, the “Praise and Exhortation” in 
Nenghai, p. 5b, has seven syllables, while it is in nine syllables both in Xiligong, p. 135, 
and in Pha bong kha. On the other hand, the “Brief Praise” presents seven syllable 
verses in Xiligong, pp. 156-57, while it has nine syllables in Nenghai, p. 20a and in Pha 
bong kha. Also the few chanting sections in Tang Xiangming’s text are composed in 
seven syllable verses (Tang, pp. 1a, 6b, 10a, 10b, 11a). 
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As an example, let us compare the different Chinese versions of the 
hymn in praise of Vajrabhairava. The beginning of Nenghai’s text differs 
conspicuously from the Tibetan:114

現大恐懼勝中勝 Victorious one, striking terror,115

行相具足勇猛尊 Intrepid hero, completely endowed with activities,116

難調伏事作調伏 Who acts to tame those hard to tame,
怖畏金剛我頂禮 To Vajrabhairava I bow down.117

Xiligong Chizhu reads:118

赫赫卓然最暴相 Majestic, supreme and extremely furious form,
仡仡悍勇猛烈行 Strong, intrepid and fierce hero, who acts
降伏難調作利益 To tame those hard to tame so as to benefit [them],
敬禮金剛怖畏尊 To Vajrabhairava I bow down.

Finally, Tang Xiangming’s hymn shows the most conspicuous 
differences in terms of the general outline, although it is the most faithful 
to the Tibetan text as far as the content is concerned:119

稽首金剛大威德 I bow down to Vajrabhairava,120

114 Nenghai, pp. 6b, 21b, 22a, 27b. In the extensive sådhanas by Pha bong kha and Nenghai this 
hymn occurs four times. For an English translation from Pha bong kha’s Tibetan text see 
Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard, Meditation on Vajrabhairava, 1990, pp. 41, 63-64, 68, and 77.

115 The Chinese expression da kongju 大恐懼, which might have been chosen by Nenghai 
because, phonetically, it echoes the Tibetan term (Tib. drag po che), literally means: 
‘great fear’ and not ‘great fury’ as in the Tibetan text. As for shengzhong sheng 勝中勝, 
it literally means: ‘winner among winners’.

116 The Tibetan expression for ‘enjoyer of supreme objects’ could also be translated as 
‘endowed with supreme activities’. My thanks to Jean-Luc Achard for this suggestion.

117 In two cases Nenghai gives a different version of the last verse: kewei jingang wo jingli 可
畏金剛我敬禮 (Nenghai, pp. 21b and 27b). Apart from the different name of the yi dam, 
it is worth noticing that elsewhere also the Tibetan text employs two different ways 
to express “prostration”: ’dud pa, often translated as jingli 敬禮 by Nenghai, implies a 
slight prostration of the upper part of the body, while phyag ’tshal, given as dingli 頂禮 in 
Nenghai, refers to prostrating the whole body and bowing one’s head to the floor.

118 In Xiligong Chizhu’s sådhana this hymn occurs three times (Xiligong, pp. 140, 158 
and 160).

119 In the short sådhana these words of praise only occur twice (Tang, pp. 6b-7a and 10a).
120 The Chinese term qishou 稽首, ‘kowtow’ or ‘bow one’s head to the floor’, is a translation 

of the Tibetan phyag ’tshal.
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安住大雄勝行境 Great hero residing in quietude, [enjoyer] of supreme
   objects,
調伏難調眾生故 In order to tame those sentient beings who are hard to 
   tame,
示大威猛盛色相 You manifest a supreme form, extremely great fury.

Nevertheless, as already noted above, a substantial correspondence in 
the general contents of the two main Chinese versions and the Tibetan 
text should be recognised, particularly with regard to the meditational 
path.121 The same is true for Tang Xiangming’s text, which presents itself 
as an abbreviated form of the extensive sådhana and, as far as the common 
meditations are concerned, reflects the formers’ contents.122 Instead of 
emphasising all the differences in the outlines of each single sådhana, I thus 
decided to focus on some details, which might be overlooked at a first glance 
but nonetheless reveal a different approach to the transmission of this tantric 
practice and/or a different understanding of some of its contents.

A matter of a certain interest is the different translations of colours 
given in the three Chinese sådhanas. As it is well known, colours have a 
precise symbolic meaning and are, therefore, of primary importance in the 
Vajrayåna tradition.123 Nevertheless, they are not always correctly rendered 
into Chinese by the translators. For example, the colour blue presents the 
following nuances in the Tibetan text: sngon po (‘blue’), mthing ga (‘dark 
blue’) and mthing nag (‘blue-black’).124 Nenghai seems to recognise the 

121 In Nenghai’s text the great similarity with the Tibetan sådhana is probably due to the 
fact that Khang sar (Nenghai’s master) and Pha bong kha lived in Lhasa in the same 
years and are said to have been co-disciples under several Tibetan masters. 

122 The outline of Tang Xiangming’s short sådhana is as follows: 1) “Refuge and 
Generation of Bodhicitta”; 2) “Instantaneous Self-generation”; 3) “Consecrating the 
Sense Offerings and the Inner Offering”; 4) “Self-generation as Vajrabhairava”; 5) 
“Description of Vajrabhairava”; 6) “Meditating on the Triple Stack Heroic Minds”; 
7) “Blessing of the Sources, Body, Speech and Mind”; 8) “Invitation of the Wisdom 
Deities and the Empowering Deities”; 9) “Initiating and Sealing by Empowering 
Deities”; 10) “Inner Offering”; 11) “Mantra Recitation”; 12) “Making Offerings and 
Praise”; 13) “Dissolution”; 14) “Verses of Auspiciousness”. 

123 On this matter, see for instance T.K. Biswas, “Colour Symbolism in Tantric 
Buddhism”, 1999.

124 This is for instance the colour of Vajrabhairava’s body, and symbolises wisdom as vast 
as outer space.
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importance of these nuances, which are accurately distinguished: lan 藍 is 
blue, qing 青 or ganqing 紺青 is dark blue,125 and qinghei 青黑 is blue-black.126 
On the contrary, Xiligong Chizhu only employs two Chinese terms: qing 
for both blue and dark blue,127 and qinghei for blue-black.128 Finally, in the 
short form of the sådhana, where all these distinctions do not occur, Tang 
Xiangming uses qing to convey the meaning of blue-black.129 Despite his 
paying less attention to rendering different nuances, Xiligong Chizhu 
shows a high degree of consistency throughout the whole sådhana. On 
the other hand, Nenghai makes a number mistakes that clash with the 
above mentioned accuracy.130 For example, he describes Vajrabhairava’s 
buffalo head as being blue-black, while in the Tibetan original, as well as 
in the root tantra, one finds black (Tib. nag po), the latter being the typical 
colour of Yama.131 Similarly, Am®takuˆ∂alin’s body, which is blue in Pha 
bong kha, in Nenghai’s text is described as dark-blue (Ch. qing),132 while 

125 In this case Nenghai seems to be more accurate than the Tibetan text itself. For 
instance, ganqing (‘dark/prune purple’) is given as a translation of mthing ga in the 
description of Èakkiråja’s body (Nenghai, p. 9b).

126 In the commentary, this is described as the colour of clouds in a stormy day, and 
explained as a symbol of a compassionate mind (Nenghai, Daweide Wenshu chengjiu 
fangbian lüeyin,1991, pp. 55b and 63a).

127 The bodies of Yamåntaka and Am®takuˆ∂alin (two of the ten krodhas), for example, 
which are blue in Pha bong kha, are described as qing by Xiligong (pp. 143 and 144). 
On the other hand, the colour qing is also used to refer to Èakkiråja’s body and to 
Vairocana’s central face (Xiligong, pp. 144 and 146), where the Tibetan text has dark 
blue. 

128 Qinghei depicts for instance Vajrabhairava’s body (Xiligong, p. 147).
129 As for instance in describing the colour of Vajrabhairava’s body (Tang, p. 2b).
130 A further proof of Nenghai’s attention in rendering colours may be found in the 

description of the black/dark (Tib. nag) wind maˆ∂ala having a slight shade of red, 
which is given as simply purple (Ch. gan 紺) in Xiligong, p. 147, while Nenghai, p. 12b, 
describes it as being a “slightly red purple” (Ch. ganse lüe hong 紺色略紅).

131 Nenghai, p. 13b. As for the root tantra, black is the colour of Vajrabhairava’s whole 
body, including his main head (B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, p. 42). Black 
as the colour of the buffalo head also occurs in Tang, p. 3b, while it is not described in 
Xiligong, p. 148. In all other occurrences where the Tibetan text has nag po, Nenghai 
correctly translates it into Chinese as hei 黑.

132 Nenghai, p. 9b. The commentary gives another description: “[Am®takuˆ∂alin’s] 
colour is dark green (Ch. qinglü 青綠), symbolising the depth of his realisation” 
(Nenghai, Daweide Wenshu chengjiu fangbian lüeyin,1991, p. 27b).
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Vairocana’s dark blue central face becomes simply blue.133 In conclusion, 
Nenghai’s description of the “outer lotus”,134 the support for the central 
maˆ∂ala, differs from other traditional texts: its petals are given as white, 
yellow, red and green, while usually they are intended to be green and 
blue.135 As it is clearly stated in the commentary, however, in this case 
Nenghai refers to a particular maˆ∂ala representation.136

In some circumstances Nenghai seems to intentionally conceal some 
of the contents of the Tibetan sådhana which he probably found excessive 
or too explicit for his Chinese disciples. This is for instance the case of 
references to the deities’ sexual organs and sexual intercourse, a subject 
already treated in detail in another study of mine, also in reference to some 

133 Nenghai, p. 11a. 
134 The “outer lotus” is so called to distinguish it from the “inner lotus”, i.e., Vajrabhairava’s 

throne inside the celestial mansion. 
135 “The whole mandala rests upon a lotus, symbolic of purity in the midst of impurity, 

and of the vagina and womb of Vajravetål¥. The sixty-four petals of the lotus symbolize 
the four chakras (of the five channel-wheels of the subtle body) that are engaged in 
the Vajrabhairava practice. The chakras have differing numbers of ‘spokes’ or ‘petals’: 
all sixty-four are the number of the navel chakra; sixteen, the throat chakra; thirty-
two, the crown chakra; and eight, the heart chakra. They are blue and green except 
for a few that represent the other colors of the heart chakra. The heart chakra is also 
represented by the inner lotus, in the center of the mandala; the colors of the petals of 
the inner lotus (which are the colors of the deities there) are repeated at the spots on 
the outer lotus to which the inner lotus petals point. The black petal in the north-east 
quadrant, however, represents obstructions to be purified. The yellow line inside the 
lotus is pollen” (D. Cozort, The Sand Maˆ∂ala of Vajrabhairava, 1995, p. 22).

136 “Out of the bottom tip of the ‘dharma foundation’ (Ch. faji 法基; Tib. chos ’byung, 
‘reality source’) comes a green paµ syllable, which transforms into light, then assuming 
[the form] of a variegated lotus. The lotus roots go deep into the dharma foundation’s 
bottom edge, while its petals harmoniously cover its upper side. The heart of the lotus 
is green, its pistil is yellow, and its petals are of four colours: white, yellow, red and 
green, alternated one by one or two by two [...], according to [maˆ∂ala] representations. 
[…] Light should be painted in green while the space between one petal and another 
should be red coloured. The hËµ syllable in the centre of the lotus has a dark blue 
nuance” (Nenghai, Daweide Wenshu chengjiu fangbian lüeyin, 1991, p. 33a).
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Chinese translations of ‘completion stage’137 sådhanas of Vajrabhairava.138 
Here, therefore, I will analyse only the references to the male deities’ 
sexual organ. Within the “Description of Vajrabhairava”, for example, 
the erect phallus of the deity is described by the ambiguous metaphor of 
the pestle (Ch. chu 杵): “My pestle’s vigour is impressive” (Ch. chu shi wei 
zhuang 杵勢偉狀) reads Nenghai’s text,139 while Pha bong kha’s sådhana 
explicitly states: “My gender/phallus is lifted upward” (Tib. mtshan 
ma gyen du ‘greng ba). The same Tibetan expression occurs within the 
“Minding the Symbolism”, while in Nenghai one finds: “The ‘vigorous 
pestle lifted upward’ (Ch. chu shi xiangshang shuli 杵勢向上豎立) indicates 
ever-expanding great bliss”.140 Elsewhere, Nenghai’s text becomes even 
more cryptic. Vajrabhairava’s phallus is described with the Chinese 
term yuan 元, probably meaning both ‘head’ and ‘principle’: “In order to 
tame those having great and longing desires, you perennially display an 

137 The ‘completion stage’ (Skt. utpannakrama) covers a series of yogic practices which 
are clearly of sexual contents. Generally speaking, this stage involves the subtle 
winds  entering, abiding, and dissolving into the central channel, so as to release the 
indestructible drop. This leads to experience “clear light”, by which emptiness is 
realised. According to most Anuttarayogatantras, this practice is divided into the ‘six-
fold yoga’, or ›a∂a∫gayoga. See J. Achard, “La phase de perfection (rdzogs-rim)”, 1998; 
D. Cozort, Highest Yoga Tantra, 1986; Yangchen Gawai Lodoe, Paths and Grounds of 
Guhyasamaja according to Arya Nagarjuna, 1995, pp. 51-105. For the ›a∂a∫gayoga, see for 
instance G. Orofino, “On the ›a∂a∫gayoga and the Realization of the Ultimate Gnosis 
in the Kålacakratantra”, 1996; G. Orofino, “Eros and Death in Esoteric Indo-Tibetan 
Buddhism”, 2003; and F. Sferra, The ›a∂a∫gayoga by AnupamarakΣita, 2000.

138 See E. Bianchi, “La ‘via del vajra’ e il ‘palazzo fiorito’”, 2005. On the Chinese reception 
of the so-called ‘secret teaching of supreme bliss’ (mimi da xile fa 祕密大喜樂法), i.e. of 
the sexual contents in Tibetan practices, from the Yuan dynasty up to contemporary 
China, see Shen Weirong and Wang Liping, “Background Books and Books’s 
Background”, 2008, particularly pp. 269-80.

139 Nenghai, 13b.
140 Ibid., p. 20b. In the words of Vajrasiddha: “He is ithyphallic because he becomes 

the great bliss [Skt. mahåsukha]” (B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, p. 38). 
Considering that in Chinese Buddhist texts chu can be used to convey the meaning 
of the vajra-sceptre (Ch. jingang chu 金剛杵), and that, as it is well known, the vajra 
is one of the most common phallic symbols (see for instance R.H. van Gulik, Sexual 
Life in Ancient China, 1961, pp. 416-17 of the Italian translation), one has to recognise 
that Nenghai is at least faithful to the general Vajrayåna tradition. Nevertheless, this 
meaning is far from being immediately recognisable in Chinese.
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‘erect and vibrant head’ (Ch. shu yuan zhendong 豎元振動)”.141 Finally, in 
the “Generation of Karmayama” the Tibetan sentence “his red phallus 
is erect” (Tib. lingga dmar po gyen du langs) is translated by Nenghai as 
“his red (part of the) body is lifted on his belly” (Ch. chi ti ting fu 赤體

挺腹).142 It is worth noting that none of these expressions are explained 
in Nenghai’s translation of the commentary, thus suggesting that such 
instructions were only given orally to his disciples. Xiligong Chizhu’s 
text, on the contrary, uses one single image to refer to the male deities’ 
sexual organ: qianmi 乾密, which may be translated as ‘male secret’.143 
For instance, in the “Description of Vajrabhairava” we read: “The male 
secret is erect” (Ch. qianmi shuli 乾密豎立).144 In the short sådhana, Tang 
Xiangming simply omits to refer to the yi dam’s phallus, while, on the 
other hand, remaining quite faithful to the original Tibetan description 
of the deity for all other details.145

A similar case also occurs in Nenghai’s “Consecrating the Torma 
Offering to the Directional Protectors”, concerning the so-called ‘inner 
offering’ (Tib. nang mchod, Ch. nei gong 内供).146 In Xiligong Chizhu they 

141 Nenghai, p. 20a.
142 Ibid., p. 25b. 
143 Qian 乾 is the hexagram formed by the combination of two qian trigrams (three 

continuous lines) and indicates that which is essentially male. Its contrary is kun 坤, 
which is so explained in Institut Ricci, Grand dictionnaire Ricci de la langue chinoise, 
2001, III, p. 965: “Il correspond au principe de la réceptivité, à la nature (en contraste 
avec l’esprit), à l’espace (p. opp. au temps), à la femme, à la mère [...]” The two characters 
are employed throughout Xiligong Chizhu’s sådhana to respectively refer to the male 
and female sexual organs. This is true also for other translations belonging to the 
Vajrabhairava cycle: see for example Gongjue, Buwei shisan zun tanyi, 1933, pp. 19b, 
24b, 40a; and Gongjue, Buwei shisan zun ziru, 1933, p. 28a.

144 Xiligong, p. 148. The same expression qianmi also occurs at pp. 156, 157 and 164.
145 Tang, p. 3a. On the contrary, in his translation of the “Sådhana of the Thirteen Deities 

Vajrabhairava”, Tang Xiangming explicitly renders sexual contents. For instance, he 
refers to the erect phallus of Yama by the Chinese term zui 脧 (see Tang Xiangming, 
Daweide jingang buwei shisan zun, 1991, p. 41b). The same character is employed by 
Gongjue, Buwei shisan zun tanyi, 1987, p. 43b. For the meaning of zui, see Institut 
Ricci, Grand dictionnaire Ricci de la langue chinoise, 2001, II, p. 368.

146 It is one of the four types of offerings (Skt. catvåri pËjå): outer offering, inner 
offering, secret offering and offering of suchness (see Tsepak R., Tibetan-English 
Dictionary of Buddhist Terminology, 1997, p. 83). The inner offering is typical of all 
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are clearly translated as five kinds of meat: bull flesh (Ch. niurou 牛肉), 
dog flesh (Ch. quanrou 犬肉), elephant flesh (Ch. xiangrou 象肉), horse 
flesh (Ch. marou 馬肉), human flesh (Ch. renrou 人肉); and five kinds of 
“nectar”: faeces (Ch. daxiang 大香),147 blood (Ch. xue 血), semen or white 
bodhicitta (Ch. bai puti 白菩提), marrow (Ch. gusui 骨髓), urine (Ch. 
xiaoxiang 小香).148 However, Nenghai decided to transliterate the names 
of these wrathful and impure substances, thus concealing their meaning 
to non-initiated readers who could not rely on oral instructions:

Concentrate on emptiness. Within emptiness, from a yaµ syllable [comes] a 
blue bow-shaped wind maˆ∂ala marked with two banners. On top of it, from a 
raµ syllable emerges a red triangular fire maˆ∂ala, and on top of the latter an 
å˙ syllable turns into a grate of three human heads. Again, from the å˙ comes 
a white skull-cup. Inside it, in the east, from a bhr¨µ syllable comes ba lang gi 
sha (Ch. balanggexia 巴朗格俠) marked with a go syllable;149 in the south, from 

Anuttarayogatantras practices, and is so called because it consists of inner substances 
derived from the bodies of human beings and animals. “These substances are the ‘five 
nectars’ [Skt. pañcåm®ta, Tib. bdud rtsi lnga] of human faeces, marrow, semen, blood, 
and urine; and the ‘five meats’ [Skt. pañcaprad¥pa, Tib. sgron ma lnga, dam tshig gi rdzas 
sha lnga, or sha chen sna lnga] of a cow or bull, a dog, an elephant, a horse and a human 
being. These ten ‘impure’ substances are visualised as boiling and melting within a 
skull-cup [Tib. thod pa, Skt. kapåla, Ch. dingju 頂具] to create a pure nectar or amrita, 
which is then used to bless the outer offerings and gtor ma, and to transform the 
five impure aggregates and elements of the practitioner into the wisdom of the Five 
Buddhas and their consorts, the Five Mothers” (R. Beer, The Encyclopedia of Tibetan 
Symbols and Motivs, 1999, p. 327). Gruesome offerings are presented to wrathful deities 
and are meant to please them with their favoured substances, so as to both appease 
them and gain their support. Also see R. Beer, ibid., pp. 327-33 (a detailed description 
according to the Cakrasaµvara tantric cycle), and D. Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra, 
1980 (regarding the Hevajra tantric cycle).

147 Xiang 香 literally means ‘fragrance’, ‘perfume’. In this case, as well as in the case of 
urine, both the Tibetan text and Xiligong Chizhu use euphemisms.

148 See Xiligong, pp. 131-32. Xiligong Chizhu’s translation, as well as Nenghai (apart 
from some details which will be analysed below), are very similar to the text by Pha 
bong kha; for an English translation of the latter, see Sharpa Tulku and R. Guard, 
Meditation on Vajrabhairava, 1990, pp. 33-34.

149 In the Vajrabhairava tantras, as well as in the Hevajra and Guhyasamåja tantras, all 
inner offering’s substances are marked by their own mantric syllables, which refer to 
their respective Sanskrit names: “Vi for faeces (vit); Ma for marrow or ‘meat’ (mamsa); 
Shu for semen (shukra) or white bodhicitta; Ra for blood (rakta); and Mu for urine 
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an aµ syllable comes khyi’i sha (Ch. qixia 起俠) marked with a ku syllable; in the 
west, from a jriµ syllable comes glang po che’i sha (Ch. langboqingxia 朗波情俠) 
marked with a da syllable; in the north, from a khaµ syllable comes rta’i sha 
(Ch. daxia 打俠) marked with a ha syllable; and in the centre, from a h¨µ 
syllable comes mi’i sha (Ch. mixia 米俠) marked with a na syllable. In the south-
east, from a laµ syllable comes dri chen (Ch. zhiqing 直青) marked with a vi 
syllable; in the south-west, from a maµ syllable comes rakta (Ch. rada 日*阿打) 
marked with a ru syllable; in the north-west, from a paµ syllable comes [byang 
sems] dkar po (Ch. gabo 嘎波) marked with a ßu syllable; in the north-east, from 
a taµ syllable comes rkang mar (Ch. gangma 港馬) marked with a må syllable; 
and in the centre, from a baµ syllable comes dri chu (Ch. zhiqu 直取) marked 
with a m¨ syllable. On top of this are a white oµ syllable, a red å˙ syllable and 
a blue h¨µ syllable, stacked one atop the other [...].150

Similarly, in the “Inner Offering to the Lamas of the Lineage, the 
Yidams, Protectors and So Forth”, where offerings are presented ‘to 
the mouth’ (Tib. zhal du) of masters and other deities, Xiligong Chizhu 
translates this expression as qing chuo 請啜 (‘please sip/suck’). Nenghai, 
however, adopts a transliteration of the Tibetan term for mouth (Ch. 
xiedu 寫篤), thus making his text similarly unintelligible without oral 
instructions.151 Furthermore, since Nenghai’s transliteration occurs before 
the final three mantric syllables, those not acquainted with its meaning 
may interpret it as part of a longer mantra: zhal du oµ å˙ h¨µ.

A few other differences between the content of the Tibetan sådhana and its 
Chinese versions should also be noted. As usual, it is Nenghai which shows 
more peculiarities, while Xiligong Chizhu remains close to the original 
Tibetan text. Sometimes Nenghai gives detailed explanations which are 
not to be found in Xiligong and in Pha bong kha. In the description of 
Vajrabhairava’s mansion, for instance, he specifies that the quadruple 
colonnade is formed by folded up Sanskrit texts written in golden letters, 
a detail absent in the other sådhanas and that is further explained in the 

(mutra). The five great meats are similarly marked: Go or Ga for the cow (go); Ku 
or Shva for the dog (kukkura, shvan); Ha for the elephant (hastin); Shva for the horse 
(ashva); and Na for the man (nara)” (R. Beer, The Encyclopedia of Tibetan Symbols and 
Motivs, 1999, p. 330).

150 See Nenghai, pp. 3b-4a. For a diagram representing the inner offering’s syllables, see 
Nenghai, Daweide Wenshu chengjiu fangbian lüeyin, 1991, p. 5b. 

151 See respectively Xiligong, pp. 152-54, and Nenghai, pp. 16b-18b. 
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commentary.152 When the Tibetan text describes Vajrabhairava thundering 
a pheµ like a dragon, Nenghai adds that this sound is capable of shifting 
the three series of thousand worlds.153 The sådhana then describes the yi 
dam as eating human blood, grease, marrow and fat, and Nenghai explains 
that these substances have to be taken from the corpse of an unfairly died 
person (Ch. yuanmo 冤魔).154 On the other hand, in some cases Nenghai’s 
text lacks in the details found in the other Chinese translations. The 
most outstanding of such cases is the absence of the bulging belly in the 
description of Vajrabhairava.155 Similarly, in Nenghai there is no reference 
to the thirty-two sacred sites, which do occur in Xiligong (Ch. sanshier 
chu 三十二處).156 In other cases Nenghai proves that he has misunderstood 
the meaning of the original. For instance, in Pha bong kha’s text the 
“Supplication to the Lineage Gurus” begins with a reference to the “all-
pervading” Mañjußr¥-vajra Lord Yamåntaka, as in Xiligong.157 Instead, 

152 Nenghai, p. 11b. The commentary explains that these texts are full of mantras and 
tantric verses, and that they represent the four classes of tantras (Nenghai, Daweide 
Wenshu chengjiu fangbian lüeyin,1991, p. 34b). 

153 Ibid., p. 13b. As for sanqian (shijie) 三千(世界): “Mt. Sumeru and its seven surrounding 
continents, eight seas and ring of iron mountains form the small world; 1,000 of these 
form a small chiliocosm 小千世界 [xiao qian shijie]; 1,000 of these small chiliocosms 
form a medium chiliocosms 中千世界 [zhong qian shijie]; a thousand of these form a 
great chiliocosms 大千世界 [da qian shijie], which thus consists of 1,000,000,000 small 
worlds. The 三千 [sanqian] indicates the above three kinds of thousands” (W.E. Soothill 
and L. Hodous, A Dictionary of Chinese Buddhist Terms, 1937, p. 61). 

154 Ibid., p. 13b. Offerings for the wrathful deities often include human meat, blood and 
so on, which, according to Tibetan tantric texts, may sometimes be taken from corpses 
(see R. de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, Oracles and Demons of Tibet, 1956, pp. 343 ff.).

155 Ibid., p. 13b. On the contrary, both Xiligong Chizhu and Tang Xiangming refer to 
Vajrabhairava’s swollen belly: da fu 大服 (‘big belly’, Xiligong, p. 138) and qi fu pang da 
其服龐大 (‘his belly is huge’, Tang, p. 3a). This detail has a symbolical meaning which 
is so explained by the commentator Vajrasiddha: “His belly is large on account of his 
anger and wrath” (cited in B. Siklós, The Vajrabhairava Tantras, 1996, p. 39).

156 See respectively Nenghai, p. 18b and Xiligong, p. 154. These thirty-two sacred sites 
“correspond to the thirty-two main psychic channels (nadi) of Hevajra’s subtle body 
system” (R. Beer, The Encyclopedia of Tibetan Symbols and Motivs, 1999, p. 251). For a 
detailed description of the eight great charnel grounds and the twenty-four sacred 
lands mentioned at this point of the sådhana by both Xiligong Chizhu and Nenghai, 
see R. Beer, ibid., pp. 250-51.

157 Xiligong Chizhu’s supplication begins with bianzhu 遍主, which may be translated as 
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Nenghai refers to Vairocana (Ch. Pilu 毘盧),158 probably interpreting 
the Tibetan expression as a definition of this Buddha.159 Furthermore, in 
Nenghai one finds the following sentence: “All wisdom beings who were 
invited to attend the Dharma feast are equally satiated by this nectar”.160 
However, in both Pha bong kha and Xiligong no jñånasattvas occur, while 
the Tibetan ye shes and the Chinese hui qualify the term for nectar.161 

In conclusion, let us compare the Chinese translations of the final 
dissolution of the merit field from the extensive sådhanas,162 which in 
Xiligong is very close to the Tibetan text:

The charnel grounds (hanlin 寒林) and the protection wheels (hulun 護輪) 
dissolve into the uppermost mansion (yuegong 越宮). The latter dissolves into 
myself. As the commitment-being, I dissolve into the wisdom-being. The 
wisdom-being dissolves into the concentration being. The concentration-
being’s foot letter u (wu 烏) [of the h¨µ] dissolves into the cavity letter ha (ha 
哈), the ha dissolves into its head stroke, this into the crescent moon ( fei 朏). The 
crescent moon dissolves into the bright drop (ming dian 明點) and that dissolves 
into the nåda (nada 那達).163 This then turns into uncaused emptiness [...].164

In this case Nenghai’s text also distinguishes itself by presenting 
differences from the Tibetan and being less intelligible than the other 
Chinese translation:

The charnel grounds (hanlin) and the protection wheels (hulun) turn into light 
and dissolve into the immeasurable precious mansion (wuliang baodian 無量寶
殿). The latter dissolves into the tantric practitioner as the main deity (zhuzun 
主尊).165 The tantric practitioner dissolves into the wisdom being. The wisdom 

‘Lord who is everywhere’ (Xiligong, p. 129).
158 Nenghai, p. 2a. 
159 In fact, among Chinese definitions of Vairocana’s name, one also finds the following 

expression: bian yiqie chu 遍一切處, which could be translated as ‘pervading every 
place’ (see Ciyi, chief ed., Foguang dacidian, 1989, p. 3858).

160 Nenghai, 18b. 
161 In Xiligong, p. 154, occurs the expression hui ganlu 慧甘露 (‘wisdom nectar’). 
162 The short sådhana translated by Tang Xiangming only indicates to dissolve the merit 

field, without giving any further instructions.
163 The nåda is the small sign on top of the hËµ syllable.
164 Xiligong, p. 172. Also see the English translation from the Tibetan text in Sharpa 

Tulku and R. Guard, Meditation on Vajrabhairava, 1990, p. 81.
165 Nenghai’s text omits to explicitly refer to the commitment-being.
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heroic mind dissolves into the concentration heroic mind, and the latter into 
the u (youjiao 由覺) [of the h¨µ]. The u dissolves into the va (wa 瓦),166 and 
the latter into the ha (ha). The ha dissolves into the mgo bo (ebo 鄂撥),167 which 
dissolves into the zla tshes (dacha 打茶).168 This dissolves into the thig le (tele 
特勒),169 and the latter into nåda (nada 那打). [Finally] the nåda turns into 
uncaused emptiness [...].170

Final Remarks

The analysis of the three Chinese versions reveals different levels 
of faithfulness to the original as well as of consistency within the 
texts themselves. As seen, Nenghai’s translation proves to be the most 
problematic and less accurate. This can be explained in two ways. First, 
he had no access to the language tools being produced during the thirties 
and, mostly, the forties, such as Tibetan grammars and Chinese-Tibetan 
dictionaries. Second, his aim was primarily that of supplying his disciples 
with Tantric teachings, often in spite of philological concerns and, if 
necessary, of the original text’s content as well.171 On the contrary, Tang 
Xiangming worked in Beijing, which seems to have been the principal 
centre for the translation activity.172 As one of the prominent translators at 
the Institute of Tantric Scriptures, he cooperated with other translators 
and with Tibetan and Mongolian teachers, and could make use of works 

166 The va does not occur in the Tibetan text, where the dissolution directly goes from 
the letter u to the ha.

167 The Tibetan word mgo bo means ‘head’.
168 The Tibetan word zla tshes means ‘crescent moon’.
169 The Tibetan word thig le means ‘drop’.
170 Nenghai, 29b.
171 Nenghai’s teaching strategy was characterized by a gradual method for introducing 

his disciples to Tibetan doctrines, making reference to Chinese Buddhism and to 
concepts and images more easily acceptable to a Chinese mind. His translation choices 
should thus be considered also in this light. Moreover, his audience was mostly a local 
one, thus explaining the use of the Sichuanese reading of characters to transliterate 
mantras. Finally, the fact that sexual as well as excessively gruesome content is carefully 
concealed in his translation, should be interpreted as an intention to add a further 
phase to the gradual path to Tantras he conceived for his disciples. On this, see E. 
Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967)”, 2009, particularly pp. 322-23.

172 See G. Tuttle, “Translating Buddhism from Tibetan to Chinese”, 2008.
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on Vajrabhairava as well as other tantric texts edited there. If this is not 
that clear in the short sådhana analysed here, it becomes more evident in 
his extensive “Sådhana of the Thirteen Deities Vajrabhairava”,173 where he 
employs the standardised terminology adopted in those works. All this 
resulted in greater consistency if compared to Nenghai. Finally, Xiligong 
Chizhu’s is by far the best translation from a philological point of view, 
which can be easily explained by the much better linguistic tools available 
to its author and by the fact that his readers are Chinese devotees already 
acquainted with Tibetan Buddhism.

173 Tang Xiangming, Daweide jingang buwei shisan zun chengjiu yigui, 1991.
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SOME REMARKS ON THE AUTHORSHIP AND 
CHRONOLOGY OF THE

YIN CHI RU JING ZHU 陰持入經註
The Second PhaSe in The develoPmenT of early chineSe 

BuddhiST exegeTical liTeraTure*

Stefano Zacchetti

Introduction

Throughout the history of Chinese Buddhism, whereas translations 
chiefly (though by no means exclusively) represented the foreign side of 
a long process of acclimatisation, commentaries have generally embodied 
the indigenous response. That is, commentaries show more clearly what 
texts and ideas interested Chinese Buddhist audiences, and played an 
actual role in the doctrinal innovations.1 If this is largely true of any 
epoch, the study of exegetical literature is of particularly high significance 
for inquiring into the intellectual history of the earliest period of the 
introduction of Buddhism in China (2nd-3rd century AD), a subject of 
research as crucial as it is poorly documented, and otherwise largely 
inaccessible to us. Moreover, it is also at the level of exegetical literature 
that the early phase of Buddhist interaction with Chinese indigenous 
thought—a source of so many lasting misunderstandings in the modern 
scholarship on this subject—can be better analysed. 

Indeed, some of the early commentaries have received a certain amount 
of attention by modern scholars, although, to the best of my knowledge, 
a systematic general study of all the available sources is still lacking. This 
is also the case with the text that is the object of the present article, an 

* I wish to express my gratitude to the following friends for advice on issues dealt with in 
this study: Nicoletta Celli, John R. McRae, Jan Nattier, Antonello Palumbo, Maurizio 
Scarpari and Jonathan Silk. Any error remaining in this paper is my own.

1 Cf. Erik Zürcher’s remarks on the potential significance of the study of early 
commentaries versus translations (“A New Look at the Earliest Chinese Buddhist 
Texts”, 1991, p. 278).
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interlinear commentary on the Yin chi ru jing 陰持入經 (Canonical Text 
Concerning the Skandhas, the Dhåtus, and the Óyatanas; hereafter YCRJ) 
translated into Chinese by An Shigao 安世高 (active from around 148 AD 
at Luoyang) during the Later Han dynasty. Printed as no. 1694 in the 
TaishØ edition of the canon with the title of Yin chi ru jing zhu 陰持入經

註 (hereafter YCRJZ), in two juan, this has been generally considered by 
specialists of early Chinese Buddhism to be one of the earliest surviving 
Buddhist works of exegesis composed in China.2

More specifically, there is a broad consensus that the YCRJZ was 
compiled sometime during the 3rd century in the Kingdom of Wu 吳.3 
In fact, none of the numerous quotations found in it—one of its most 
obvious characteristics—refers to scriptures translated after the Three 
Kingdoms period, while some are the work of Zhi Qian 支謙,4 the most 

2  For a useful survey (with a particular emphasis on exegetical techniques) of the few 
surviving pre-Kumåraj¥va commentaries, see Shi Guopu, Dunhuang xiejuan P 3006 Zhi 
Qian ben “Weimoijie jing” zhujie kao, 1998, pp. 163-79; see also the appendix on pp. 277-81 
discussing the records on early commentaries found in the Gaoseng zhuan 高僧傳. 

3  See for example Ui Hakuju, Shaku DØan kenky¨, 1956, pp. 76-77; Tsukamoto Zenry¨, 
A History of Early Chinese Buddhism, 1985, p. 90; E. Zürcher, The Buddhist Conquest, 
1972, p. 54. Few authors known to me have expressed different opinions on this point. 
Indeed, radically divergent is Zhou Shujia. According to him (Zhou Shujia foxue lunzhu 
ji, 1991, vol. 2, pp. 1020-21), this commentary should be ascribed to Dao’an 道安. 
Zhou’s arguments are, however, shaky to say the least: he mentions some unspecified 
similarities with Dao’an’s commentary to the Ren ben yu sheng jing 人本欲生經 (T. 
1693), and that Dao’an is the only author who we know composed a commentary on 
the YCRJ (see Chu sanzang ji ji 出三藏記集 5.39c19-20 and 6.45a10-13). Shi Guopu 
(Dunhuang xiejuan P 3006 Zhi Qian ben “Weimoijie jing” zhujie kao, 1998, p. 163 note 1) 
refers to a dissertation by Gao Mingdao 高明道 (Rulai zhiyin sanmei jing fanyi yanjiu 如
來智印三昧經翻譯研究, which I could not access) according to which the Huiyin jing 
慧印經, quoted four times in the YCRJZ (1.11b11-13; 1.11c22-23; 1.12b11; 1.13b12; two 
are actually quotations of the same passage), is a translation by DharmarakΣa. I do not 
know the exact reasons for this hypothesis, but all the passages quoted in the YCRJZ 
are found in the Huiyin sanmei jing 慧印三昧經 (T. 632), safely ascribable to Zhi Qian 
(see J. Nattier, A Guide to the Earliest Chinese Buddhist Translations, 2008, p. 141; cf. also 
Tsukamoto Zenry¨, A History of Early Chinese Buddhism, 1985, p. 91).

4   The chronology of Zhi Qian presents several problematic points; on this issue now 
see A. Palumbo, “DharmarakΣa and Kaˆ†haka”, 2003, pp. 203-5 with note 108. The 
dates proposed by Palumbo for Zhi Qian’s life are between 194 and 199 for his birth, 
and between 253 and 258 for his death.
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important translator active in the Wu Kingdom.5

The YCRJZ cannot be called, to be sure, a neglected text. There 
has been a complete modern translation (in Japanese kundoku style, by 
Ui Hakuju),6 and, in addition to more or less detailed discussions in all 
the main works devoted to the history of early Chinese Buddhism, there 
are at least two articles on it.7 However, I believe that there are enough 
reasons to justify more research on the subject. 

One of the main obstacles to the study of the YCRJZ is the obscurity 
of its basic text, An Shigao’s YCRJ. The recent identification of a Påli 
parallel to this Chinese translation—chapter 6, or “Compendium of the 
Meaning of the Suttas” (Suttatthasamuccayabh¨mi), of the (generally) 
post-canonical treatise titled Pe†akopadesa8—has changed the situation 
considerably. Although many passages of both the YCRJ and the YCRJZ 

5 See Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 97; Tsukamoto 
Zenry¨, Ch¨goku BukkyØ ts¨shi, 1979, pp. 85-86 (=A History of Early Chinese Buddhism, 
1985, pp. 90-92); Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 
1999, pp. 24-26; and now especially J. Nattier, A Guide to the Earliest Chinese Buddhist 
Translations, 2008, pp. 164-66. Cf. also S. Zacchetti, “A ‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist 
Commentary”, 2010, pp. 471-78. Here I shall not discuss the quotations in the YCRJZ, 
as this is perhaps one of its best studied aspects. It is also, to be sure, one of the 
most interesting ones. The fact that both Mahåyåna and non-Mahåyåna scriptures 
are quoted in order to interpret the YCRJ (in itself obviously not a text of the Great 
Vehicle) has attracted particular attention: e.g., see Cai Zhenfeng, ibid., pp. 24-26, 
Wang Bangwei, “Mahåyåna or H¥nayåna: A Reconsideration of the Yåna Affiliation 
of An Shigao and His School”, 1997, p. 693.

6 Included in Ui Hakuju’s general study of An Shigao’s corpus, published posthumously: 
“Shina bukkyØ saisho no yakukyØ gudensha An SeikØ no kenky¨” シナ佛教最初の

譯經弘傳者安世高の研究, in Ui, YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, pp. 114-200; Ui translated 
both the YCRJ and the YCRJZ.

7 W. Lai, “The Early Chinese Buddhist Understanding of the Psyche: Chen Hui’s 
Commentary on the Yin Chih Ju Ching”, 1986, and Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu 
xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999. The latter has also been published, with minor 
differences, as a part of Cai’s Wei Jin foxue geyi wenti de kaocha, 2004 (pp. 55-98).

8 See S. Zacchetti, “An Early Chinese Translation Corresponding to Chapter 6 of 
the Pe†akopadesa”, 2002. For information on the Pe†akopadesa, see O. von Hinüber, 
A Handbook of Påli Literature, 1996, pp. 80-82 (§§ 167-171). Chapter 6 is a peculiar 
portion of this book, containing some of the basic Buddhist teachings organised on 
the basis of an old list partly shared by several early Abhidharma texts (see S. Zacchetti, 
ibid., pp. 89-91).
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remain completely problematic (the Pe†akopadesa itself is often extremely 
obscure), nevertheless it is now possible to see these texts in an entirely 
new light. With regard to the YCRJZ, for instance, we can now evaluate 
the exegetical technique employed by its authors with far greater precision 
than before. And this, as we shall see, allows a better understanding also 
of the milieu in which it was produced.

In general, our knowledge of An Shigao, his translations, and his 
exegetical works—quite obviously one of the main sources for the authors 
of the YCRJZ—has made considerable progress during the last ten years. 
More specifically, given that much of the little that has been written on 
the historical aspects of the YCRJZ is based on assumptions, it might not 
be superfluous to review here the factual evidence we possess, in order 
to see what we actually know and what we can infer with varying degrees 
of plausibility.

My work is part of an ongoing research project aimed at the systematic 
study of early Chinese Buddhist commentaries. Here I have simply collected 
some notes on the historical problems posed by this text (especially 
concerning its authorship and chronology), while I hope to devote another 
study to its doctrinal content in the future. But in trying to track down 
the people behind it in the following pages, I will also reconsider the life 
and work of one of the most important figures of early Chinese Buddhism, 
Kang Senghui 康僧會. In the process, we will come across the faint traces 
of a community of Buddhist adepts who were active, under Kang Senghui’s 
guidance, during the first half of the 3rd century AD, and played a crucial 
role (albeit entirely unacknowledged in historical sources) in the early 
phase of transmission of Buddhist doctrines to South Central China.

The textual history of the YCRJZ

Elsewhere I discussed the transmission of both the YCRJ and the 
YCRJZ (with the relevant preface).9 Since then, however, I have been able to 
access some new sources, and, as a result, I can now clarify certain details.

The TaishØ edition presents the two texts separately. This arrangement 
is the work of the Japanese editors, and a departure from the text on which 

9  S. Zacchetti, “An Early Chinese Translation”, 2002, pp. 94-96.
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the TaishØ is based, the 13th century KoryÌ edition (hereafter Kr).10 In the 
latter, the basic text and the commentary are transmitted together under 
the title Yin chi ru jing, and, in fact, even the title of T. 1694, i.e. Yin chi 
ru jing zhu (which appears in the margins but not in the body of the text) 
is likewise a modern coinage, almost certainly, again, by the editors of 
the TaishØ canon.11 For the sake of clarity, however, in this article I have 
retained the distinct title of YCRJZ.

The 12th century Jin 金 canon (hereafter J)12 contains both texts in 
exactly the same form as in Kr. No doubt these two printings of the canon 
simply took over this feature from their common ancestor, the late 10th-
century Northern Song edition known as Kaibao zang 開寶藏, which is 
the earliest printed version of the entire canonical collection.13

As I pointed out in a previous article (“An Early Chinese Translation”, 
2002, p. 95), in another group of interrelated wood-block editions carved 
from the Song to the Qing dynasties (cf. S. Zacchetti, In Praise of the Light, 
2005, pp. 110-17), this text has no preface and interlinear commentary. 
Moreover, contrary to the hypothesis I advanced in 2002 on the basis of the 
information provided by the critical apparatus in the TaishØ, the edition of 

10 K 807; reproduced in KoryÌ taejanggyÌng 高麗大藏經, Tongguk University Press, 
Seoul 1976, vol. 20, p. 493a; cf. L.R. Lancaster and Sung-bae Park, The Korean 
Buddhist Canon: A Descriptive Catalogue, 1979, p. 309.

11 The so-called Manji zØkyØ 卍字藏經, for instance, has faithfully preserved the 
arrangement of the KoryÌ edition (although it is not directly based on it: see S. Vita, 
“Printings of the Buddhist ‘Canon’ in Modern Japan”, 2003, p. 220), with the YCRJ 
printed together with the glosses and the preface: see vol. 27 of the Taiwanese reprint, 
pp. 213-29.

12 See the facsimile reproduced in Zhonghua dazangjing 中華大藏經, Beijing 1984-1988, 
vol. 36, pp. 129-54. 

13 Cf. S. Zacchetti, In Praise of the Light, 2005, p. 95 with note 78. This is further confirmed 
by another source, the descriptive catalogue of the canon named Dazangjing gangmu 
zhiyao lu 大藏經綱目指要録 (ShØwa hØbØ sØmokuroku 昭和法寶総目録 no. 37; vol. 2 pp. 
571-772), and compiled at the beginning of the 12th century by Weibo 惟白. Recently 
Li Fuha and He Mei (Hanwen Fojiao dazangjing yanjiu, 2003, pp. 78-79) have shown 
that the text used for the compilation of this work was a copy of the Kaibao zang. Now, 
the entry on the YCRJ (708c-709a) begins with a partial quotation from the preface 
(安世高譯也。普見菩薩，示現為安息國王太子; cf. YCRJZ 1.9b15-16, and the appendix 
below, with note 19), and ends with a remark (... 及有注義等因緣) which, though not 
entirely clear, suggests the presence of an interlinear commentary.
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the canon in the library of the KunaichØ 宮内庁 in Tokyo (whose readings 
are cited in the TaishØ as 宮) also contains the YCRJ alone. The KunaichØ 
canon consists of texts from two ancient (and closely related) editions, both 
carved at Fuzhou during the 11th and 12th centuries (see S. Zacchetti, ibid., 
2005, pp. 110-12). However, the portion containing the YCRJ presents 
some characteristics which do not agree with the parts safely ascribable to 
the two Fuzhou editions, and thus may actually reflect a different carving.14 
In short, we cannot be sure about the original editorial arrangement of 
the YCRJ in the Fuzhou editions until other exemplars become available 
for analysis. It would thus seem that, apart from the two editions already 
mentioned (Kr and J), the Song period edition of Sixi 思溪 (12th-13th 
century; see S. Zacchetti, ibid., 2005, pp. 112-15)—which unfortunately 
I could not access—is the only one including both the preface and the 
commentary (Zacchetti, “An Early Chinese Translation, 2002, p. 95).

So far I have not been able to trace any manuscript of the YCRJ. 
Consequently, the early phase of its transmission has to be tentatively 

14  The following discussion is based on a microfilm of this exemplar of the canon held 
by the International Research Institute for Advanced Buddhology, Soka University, 
Tokyo. One of the most typical features of both Fuzhou editions is the presence, at the 
beginning of each juan, of fairly detailed notes under the names of the two monasteries 
where the editions were produced (Fuzhou Dong chan dengjue si 福州東禪等覺寺 
and Fuzhou Kaiyuan chan si 福州開元禪寺), containing, among other things, some 
information on the carving (date, etc.). The YCRJ is, in the text from the KunaichØ 
library, the second scripture contained in the case numbered with the character 無 in 
the Qian zi wen 千字文 (Thousand-character text) sequence, and all the juans in this 
case lack the initial notes described above. For the rest, the format of this YCRJ seems 
on the whole consistent with that of other portions of the two Fuzhou editions. In fact, 
this anomaly is not confined to case 無. All the juans in the nine cases included from 
宜 to 無 equally lack the notes. On the other hand, cases 終 and 竟 (preceding and 
following the above sequence of cases) have them. The scriptures contained in these 
belong to the first Fuzhou edition (carved at the Dong chan dengjue si); the last juan 
of case 終 (being juan 60 of the Zhengfa nianchu jing 正法念處經), and the first of case 
竟 (beginning of the Wubai dizi zi shuo benqi jing 五百弟子自說本起經) are both dated 
to July-August 1097 (紹聖四年六月). On this basis, most likely all the texts with no 
initial notes (YCRJ included) might have been taken from a separate carving, probably 
in order to make up for parts lost in that particular exemplar or set of exemplars. It 
would be interesting to check whether other parts in the copy from the KunaichØ show 
a similar irregularity.
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inferred from other indirect sources. On the basis of the scriptural 
catalogues we can determine with a reasonable degree of probability that 
during the Tang the text was transmitted predominantly as in J and Kr, with 
commentary and preface, although an edition lacking these elements was 
also circulating.15 The same is suggested by the fact that even in the printed 
editions with no commentary there remain several glosses interpolated into 
the basic text (see S. Zacchetti, ibid., 2002, pp. 95-96), obviously going back 
to a version from which the commentary was removed, rather than one in 
which it was abstent from the outset. What is more, such circumstances 
can also explain why no bibliographical source records the YCRJZ as a 
separate text.16 This holds true as far back as our sources go—that is, up to 
the manuscript hyparchetypes of the various printed editions carved from 
the Song period onwards. It would be unwarranted, however, to extend 
such a conclusion to the entire history of the text.17

15  I had already suggested this—building upon an observation by A. Forte (“An Shih-
kao: biografia e note critiche”, 1968, p. 187)—in my article on the YCRJ (“An Early 
Chinese Translation”, 2002, p. 95 note 128), but only with some hesitation. I now 
think that this conjecture can be confirmed by a simple calculation. In the Da Tang 
neidian lu 大唐內典錄 7.298c10 (completed in 664 AD) and in several subsequent 
catalogues the YCRJ is recorded as consisting of 32 folios; however, according to the 
Zhongjing mulu 眾經目錄 3.186c2 (completed in 665 AD) the YCRJ had 22 folios. If 
we transpose, with an approximate calculation, the text edited in Kr (i.e., YCRJ + 
commentary + preface) into the format of a standard Tang Buddhist manuscript (with 
28 columns of 17 characters per folio), we find that it would correspond to around 31-
32 folios. In other words, the YCRJ in 32 folios recorded in the catalogues no doubt 
included both the commentary and the preface. On the other hand, the edition of the 
YCRJ with no commentary in the Qisha zang 磧砂藏 (carved between the Southern 
Song and the Yuan; see S. Zacchetti, In Praise of the Light, 2005, p. 115), is made up 
of 20 folios slightly larger than Tang manuscripts (30 columns of 17 characters per 
block/folio); see vol. 20, pp. 89-96 of the facsimile reprint (Song ban Qisha dazangjing 
宋版磧砂大藏經, Taibei, 1987). And this would approximately match the statement 
found in the Zhongjing mulu concerning the YCRJ in 22 folios.

16  Cf. Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, p. 11.
17  In fact, there is some evidence suggesting (though, admittedly, entirely ex silentio) that 

in an earlier period the YCRJ may have also circulated without a commentary. Dao’an 
composed a preface to his lost commentary to the YCRJ that is preserved in the Chu 
sanzang ji ji (6.44b29-45a13; on this document, see Ui Hakuju, Shaku DØan kenky¨, 
1956, pp. 73-79). Here we find no mention of any previous commentary to this text. 
This, of course, could well mean nothing, but it should be observed that at the end 
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Many hands behind one commentary

The authorship of the YCRJZ is a tangled question. The main difficulty 
is not that we lack information (though we certainly do so on certain key 
issues), but that the sources provide us with pieces difficult to put together 
into a single, coherent picture. And although several authors (including 
some of the greatest scholars of Chinese Buddhism) have expressed their 
opinions on this point, it seems to me that none has fully taken into account 
all the facets of the question, or discussed all of its difficulties in detail.

1. Master Chen
Let us begin with a basic fact: as far as I have been able to ascertain, 

in all the editions which transmit the text together with the commentary, 
the YCRJ is headed by the words “Annotated by Master Chen” (陳氏注).18 
Our direct knowledge of the author of the YCRJZ does not go beyond 
such admittedly meagre notice. This very paucity has, however, a positive 
implication: for the attribution is so colourless, so anonymous, that it must 
surely be authentic. It is not the stuff out of which false attributions—a 
constant leitmotif in the earliest strata of the canon—are fabricated. 
Generally texts are ascribed to celebrated masters, such as An Shigao, for 
example, and not to an unknown “Master Chen”.

Nothing positive is known of this personage, as several scholars 
have duly observed.19 The table of contents of vol. 33 (p. 1) of the TaishØ 

of his preface to the Anban shouyi jing 安般守意經 Dao’an discusses Kang Senghui’s 
commentary on that scripture (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43c22; tr. A.E. Link, “Evidence 
for Doctrinal Continuity of Han Buddhism from the Second through the Fourth 
Centuries”, 1976, pp. 86-87; cf. also the discussion of this passage below, with note 64). 
It is thus possible that Dao’an did not know our YCRJZ, as also observed in passing by 
Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, p. 11. After 
all, Dao’an wrote this preface during his early years in the North (Tang Yongtong, 
Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 142; E. Zürcher, The Buddhist Conquest, 
1972, pp. 185-86; A.E. Link, “Biography of Shih Tao-an”, 1958, p. 11), and it is possible 
that at that time the circulation of a Wu Kingdom commentary such as the YCRJZ was 
still limited to its original area.

18 The Sixi 思溪 edition, quoted in the apparatuses of the TaishØ and the Zhonghua 
dazangjing as 宋 and “Zi[fu]” 資 respectively, has a variant here: 陳氏製并注, “composed 
[presumably referring to the preface] and annotated by Master Chen”.

19   See, for instance, Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 
1999, p. 11.
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edition, however, ascribes the YCRJZ to Chen Hui from Wu 吳陳慧. And 
concerning him we have some precious, if scant, first-hand information 
provided by the famous Wu Kingdom Buddhist translator and exegete 
Kang Senghui. In a well-known passage of his preface to the Anban shouyi 
jing 安般守意經 translated by An Shigao, he describes his encounter with 
three lay Buddhist adepts of this scripture (I quote from Arthur Link’s 
translation, with the transcriptions given in pinyin):

“[Fortunately, however, as] my allotted blessings from a former life were not 
yet exhausted, I met with Han Lin of Nanyang, Pi Ye of Yingchuan, and Chen 
Hui of Kuaiji. ... I asked for and received instruction from them, that ‘the 
compasses would be identical and the carpenter’s squares would correspond,’ 
and that doctrinally there would be nothing heterodox. Chen Hui annotated 
these doctrines and I aided in consultation and revision. If it was not from the 
master, it was not transmitted [by me] since I dared not [add anything] on my 
own initiative”.20

20   A.E. Link, “Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, pp. 79-90. Kang Senghui’s 
preface has been transmitted in two different places in the canon: prefixed to the Anban 
shouyi jing (1.163a5-c 8), and in the Chu sanzang ji ji (6.42c29-43c3). Some portions 
of the passage quoted above are also found at the end of An Shigao’s biography in 
Huijiao’s Gaoseng zhuan (1.324a28-b1) with a considerable variant: 案如康僧會注安般

守意經序云:『此經世高所出，久之沈翳。會*見南陽韓林，頴川*皮業，會稽陳慧。此三賢

者信道篤密，會共請受，乃陳慧義，余助斟酌』。(tr. A. Forte, “An Shih-kao: biografia e 
note critiche”, 1968, p. 160; R. Shih, Biographies des Moines Éminents, 1968, pp. 10-11). 
While we notice in this quotation some omissions and a few scribal errors, there is one 
portion of it (此經世高所出，久之沈翳) that, while fundamental to Huijiao’s discussion, 
does not appear either in the Chu sanzang ji ji or in the Anban shouyi jing, or even in 
the two KongØ-ji MSS containing Kang’s preface together with some hitherto lost 
texts ascribable to An Shigao (see Ochiai Toshinori, KongØji issayikyØ no kisoteki kenky¨ 
to shinshutsu butten no kenky¨, 2004, p. 188). This passage from the Gaoseng zhuan has 
been discussed in some detail by A.E. Link (ibid., 1976, pp. 63-64; cf. also A. Forte, 
ibid., p. 160 note 37, and Cai Zhenfeng, Wei Jin foxue geyi wenti de kaocha, 2004, pp. 36-
37 note 3). Prima facie it would seem to be genuine, given the rarity of the expression 
沈翳 in the canon; yet upon a closer examination it poses several problems. To begin 
with, it is not clear where the sequence 此經世高所出，久之沈翳 could have occurred 
in Kang Senghui’s preface. It could not have occurred, to be sure, where it is seemingly 
suggested by Huijiao’s quotation, i.e., before 會*見南陽韓林 etc., for the latter passage 
fits perfectly with the preceding phrase (睠言顧之，潛然出涕。宿祚未沒 ...). Here Kang 
Senghui is not discussing An Shigao and his translations, but his own life: a reference 
to the Anban shouyi jing would be entirely out of place at this point. The phrase 此經世



150 Stefano Zacchetti

I shall come back to this preface, and especially to its chronology 
below. What now I would like to note is that Kang Senghui assisted Chen 
Hui in composing a commentary to An Shigao’s Anban shouyi jing (陳慧注

義，余助斟酌)—probably based on the latter’s own explanations (非師不

[v.l. 所]傳，不敢自由也)21—that had presumably been recorded by his direct 
followers and was later transmitted by the Chen Hui and the other two 
persons mentioned by Kang Senghui.

No other information concerning this Chen Hui (or, for that matter, 
Han Lin and Pi Ye) seems to exist.22 To my knowledge, his name is only 
mentioned one other time in the canon, in the biography of An Shigao in 
Huijiao’s Gaoseng zhuan. The passage in question is in fact a quotation from 
a “separate biography” 別傳,23 and fully belongs to the lore of miraculous 
tales that grew up around the life of the Parthian translator.24

高所出 is also suspect: Kang Senghui has already said that An Shigao “translated the 
arcana of the Ónåpåna-[sm®ti]” 譯安般之祕奧學者. Curiously enough, we find exactly 
the same words occurring also in Dao’an’s preface to the Da shi’er men jing 大十二門經

序, where they are referred to that text (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.46b6-7; see also S. Zacchetti, 
“The Rediscovery of Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, p. 263). I 
wonder whether Huijiao has not concocted this alleged quotation by mixing, perhaps 
inadvertently, some heterogeneous material.

21   See A.E. Link’s astute remarks (“Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, p. 64); 
cf. also Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 96. On some 
possible remnants of An Shigao’s explanations on the Anban shouyi jing, see S. Zacchetti, 
“The Rediscovery of Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, p. 289 with 
note 162; “Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, pp. 216-17; “An Shigao’s Texts 
Preserved in the Newly Discovered KongØ-ji Manuscript”, 2004b, and especially “A 
‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, pp. 460-61 with notes 120-121.

22   That these three personages fled to the South from Luoyang, as stated by A.E. Link 
(ibid., 1976, p. 63), is also entirely speculative. Incidentally, Chen Hui was from Kuaiji 
會稽 (in present-day Zhejiang), well within the Kingdom of Wu.

23   On this type of sources in the Gaoseng zhuan, see A.F. Wright, Studies in Chinese 
Buddhism, 1990, p. 109.

24   Gaoseng zhuan 1.324a11-18; tr. A. Forte, “An Shih-kao: biografia e note critiche”, 
1968, p. 159 and R. Shih, Biographies des Moines Éminents, 1968, pp. 9-10. According 
to this bizarre and somewhat confused account (related to the intricate and semi-
legendary traditions concerning An Shigao’s escape to South China in his later years), 
an An Shigao active between the end of the Wu Kingdom and the beginning of the 
Jin dynasty (on the issue of this later An Shigao, see A. Forte, The Hostage An Shigao 
and his Offspring, 1995, p. 76 note 32), left some scriptures he had translated sealed 
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Suggestive and, in some respects, plausible as it is,25 the identification 
of the “Master Chen” author of the YCRJZ with the Chen Hui associated 
with Kang Senghui remains to be demonstrated, and, in fact, is not free 
from problems. We ought not to forget that this is just a hypothesis by 
the TaishØ’s editors, who for some reason appear to have been a little 
hyperactive in dealing with YCRJ and YCRJZ.

One of the main tasks left to us is then to see whether this hypothesis 
fits with what the primary sources say: the commentary itself, above all, 
but also the preface which is prefixed to it. And with this preface we are 
immediately confronted with a problem.

2. The preface
Short as it is—just twenty lines in Kr and J—the preface to the YCRJZ 

is a specimen of considerable interest among the very few Chinese Buddhist 
texts of the earliest period (Han-Three Kingdoms) that have survived in 
addition to the sizeable body of coeval translations. Nonetheless, it would 
be fair to say that it has not yet received the attention it deserves. For all 
these reasons, I have given in the appendix below a complete annotated 
translation of this difficult document.

The author calls himself Mi 密 (at least according to the most widely 
accepted interpretation: see note 2 to the appendix), and, as one of the 
few indisputable facts one can glean from this text, he is also the author 

in a box, to be opened after four years. When, after some vicissitudes that we can 
omit here, he died after exactly four years and the box was opened, it was discovered 
that the veins of the wood formed the following phrase: “the one who venerates my 
teaching is the layman Chen Hui; the one who transmits the dhyåna canonical texts 
is the bhikΣu [Kang] Senghui” (財理自成字云: 尊吾道者，居士陳慧; 傳禪經者，比丘

僧會). The fact that even here Chen Hui’s name is mentioned in association with 
Kang Senghui suggests that we are probably facing a legendary expansion ultimately 
stemming from Kang’s preface. It is noteworthy that the latter is the only source 
Huijiao quotes in his criticism of the chronological inconsistencies of this narration: 
probably no other information on Chen Hui was available to him than the little we 
know nowadays.

25   As already remarked by ºchØ Enichi (“ShakkyØ shikØ”, 1979, p. 169). The YCRJZ is 
ascribed to Chen Hui by P. Demiéville, “La Yogåcårabh¨mi de Sa∫gharakΣa”, 1954, p. 
353 note 1; Ui Hakuju, Shaku DØan kenky¨, 1956, p. 76 and YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, 
p. 183; Kamata Shigeo, Ch¨goku BukkyØ shi, 1982, p. 141 (but cf. p. 223!); E. Zürcher, 
“A New Look”, 1991, p. 296 note 22.
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of a commentary to the YCRJ—arguably the very commentary following 
the preface.26

A noteworthy feature of the document, especially in the beginning, is 
its predominantly intimate tone, which conveys a sort of concise spiritual 
self-portrait. The author describes, in the first place, his own spiritual 
experiences, and only afterwards does he introduce the text that is the 
object of his commentary. In this way the composition of the latter is 
portrayed as the outcome of an individual path. This formulation is all 
the more remarkable in that it goes against what seem to have been the 
conventions of this genre: already in the earliest Chinese Buddhist prefaces 
available to us,27 but also in the contemporary non-Buddhist specimens 
of the same kind,28 the description of the scripture to which the preface 
refers takes regularly the place of honour at the beginning.

What else does the text tell us? Mi, a fervent Buddhist and an admirer 
of An Shigao, is probably a layman: this seems suggested by his assertion—
apparently not a cliché in its precise wording29—that he composed the 
commentary during a three-month period of mourning during which he 
wore the hemp clothes prescribed by the tradition.30 These would hardly 
befit a monk.

26  This is not only explicitly stated in the preface itself (為其注義; see below note 27 
to the appendix), but also suggested by the many self-derogatory expressions found 
throughout the preface, which are typically inserted into this kind of text to justify 
one’s own work.

27  See for example Yan Fotiao’s 嚴佛調 preface to the Shami shi hui zhangju 沙彌十慧章

句序 (Chu sanzang ji ji 10.69c20-70a8), the anonymous preface to the Fa ju jing 法句經

generally ascribed to Zhi Qian (see note 54 below), and Kang Senghui’s two prefaces 
to the Anban shouyi jing and to the Fa jing jing 法鏡經 (on which see the discussion 
below). 

28  On non-Buddhist prefaces to commentaries composed from the Later Han to the 
Jin period see now Kogachi Ry¨ichi’s detailed study (“Gokan Gi Shin ch¨shaku no 
jobun”, 2001); on the structure of these texts and their degree of codification, see 
especially pp. 4-12. 

29  However, this motif—the fact that a given commentary was written during a period 
of leisure from official duties—is not uncommon. See, for example, the passage from 
Gao You’s 高誘 preface to his Huainan zi 淮南子 commentary quoted and discussed 
by Kogachi, “Gokan Gi Shin ch¨shaku no jobun”, 2001, pp. 10-11. Cf. also Kang 
Senghui’s preface to the Fa jing jing, as quoted below in note 27 to the appendix.

30 	因間麻緦; see also note 27 to the appendix below. 
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The style is elaborate, rich in parallel phrases and literary expressions. 
We have, then, a cultivated author. At this point, we ought to pause for a 
moment to reflect upon this fact: what we can hear resounding is a new 
voice in early Chinese Buddhism, albeit one that is certainly amplified 
by the scarcity of other direct sources. It is the voice of a socio-cultural 
type of lay Buddhist adept destined for a role of great importance in the 
following century, especially in South Central China.

Now, to turn back to the main issue of the authorship of both 
preface and commentary, in light of the preceding discussion, we should 
take the name Mi as referring to the “Master Chen” 陳氏 to whom the 
commentary is ascribed. This, however, poses some problems concerning 
the identification of “Master Chen” as Chen Hui, and I shall return to 
this issue below.

This preface does not seem to contain anything that could suggest a 
precise temporal location.31 However, Tang Yongtong32 argued that the 
description of An Shigao’s activity in Luoyang33 is the account of a direct 
witness. Against this, one can observe that in a subsequent passage, the 
author describes his own encounter with An Shigao’s teaching as follows: 
“[I,] Mi, having observed its diffusion (流), was [so] delighted that I was 
forgetful of hunger” (密睹其流，禀玩忘飢; YCRJZ 1.9b20). The expression 
流, while not unambiguous, seems to me rather to describe the transmission 
of An Shigao’s teachings and texts. In fact, it is used in an apparently 
similar sense a few lines before with reference to the YCRJ: “[the teaching 
of the YCRJ] has the same origin as the Ónåpåna-[sm®ti], but represents a 

31  On the use of 京師 with reference to Luoyang (YCRJZ 1.9b17), see the discussion 
below (note 62). However, it should be observed that the terminology of this document 
is entirely consistent with a Wu Kingdom dating, and that it shares with Kang 
Senghui’s textual corpus even some rare expressions (see the notes to the translation, 
in the appendix below, especially notes 4 and 22).

32  Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 45. The same view 
was upheld in a letter sent by the famous scholar-monk Juzan 巨贊 (1908-1984) to 
Tang Yongtong on February 15, 1963 (see Tang Yongtong quanji, 2000, vol. 7, p. 35). 
Curiously Juzan does not refer to Tang’s identical interpretation of the preface. Tang 
(Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 45) considered the YCRJZ an early 3rd 
century work (漢末魏初), and implicitly rejected Chen Hui’s authorship.

33  “He proclaimed the Three Jewels, and shone in the capital (Luoyang). At that time, 
talented person gathered [from all quarters] like clouds” (YCRJZ 1.9b17-18).
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separate stream (流)” (與安般同原而別流; YCRJZ 1.9b15; see also note 17 
to the appendix below). If anything, then, the aforementioned description 
would rather suggest a certain distance from the time of An Shigao.

Towards the end, the text also contains a few details on the composition 
of the commentary: we learn that the author was helped by three 
anonymous assistants, whose role, as described there, seems not to have 
gone beyond proofreading it (“Three persons have checked the errors [of 
the commentary,] and to my luck have polished it”; YCRJZ 1.9b24-25). 
That is, only one person—the author of the preface itself—would seem to 
have been responsible for its entire doctrinal content. The commentary 
itself, however, tells us a different story.
 
3. “The Master says”

To further complicate the picture sketched so far, the YCRJZ also 
contains nineteen glosses of varying length introduced by the formula 
“the Master says/said” 師云. There are two things that we should 
immediately notice: these glosses are found only in the first roll ( juan), 
and their very presence does not fit with what the preface says about the 
composition of the commentary. As we have just seen, the help of no 
Master is acknowledged therein. However, the Master’s glosses include 
some of the most interesting and characteristic passages in the entire text. 
There is little doubt that this figure was not an occasional or marginal 
source of information, but was deeply involved in the composition of at 
least part of it, and, what is more, played a key role in shaping its peculiar 
ideology. Needless to say, this makes the silence of the preface all the 
more puzzling, and I shall come back on this problem below (pp. 179-180).

The identification of this Master has been one of the most widely 
debated issues, although no consensus has seemingly been reached so far 
on the subject. Yet, as I will show, exactly through this issue it is possible to 
throw some light on the milieu in which the commentary was produced.

Essentially, three hypotheses34 have been proposed.

34   Apart from that formulated by Zhou Shujia (Zhou Shujia foxue lunzhu ji, 1991, p. 1020) 
who, ascribing the commentary to Dao’an as noted above (note 3), believes that 師 
must refer to the two masters—Zhu Faji and Zhi Tanjiang—with whom Dao’an had 
studied the YCRJ (see Chu sanzang ji ji 6.45a8-9; cf. S. Zacchetti, “An Early Chinese 
Translation”, 2002, p. 94 note 114).
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Tang Yongtong (Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 45; cf. 
also p. 99) considered that the Master must be An Shigao.35 He did not 
provide detailed argument in support of his hypothesis, explicitly based 
on the interpretation of the preface discussed in the preceding paragraph. 
Given that Tang considered Mi to be a direct disciple of An Shigao, it 
was logical to assume that he—the author of the preface—might have 
collected some of his teacher’s interpretations.

Although one would expect that this individual, with his remarkable 
display of cold feet and repeated professions of inadequacy, would not 
have hesitated to claim explicitly An Shigao’s indirect backing had he 
had at hand such a trump card, in itself Tang’s interpretation is quite 
reasonable. After all, 師 in the passage from Kang Senghui’s preface to 
the Anban shouyi jing quoted above (非師不傳 etc.) must refer to An Shigao 
(see note 21), and we know that the latter used to give oral explanations 
on the texts he translated.36 That is, in the case of the Anban shouyi jing 
commentary, Kang Senghui and Chen Hui did indeed make use of some 
explanations by An Shigao that had been preserved and transmitted to the 
Wu Kingdom Buddhist adepts (see pp. 179-180 below).

The problem is that the internal analysis of the Master’s glosses in the 
YCRJZ simply does not allow this tantalising interpretation. To begin with, 
they are composed in a style simple but accurate, and are thus very different 
from the few presumed remains of An Shigao’s exegetical activity. Both the 
Ahan koujie shi’er yinyuan jing 阿含口解十二因緣經 T. 1508 and the anonymous 
commentary to the Shi’er men jing 十二門經 included in the KongØ-ji 
manuscripts37 rather resemble transcriptions of lectures, poor in style and 
language. Even more important is the adoption, by the YCRJZ’s Master, 
of ideas and terms that are utterly foreign to the corpus of texts translated 
or composed by An Shigao (see pp. 172-176 below; cf. S. Zacchetti, “The 
Rediscovery of Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, p. 294).

35   This opinion is also shared by Wang Bangwei (“Mahåyåna or H¥nayåna”, 1997, p. 693 
note 23).

36   S. Zacchetti, “Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, pp. 217 ff.
37   Now published in Ochiai, KongØji issayikyØ no kisoteki kenky¨ to shinshutsu butten no 

kenky¨, 2004, pp. 197-203 (KongØ-ji MS A, columns 386-584); on the possibility that 
this commentary reflects An Shigao’s teaching, see S. Zacchetti, “The Rediscovery of 
Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, pp. 285-95. 
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But the most compelling evidence comes from the exegetical technique 
displayed in the glosses. These are, in fact, entirely downstream from the 
translated text, so to speak. That is, the Master’s starting point and main 
aim is the interpretation of the already translated text, and, although he did 
on the whole a remarkably good job, we find that he was at times misled 
by the notoriously treacherous terminology of An Shigao’s translation. 

Let us consider, for example, the following passage from the YCRJ (at 
the end of the exposition of the five skandhas / khandhas; cf. S. Zacchetti 
2002, “An Early Chinese Translation”, p. 80):

1. 識種名爲身六識:	眼識 etc. ... 心識。是爲身六識，是名爲識種，名爲五陰

種 (YCRJ 1.173b19-21).

This should be compared with Pe†akopadesa p. 112, 15-18: 

Tattha cha viññåˆakåyå viññåˆakkhandho, cakkhuviññåˆaµ yåva manoviññåˆaµ 
ime cha viññåˆakåyå, ayaµ viññåˆakkhandho. Ime pañcakkhandhå.

In the light of the Påli parallel (識種 = viññåˆakkhandho), it is clear that 
種 is being used (presumably in the sense of “class, category”) throughout 
this passage as another translation of khandha / skandha besides the more 
common rendition 陰, “obscure [or obscuring] one”.38 The usage is quite 
normal in An Shigao’s corpus, being well attested in other passages of the 
YCRJ,39 and in other translations as well.40

The Master’s rather long comments on this passage constitute one 
of the most interesting portions of the entire YCRJZ (1.10a 23-b2), and I 
will touch upon it again in the following discussion. Here I limit myself 
to quoting its beginning:

38   Note also 五陰種, “five obscure [or obscuring] categories” = pañcakkhandhå in the 
above passage; the compound 陰種 = khandha / skandha is also attested elsewhere: e.g., 
是為色陰種 (no doubt meaning just “this is the r¨paskandha”) in the Daodi jing 道地

經 1.232a7 (see also P. Demiéville, “La Yogåcårabh¨mi de Sa∫gharakΣa”, 1954, p. 400, 
chap. IV).

39   E.g., 1.173b27: 火種 = Pe†akopadesa p. 113, 2: aggikkhandho; and passim.
40   See, for example, the Chang Ahan shi baofa jing 長阿含十報法經 1.234c23-24: ... 

當知五種。一為色受種 etc. = Daßottaras¨tra p. 66: (pañca dharmå˙ parijñeyå˙ /) 
pañcopadånaskandhå˙ / ... r¨popådå(naskandho etc.). See also P. Demiéville, “La 
Yogåcårabh¨mi de Sa∫gharakΣa”, 1954, pp. 399 note 6 and 400 note 5 on 種 in the 
Daodi jing.
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2. 師云:	『五陰種，身也。... 』 (1.10a23).

As is made clear by a following phrase, where the sensorial activity inherent 
in the body and governing one’s existence is compared to the cycle of 
vegetal growth (... 滅此生彼，猶穀種朽于下，栽受身生于上; 1.10a26), the 
Master interpreted 種 as “seed”,41 and hence the text quoted above must 
mean: “The seed of the five obscure ones (skandhas) is the body”. 42

It is also noteworthy that 身, presumably in the sense of “body”, is 
brought into the picture at this point by the Master. This word occurs 
frequently in this part of the YCRJ, including the very passage commented 
upon in the gloss in question (1.173b11 and ff.: 痛種爲身六痛 = Pe†akopadesa 
p. 112, 7: tattha cha vedanåkåyå vedanåkkhandho; etc. up to 識種名爲身六

識 = tattha cha viññåˆakåyå viññåˆakkhandho, as quoted above in passage 
no. 1), and here of course kåya means “group, collection”. However, the 
Master was apparently misled by such a usage of 身, with its peculiar (and 
indeed wrong) construction, typical of An Shigao’s translations,43 and 
clearly interpreted 身六識 etc. as “the six forms of consciousness belonging 
to the body”. This is shown with particular clarity by the gloss 身有六情 
(YCRJZ 1.10a23), “the body has the six sense organs”, no doubt referring 
to 身六識, i.e., 眼識 etc., in the relevant YCRJ passage (see passage no. 1 
above).

41  See also below, passage no. 8 with note 57. Cf. W. Lai, “The Early Chinese Buddhist 
Understanding of the Psyche”, 1986, p. 92; Cai, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi 
wenti de kaocha”, 1999, pp. 16-20. A significant parallel to this YCRJZ gloss occurs 
(as already noted by Tang, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 99) in Kang 
Senghui’s preface to the Anban shouyi jing, where the mind’s activity is compared to 
a farmer’s random sowing, to the effect that of the plants “[o]ne rots below, and a 
myriad are born above” 一朽乎下，萬生乎上 (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43a11; tr. A.E. Link, 
“Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, p. 71). It is noteworthy that the quotation 
from Kang Senghui’s preface in the YCRJZ discussed below (passages nos. 3-4) also 
belongs with this part of the preface.

42   Note that even in texts ascribable to An Shigao we find, in fact, a similar imagery: 
cf. S. Zacchetti, “Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, p. 208 note 59. Cf. also 
a passage from the controversial treatise Mouzi li huo 牟子理惑 (in Hong ming ji 弘明

集 1.3b14-16; tr. P. Pelliot, “Meou-tseu ou les doutes levés”, 1920, p. 301; J.P. Keenan, 
How Master Mou Removes our doubts, 1994, p. 95).

43  See T. Vetter and P. Harrison, “An Shigao’s Chinese Translation of the Saptasthånas¨tra”, 
1998, pp. 209 and 214 note 16.
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My analysis of this gloss is not done for the sake of pedantry: the 
kind of interpretation embodied in the commentary is, needless to say, 
entirely legitimate. After all, producing new meanings out of canonical 
texts—often flying felicitously on the wings of false etymologies or 
philologically questionable interpretations—represents one of the most 
typical and fascinating features of religious exegesis in general. What 
matters here is that interpretations such as those just discussed can be 
taken, in the particular context of our texts, as something approximately 
equivalent to a separative error in textual criticism. In principle, they rule 
out the possibility that the translator himself was directly involved.44

Other than An Shigao, there remain two other chronologically 
plausible candidates: the already mentioned Kang Senghui, and Zhi Qian, 
the most prominent translator of the Three Kingdoms period. We know 
that both were active as commentators.45

The identification of the Master as Zhi Qian was proposed in Ui 
Hakuju’s work on An Shigao’s translations (YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, p. 
184, followed by W. Lai, “The Early Chinese Buddhist Understanding 
of the Psyche”, 1986, p. 86). Ui’s hypothesis is not supported, so far as 
I can see, by any detailed evidence.46 Apparently his main argument is 
that no other person liable to be called “Master” can be found within the 
presumed period of composition of the YCRJZ. To show the fragility of 
this argument, it is enough to say that Ui had previously already used it 

44  Some glosses headed by the words “the Master says” include also quotations. E.g., see 
YCRJZ 1.11b11-12 and 12b11, where the Hui yin [ jing] 慧印 translated by Zhi Qian 
(see note 3 above) is quoted. This fact would suffice by itself to rule out An Shigao’s 
involvement in the YCRJZ, but unfortunately we cannot be absolutely sure that in 
these cases the entire gloss is by the Master (and the quotations do not occur at the 
beginning of these passages).

45  See for instance Chu sanzang ji ji 13.97a15 and 13.97c13.
46  Elsewhere (YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, p. 200), Ui Hakuju remarks that from the 

presence of Mahåyåna texts, terms, and ideas in the YCRJZ, one can infer that Chen 
Hui was a follower of Zhi Qian. This is, clearly enough, entirely speculative. The 
fact that some of Zhi Qian’s translations are quoted in the YCRJZ, also mentioned by 
Whalen Lai in support of the hypothesis that the Master was Zhi Qian (“The Early 
Chinese Buddhist Understanding of the Psyche”, 1986, p. 86 and note 9, p. 101), only 
demonstrates that these scriptures were influential in the place and at the time the 
commentary was composed. 
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(in almost exactly the same words!) to demonstrate that the Master in 
question was Kang Senghui.47

The latter hypothesis has been proposed also by Zürcher: “The 
‘master’ may be K’ang Seng-hui as among the thirteen works quoted in 
the commentary we find an ‘Explanation of the An-pan’, An-pan chieh 安
般解, which probably refers to K’ang Seng-hui’s commentary on the An-
pan shou-i ching ...” (The Buddhist Conquest of China, 1972, p. 54; cf. note 
80 below). Incidentally, it is now possible to confirm with some evidence 
Zürcher’s hypothesis on the authorship of the Anban jie quoted in the 
YCRJZ (for a detailed discussion see S. Zacchetti “A ‘New’ Early Chinese 
Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, pp. 476-78). I think that Zürcher’s opinion 
is correct, and for stronger reasons than the one actually adduced by this 
great scholar. 

We may begin with a simple statement of fact: the presence of Kang 
Senghui in the YCRJZ, discreet as it is, can be established beyond doubt. 
Let us consider the following passage:

3. 彈指之間，意九百六十轉。故曰使。(1.16a14-15).

The very same passage (apart from the variant 心 for 意) also appears in 
Kang Senghui’s preface to the Anban shouyi jing:

4. 彈指之間，心九百六十轉。... (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43a11-12; Anban shouyi 
jing 1.163a16-17).48

A comparison of the two contexts where this passage occurs proves quite 
telling. Whereas in the YCRJZ it is nothing more than an extemporaneous 
remark in a very short gloss, employed to explain a single word of the YCRJ,49 
in the preface to the Anban shouyi jing the phrase on the mind’s activity—

47   See Ui Hakuju, Shaku DØan kenky¨, 1956, p. 77.
48   “In the interval of the snap of the fingers the mind has turned about nine hundred 

and sixty times” (tr. by A.E. Link, “Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, p. 71).
49   The entire gloss reads as follows (1.16a13-15): 一想之中見有四倒; 意，見亦然。彈指之

間，意九百六十轉。故曰使。(“Within the single notion (saññå) one [can] perceive that 
there are four distortions; the same holds true for thought (citta) and view (di††hi). 
Etc.”. This comments on YCRJ 1.175b28-29: 何等爲三倒？一爲想，二爲意，三爲見; 是
爲三倒使, corresponding to Pe†akopadesa p. 120, 12-13: Katamåni t¥ˆi vipallåsåni? Saññå 
cittaµ di††hi ca. Imåni t¥ˆi vipallåsåni. The last character in the YCRJ’s passage (and the 
one at the end of the YCRJZ’s gloss), i.e., 使 (“application?”), is not entirely clear. 
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indeed one of the main motifs in Kang Senghui’s text—is clearly part of a 
wider context: it naturally grows out of the authors’s discussion (which is 
also echoed in other passages of the YCRJZ50), perfectly fitting in with what 
precedes and follows it.51 In other words, although the text is not explicitly 
marked as a quotation (which is quite suggestive), I think that there is little 
doubt that in this case the YCRJZ is drawing from Kang Senghui’s work.

Another clear parallel with Kang Senghui’s corpus occurs in a 
preceding passage:

5. 夫心者，衆法之本也。 (1.10a13-14).

This phrase is also found (again, with a variant: 原 for 本) in another 
preface by Kang Senghui to his lost52 commentary on the Fa jing jing 法鏡

經 (Ugraparip®cchå):

6. 夫心者，衆法之原，... (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.46b20).

50   See note 41 above. Another noteworthy passage is the interpretation of the rendition 
陰 = khandha / skandha given in the YCRJ (YCRJZ 1.9c11-12: 謂識神微妙，往來無

診，陰往默至，出入無間。莫睹其形，故曰陰; “the conscious spirit is subtle, it goes and 
comes unnoticed, it obscurely goes and quietly arrives, unimpeded in its movements; 
no one perceives its forms, therefore [the YCRJ] says: ‘the [five] obscure ones’”). This 
discussion has a significant parallel in Kang Senghui’s Anban shouyi jing preface (Chu 
sanzang ji ji 6.43a6-8, tr. A.E. Link, “Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, pp. 
68-69), as already pointed out by some scholars (Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin 
Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 99; Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi 
wenti de kaocha”, 1999, p. 12).

51   After this passage, Kang’s preface goes on to remark: 一日一夕十三億意 (A.E. Link, 
ibid., 1976, p. 71: “In a day and night there are one thousand three hundred million 
thoughts”). This idea is taken up again after few lines, in a definition of dhyåna: 禪，棄

也。棄十三億穢念之意。(Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43a16; Anban shouyi jing 1.163a21); A.E. Link 
(ibid., 1976, pp. 72-73) translates this as follows: “Dhyåna (chan) is qi 棄, ‘abandoning’. 
It has the sense of abandoning the three hundred million unclean thoughts”. The 
interpretation of dhyåna as 棄 is also attested in some other early translations (see J. 
Nattier, “Beyond Translation and Transliteration”, 2004, pp. 6-7).

52   Only one fragment of Kang Senghui’s Fa jing jing commentary (on which see Chu 
sanzang ji ji 13.97a15) seems to have survived; it is quoted by Sengyou’s Shijia pu 釋
迦譜 (2.55b3-4): 康會注法鏡經云: 『凡夫貪染六塵，猶餓夫飯不知厭足。聖人斷貪，除六

情饉飢，故號出家為除饉』. I am indebted to Jan Nattier for pointing out to me this 
quotation.
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In this case, however, the direction of the borrowing is more difficult to 
assess. Let us consider the gloss in its entirety:53

7. 心念善，即善法興;	惡念生，即惡法興。夫心者，衆法之本也。法句經曰:	

『心爲法本』，斯也。 (1.10a12-14).54

The passage 夫心者 etc. clearly belongs with the exposition carried out 
in this gloss, as a conclusive general statement based upon the preceding 
phrases, and it is further supported by reference to a canonical source (a 
fact that perhaps also pleads against its being, in turn, a quotation).55 In 
contrast to this, in Kang’s preface to the Fa jing jing the same stands at 
the very beginning, without a preceding context: 夫心者，衆法之原，臧否

之根. I think that, everything considered, the internal analysis of the last 
two passages (6-7) cannot rule out that in this case Kang Senghui may 
have adopted the phrase from the YCRJ commentary (which would have 
then been composed prior to the Fa jing jing preface).56

While all this still has no direct bearing on the issue of the identity 
of the Master (after all, neither of these two glosses is introduced by the 
words 師云), it shows, at least, that the commentary was composed in a 

53   This is a commentary on the definition of 思想種 = saññåkkhandha provided by the 
YCRJ (1.173b13-16): 思想種爲身六思想: 一色想 etc.; cf. Pe†akopadesa p. 112, 10-11: 
Tattha cha saññåkåyå saññåkkhandho, r¨pasaññå yåva dhammasaññå.

54  “If the mind thinks of wholesome [things], then wholesome dharmas arise; if 
unwholesome thoughts are produced, then unwholesome dharmas arise. For the mind 
is the origin of the multiplicity of dharmas; this is exactly what the Fa ju jing says: ‘The 
mind is the origin of the dharmas’”. The Fa ju jing is a revision, made by Zhi Qian 
and Zhu Jiangyan, of an earlier translation (by Vighna and Zhu Jiangyan, around 224 
AD) of a Dharmapada, as attested by the anonymous preface (generally ascribed to 
Zhi Qian) in Chu sanzang ji ji 7.49c20-50a28; see S. Lévi, “L’Apramå-varga – étude sur 
les recensions des Dharmapadas”, 1912, pp. 205-9; E. Zürcher, The Buddhist Conquest, 
1972, pp. 47-48; Mizuno KØgen, HokkukyØ no kenky¨, 1981, pp. 265-70. For Indic 
parallels to the famous passage here quoted (Fa ju jing 1.562a13-15 = Yamaka-vagga 1 
in the Påli Dhammapada) see Mizuno KØgen, ibid., pp. 82-83.

55  Note that in this case the only variant displayed with respect to Kang’s preface, 本 
instead of 原, seems genuine as it corresponds to the Fa ju jing passage.

56  It is interesting to note that in a gloss by the Master occurring few lines after passage 
no. 6 quoted above we find a very similar formulation (this is a commentary on the 
term 本持 = dhåtu, introduced in YCRJ 1.173v 27-28): 師云: 心爲衆之本主，持諸欲故

曰持。(YCRJZ 1.10b21-22)
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circle deeply familiar with Kang Senghui’s works. True, Kang Senghui’s 
Anban shouyi jing preface is not explicitly cited in the YCRJZ—a text well-
known for its quotations from numerous scriptures. Given that it did not 
enjoy canonical status, this is not, after all, surprising, but such a way of 
quoting also suggests a certain degree of intimacy that would not be unfit 
for documents being circulated within the same group of persons.

The YCRJZ, however, contains also other passages providing more 
direct evidence on the issue in question. Perhaps the most significant one 
occurs at the end of the Master’s gloss whose beginning I have already 
quoted as passage no. 2:

8. 有識之靈，及草木之栽，與元氣相含，升降廢興，終而復始，輪轉三界，

無有窮極，故曰種也。(1.10a29-b2).57

A very close parallel to this passage is to be found in Kang Senghui’s 
Chawei wang jing 察微王經:58

9. 於是，群臣，率土黎庶，始照魂靈與元氣相合，終而復始，輪轉無際。 
(Liu du ji jing 8.51c24-26).59

57   “The spirit endowed with consciousness and the seedlings of plants and trees are 
in harmony with [I read, with some hesitation, 相合 as in the Liu du ji jing 六度集

經] the Primordial Pneuma [元氣; see S.R. Bokenkamp, Early Daoist Scriptures, 1997, 
pp. 15-20 and p. 27 note 24]: they grow and decline, die out and prosper, beginning 
anew after having come to an end; [in this way] they transmigrate endlessly through 
the three realms; therefore [the YCRJ] says ‘seed’ (種)”. On this passage, see W. Lai, 
“The Early Chinese Buddhist Understanding of the Psyche”, 1986, p. 92, and Cai 
Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, pp. 17 ff.; on 元
氣 in Buddhist texts of this period, see Cai Zhenfeng, ibid., p. 19 note 24. 

58   This text is now included in the Liu du ji jing as no. 90. The Cha wei wang jing is part 
of the group of four tales which, while included in our present Liu du ji jing (as nos. 
88-91; the title of no. 88, is to be read as 阿離念彌經 with T. 152 8.49b24, instead 
of the Chu sanzang ji ji’s 阿難念彌經), are mentioned separately in Kang Senghui’s 
biography in the Chu sanzang ji ji (see 13.97a13-14, and Gaoseng zhuan 1.326a20-21; cf. 
E. Chavannes, “Seng-houei 僧會 – Î 280 p. C.”, 1909, p. 210, R. Shih, Biographies des 
Moines Éminents, 1968, p. 29 with note 104; Kamata Shigeo, Ch¨goku BukkyØ shi, 1982, 
p. 221). Cf. however the catalogue in Chu sanzang ji ji, 2.7a25-27.

59   For a translation see E. Chavannes, Cinq cents contes et apologues extraits du Tripi†aka 
chinois, 1962, vol. 1, p. 344: “Alors les ministres et la population de tout le pays 
comprirent pour la première fois que l’âme est unie au souffle primitive, que, dès 
qu’elle prend fin, elle recommence, et que le cycle qu’elle parcourt est sans limites”. 
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Not only is the same idea expressed in both texts (the fact that the spirit, 有
識之靈 / 魂靈, is united to the Primordial Pneuma [元氣], and, accordingly, 
undergoes an endless cycle of deaths and rebirths), but their wording is 
also strikingly similar, and partly verbatim identical. A coincidence seems, 
in this case, altogether out of question.

In the light of all the preceding evidence, we can conclude that the 
Master whose explanations are so important to the YCRJZ was in all 
likelihood Kang Senghui. There are also to be noted some significant 
similarities in the use of terms and expressions between the preface to 
the YCRJZ and some of Kang Senghui’s works, especially the preface to 
the Fa jing jing (see below, notes 3, 5, 22, 26, and 33 to the appendix). 
This constitutes further evidence of his involvement in the group which 
produced our commentary.

Some further remarks on the chronology and authorship of the YCRJZ

In trying to establish the period of composition of the YCRJZ we 
have essentially to grope our way in the dark. At first sight the sources 
do not seem to provide more precise evidence than what we can draw 
from the quotations in the commentary (see note 3 above), i.e., the 3rd 
century AD. This may explain why Zürcher has been able to propose two 
different datings for this text: “middle of the third century” (The Buddhist 
Conquest, 1972, p. 54), and “early third century” (“A New Look at the 
Earliest Chinese Buddhist Texts”, 1991, p. 296 note 22).

We have seen, however, that the text presupposes Kang Senghui’s 
presence. Is there, then, any clue as to when in his presumably long 

Tang Yongtong (Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, pp. 98-99) already 
noticed some parallelism between the YCRJZ and the Cha wei wang jing, but he did 
not refer specifically to passage no. 9 (cf. Irisawa Takashi, “Butsu to rei”, 1994, p. 254). 
For another significant instance of similarity between these two texts, see YCRJZ 
1.14a24-26 (a gloss—not by the Master—on YCRJ 1.174c11-12, definition of r¨pa in 
nåmar¨pa; cf. Pe†akopadesa p. 116, 12-14): 身強者，地也;	軟濕，水也;	温煖，火也;	氣

息，風也。斯四大可見，謂之色。識神爲斯名色因 [read *困?] 于三界也, and cf. Liu du ji 
jing 8.51b10-12: 元氣強者爲地;	軟者爲水;	煖者爲火;	動者爲風。四者和焉，識神生

焉. Although the Liu du ji jing is generally classified as a translation, it bears signs of 
significant editing on the part of Kang Senghui, and I would not hesitate to ascribe to 
him the passages quoted here.
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career it was composed? Let us note, to begin with, that no work by Kang 
Sengui is quoted in this commentary so rich in citations (perhaps with 
the exception of the Anban jie 安般解, on which see note 80 below), and, 
in fact, his preface to the Anban shouyi jing was the only one of whose 
existence we can be certain.60 If anything, this points (albeit only ex silentio) 
at a comparatively early date in Kang Senghui’s scholarly life.

Indeed, there are several bits of evidence which hint at a date for the 
composition of the YCRJZ not too far apart from those of the Anban 
shouyi jing commentary and the relevant preface by Kang Senghui. The 
key to the problem lies with these two texts. Concerning this point, Tang 
Yongtong (Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 96) observed that 
the Anban shouyi jing commentary must have been composed before 229 
AD, the year when the Wu ruler assumed officially the imperial title and 
then moved his capital to Jianye.61 In Tang’s opinion, this is shown by the 
preface, as Kang Senghui, when describing An Shigao’s coming to China, 
refers to Luoyang as “the Capital” 京師 (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43b 18; exactly 
the same usage is also found in the YCRJZ preface, 9b17). Unfortunately, 
Tang’s argument is not supported by contemporary sources.62

60   Those quoted as passages nos. 8-9 are just parallels: in this case it is merely a matter of 
some ideas and expressions that a single author may well have used in works composed 
at different times. 

61   See Sanguo zhi, pp. 1134-35.
62   See also Kida Tomoo, “KØsetsu shoki butsuji kØ”, 1991, pp. 56 and 74 note 36. E. Zürcher 

had already written that Tang’s argument for the pre-229 dating of Kang’s preface is 
“non valid” (The Buddhist Conquest, 1972, p. 337 note 149). However, it seems to me 
that the examples Zürcher proposes to counter Tang’s reasoning are also not entirely 
convincing. Since this point is of considerable import for our discussion, I should like 
to consider Zürcher’s treatment of this issue in greater detail. At first he remarks that if 
Tang’s hypothesis is correct the Anban shouyi jing preface would have been composed “at 
least fifty-one years before his death in 280. Since K’ang Seng-hui, as T’ang observes 
(...) must have been in the middle years of his life when he wrote this preface, he should 
in that case have been at least some ninety years old when he died. This is by no means 
impossible, but the fact—apt to be recorded in Chinese biographical literature—is 
nowhere mentioned”. But that Kang Senghui at the time of this preface was already of 
middle age (當已及中年; Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, 
p. 96) is just Tang’s speculation, and I see nothing in Kang Senghui’s text compelling 
us to share this view—rather the opposite, I would say (see the following note). To 
counter Tang’s argument that after 229 Luoyang could have not been referred to in Wu 
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However, that the Anban shouyi jing commentary (as well as—we can 
infer—the preface) was composed at an early stage of Kang Senghui’s life 
can be gleaned from the preface itself,63 while a dating to sometime during 

as “the capital”, Zürcher resorts to two counterexamples. The first is the preface to the 
YCRJZ, “which dates from the middle of the third century and which is certainly of 
southern provenance”. Apart from other considerations (cf. the rest of this paragraph 
in the present article), clearly Zürcher dated the YCRJZ preface on the basis of the 
commentary, which he ascribed to exactly the same period (cf. The Buddhist Conquest, 
1972, p. 54); however, as already observed earlier in this paragraph, in a more recent 
publication he described the YCRJZ as an “early third century commentary” (“A New 
Look”, 1991, p. 296 note 22). The second counterexample is a passage from the Zheng 
wu lun 正誣論, an apologetic work included in the Hong ming ji (1.7a 23 ff.; see also The 
Buddhist Conquest, 1972, p. 15), where “the capital Lo[yang]” 京洛 is mentioned (8b 
22), while the “treatise in question was written in southern China at some date after 
324, at least seven years after the transfer of the Chinese capital to Chien-K’ang, and 
at least thirteen years after Loyang had fallen at the hands of Hsiung-nu invaders”. Yet 
in this case the political and ideological context is obviously entirely different from 
what we face in the Wu Kingdom after 229: in passing from Western to Eastern Jin 晉, 
continuity is obviously to be expected—after all it was a matter of restoration. Decisive 
proof that Luoyang could be called “the capital” during the Wu period when narrating 
events of the Han period is provided by the official history of the State of Wu, the 
lost Wu shu 呉書 (“first commissioned by Sun Quan, probably about 250”: see R. de 
Crespigny, Generals of the South, 2004, ch. 9, p. 10), passages of which are quoted in 
Pei Songzhi’s 裴松之 commentary to the Sanguo zhi 三國志 (see R. de Crespigny, The 
Records of the Three Kingdoms, 1970, pp. 14-19). In a gloss included in the biography of 
Pan Jun 潘濬, the Wu shu touches upon a certain “Leader of Court Gentlemen Xu Zong 
from Yuzhang 中郎將豫章徐宗 (on the title 中郎將, see C.O. Hucker, A Dictionary of 
Official Titles in Imperial China, 1985, p. 191, no. 1581) who is said to have been a famous 
scholar in close contact with Kong Rong (153-208; see Hou Han shu, p. 385 and pp. 
2261-80) when he visited the Capital (有名士也，嘗到京師，與孔融交結; Sanguo zhi 三國

志, p. 1398). Here 京師 obviously refers to Luoyang.
63   The encounter with the three laymen—Han Lin, Pi Ye, and especially Chen 

Hui—with whom he worked on the commentary, is introduced by Kang Senghui 
immediately after the narration of how he lost his parents and his three masters, 
which, in turn, happened when he “had just begun to be able to bear firewood [as a 
novice disciple]” (始能負薪; Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43b24-25; tr. A.E. Link, “Evidence for 
Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, p. 79), that is, when he was probably in his teens (Tang 
Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 95; E. Zürcher, The Buddhist 
Conquest, 1972, p. 51; cf. also his biography in Chu sanzang ji ji 13.96b2 = Gaoseng zhuan 
1.325a14: 會年十餘歳，二親並亡). I think that this narrative sequence suggests that 
Kang Senghui took part in the compilation of the Anban shouyi jing commentary not 
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the first half of the 3rd century is suggested by a generally trustworthy 
source. In the preface to his own commentary to the Anban shouyi jing, 
Dao’an 道安 (312-385) mentions Kang Senghui’s work on the same 
scripture in the following terms:

10. “At the beginning of the Wei [dynasty of the Three Kingdoms (220-265 
AD)] Kang [Seng]hui composed a commentary to it [viz. the Anban shouyi jing]”.64

There is also, curiously enough, a far later source concurring with 
Dao’an’s testimony: a passage from Daoxuan’s 道宣 (596-667) Xu gaoseng 
zhuan 續高僧傳 contains a short but intriguing reference to Kang 
Senghui’s circle, described as “Kang [Seng]hui’s disciples of the Huangwu 
[era] (222-28)”.65

Kang Senghui’s traditional chronology, as established chiefly on 
the basis of his biographies,66 centres around two dates: 247,67 when he 
reportedly reached Jianye 建業 (present-day Nanjing), the capital of the 
Wu Kingdom, and 280,68 the year of his death and the end of Wu Kingdom. 
From this account, we get the impression that his activity mainly took 

too long after these events took place, when he must have been still rather young. As 
I have pointed out elsewhere (“A ‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, 
p. 430 with note 31), Kang Senghui’s Anban shouyi jing preface contains a hitherto 
unnoticed quotation from the Fa ju jing, translated sometime after 224 CE.

64 	魏初康會爲之注義。(Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43c22); cf. also A.E. Link, “Evidence for 
Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, p. 86.

65 	康會黃武之徒 (Xu gaoseng zhuan 續高僧傳 22.621b11). I am grateful to Antonello 
Palumbo for directing my attention to this passage. We do not know what evidential 
basis lies behind Daoxuan’s description (which certainly carries less significance 
than Dao’an’s testimony), but we know that in order to prepare his work he had 
painstakingly collected information from a variety of sources (see, for example, Cao 
Shibang, Zhongguo Fojiao shixue shi, 1999, p. 110-12), and it is not impossible that he 
may have come across some record bearing on the subject.

66   Chu sanzang ji ji 13.96a29, Gaoseng zhuan 1.325a13-326b13; tr. by E. Chavannes 
(“Seng-houei 僧會 – Î 280 p. C.”, 1909) and R. Shih (Biographies des Moines Éminents, 
1968, pp. 20-30).

67   Chu sanzang ji ji 13.96b7 (以赤烏十年至建業). An alternative date (赤烏四年 = 241 AD) 
is provided in the Guang hongming ji 廣弘明集 (1.99c14), quoting the Wu shu 呉書, 
which, however, is described by E. Zürcher (The Buddhist Conquest, 1972, p. 337 note 
150) as a “late Buddhist forgery”; on this issue, see also Kida Tomoo, “KØsetsu shoki 
butsuji kØ”, 1991, p. 56.

68   Chu sanzang ji ji 13.97a16-17 (會以晋武帝太康元年卒).
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place after 247 (although this is not explicitly stated in the sources). 
However, these dates do not seem to be attested before the biography of 
Kang Senghui in the Chu sanzang ji ji, and, as Tang Yongtong (Han Wei 
liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, pp. 95-96) has already pointed out, the 
accounts in question, in any case, have several problems.

Moreover, the Chu sanzang ji ji shows a notable discrepancy between 
the records concerning Kang Senghui’s translations contained in the 
catalogue section (roll 2) and the biography. 

In the catalogue, after the list of his two translations (the Liu du ji jing 
and the lost Wu pin 呉品), we read:

11. “The two preceding texts, 14 rolls in all, were translated at the time of 
Mingdi of the Wei (r. 227-239) by the Indian69 ßramaˆa Kang Senghui, under 
the Wu rulers Sun Quan (r. 222-252; since 229 as emperor) and Sun Liang 
(252-257)”.70

In the light of the immediately preceding entry in the catalogue, devoted 
to Zhi Qian (Chu sanzang ji ji 1.7a22-24), it appears that in the slightly 
confusing double chronological record (Wei = legitimate / Wu = usurpers) 
the reference to “the time of Mingdi of the Wei” is to be taken as marking 
the beginning of Kang’s activity as translator. Clearly, according to this 
record, he must have translated something before he moved to Jianye in 
247. However, in his biography (Chu sanzang ji ji 13.97a12-15) his entire 
production is described in considerably different terms (cf. note 58 above), 
and also as having been entirely carried out at the Jianchu si 建初寺 (會於

建初寺譯出經法, Chu sanzang ji ji 13.97a12-13), the alleged first Buddhist 
monastery of South Central China founded by Kang at Jianye (Chu 
sanzang ji ji 13.96b28-29), obviously after 247.

No doubt, there are enough problems in these sources to make their 
thorough re-examination a great desideratum. Although a detailed 
discussion of the issue is beyond the scope of the present study, it is very 
probable that an oversimplified image was superimposed upon a far richer 
and more complex reality. What receives almost exclusive emphasis here 

69  The reference to Tianzhu 天竺 is probably due to the fact that Kang Senghui’s 
ancestors, though originally from Kangju 康居, had been living for generations in 
India (see the biography in Chu sanzang ji ji 13.96a29-b1: 其先康居人，世居天竺).

70  	右二部，凡十四卷，魏明帝時，天竺沙門康僧會以呉主孫權，孫亮世所譯出.
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are Kang Senghui’s activities at Jianye—centred around the Jianchu si—
to the detriment of his earlier career.71

This process of canonisation of Kang Senghui’s life and especially of 
the Jianchu si probably has to do with the particular ideological role both 
were made to play by Buddhists of the Liang 梁 period in the foundational 
myth of Jiangnan 江南 institutional Buddhism. But whatever the reasons 
for this, one point, at least, seems clear enough: if we stick to the earliest 
available sources (especially Dao’an’s preface to the Anban shouyi jing), we 
can assume that Kang Senghui had been active, as a commentator and 
perhaps also as a translator, well before 247.72

From the points established so far, we are now in the position to look back 
at the other questions discussed above, and to try to draw some conclusions, 
especially concerning the problem of the authorship of the YCRJZ.

I will begin by reviewing the evidence provided by the commentary. 
Probably, as we have seen, the YCRJZ was composed not long after Kang 
Senghui’s commentary and preface to the Anban shouyi jing, at some date 
during the first half of the 3rd century.73 And it is certain that it was 

71 A typical example is the claim, found in Kang Senhui’s biography, that at the time of Sun 
Quan’s reign, previous to Kang’s arrival, there was no Buddhism in the lower Yangzi area 
(Chu sanzang ji ji 13.96b5-6: 時孫權稱制江左，而未有佛教; cf. also Gaoseng zhuan 325a17-
18, tr. E. Chavannes, “Seng-houei 僧會 – Î 280 p. C.”, 1909, p. 200; R. Shih, Biographies 
des Moines Éminents, 1968, p. 21); cf. Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao 
shi, 1983, p. 95, and (particularly on the Jianchu si) Kida Tomoo, “KØsetsu shoki butsuji 
kØ”, 1991 pp. 56 and ff. It is also important to remember that the author of the Chu sanzang 
ji ji, Sengyou, belonged to the same Jianchu si allegedly founded by Kang Senghui in the 
Wu capital (see A.E. Link, “Shih Seng-yu and his Writings”, 1960, p. 22 with note 30), 
and, most obviously, was inclined to emphasise the Wu Kingdom master’s role.

72 According to E. Zürcher (The Buddhist Conquest, 1972, p. 337 note 149), “[i]t is not 
impossible that K’ang Seng-hui had been living or roaming around in China for 
some time before he came to Chienyeh [Jianye]”. I would rather say that this is almost 
certain, and that there are too many data that would become impossible to account for 
if we do not assume Kang Senhui’s presence in South Central China before 247.

73 A crucial issue concerning this early dating of the YCRJZ is the chronology of Zhi Qian’s 
texts quoted in it (cf. note 3 above); according to J. Nattier (A Guide to the Earliest Chinese 
Buddhist Translations, 2008, p. 164, note 3), they are: T. 210, 225, 474, 532, 561, 632. As far 
as I know, we possess information (albeit vague) on the chronology of only one of these 
translations: the Fa ju jing. This is, in fact, the revision of an early translation dating back to 
224 (see note 54 above), and of course we do not know which of these two versions is the one 
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composed with the help of Kang Senghui himself, likely still rather young 
at that time.74

We can say that the presence of Kang Senghui in this commentary 
strengthens, if anything, the hypothesis that Master Chen is to be 
identified as Chen Hui: after all, one of the very few things we know about 
this figure is exactly his association with Kang.

This identification may be further, though indirectly, corroborated by 
a passage in the YCRJZ preface already quoted above:

12. 蓋陰持者，行之號也。與安般同原而別流。(YCRJZ 1.9b14-15).75

As I will argue in detail below (see notes 16-17 to the appendix), here 
the author is introducing the YCRJ and its doctrinal content, and, in a 
sense, he is indirectly emphasising the significance of his own work on 
it. What is particular noteworthy is that he chose to do so by comparing 
it to the Anban shouyi jing, a fact suggesting that he was addressing an 
audience already familiar with the latter scripture, and with which this 
was probably enjoying a particularly high status. Such a conclusion is 
further confirmed by the YCRJZ itself, as this text, apart from quoting 
several times both the Anban shouyi jing and a related commentary (see 
S. Zacchetti, “On the Authenticity of the KongØ-ji Manuscript of An 
Shigao’s Anban Shouyi jing”, 2002b, and note 80 below), refers in a number 
of passages to aspects of the ånåpånasm®ti practise.76

quoted in the YCRJZ. There is also another translation, ascribed to Zhi Qian in the canon, 
which is quoted in the YCRJ: the Liao ben shengsi jing 了本生死經, representing an early 
recension of the Íålistambas¨tra. However, I have argued elsewhere that this is actually not 
a translation by Zhi Qian, but probably an earlier work (S. Zacchetti, “Teaching Buddhism 
in Han China”, 2004, pp. 210-12; now cf. also J. Nattier, ibid., pp. 109-10).

74 Even if Kang Senghui did indeed live to see the end of Wu in 280, as maintained in 
his biographies, this would not be irreconcilable with the comparatively early dating 
proposed here for the Anban shouyi jing commentary and the YCRJZ. If Kang Senghui 
had been born at the beginning of 3rd century, he may well have composed the Anban 
shouyi jing preface when he was 25-30 years old.

75 “The obscure ones (陰, khandha) and the constituents (持, dhåtu) are a [comprehensive] 
name of the practise; [this teaching] has the same origin as the Ónåpåna-[sm®ti], but 
represents a separate stream”.

76 See YCRJZ 1.17a21; 1.20a13-14; 1.20a21-23 (on the six aspects of the ånåpånasm®ti 
practise; see S. Zacchetti, “The Rediscovery of Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on 
Meditation”, 2003, p. 288); 2.20c21; 2.23b9-10.
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Although there is little doubt that the Anban shouyi jing was one of the most 
popular early translations,77 this clue (especially in the light of the remaining 
evidence) leads us once again to the Chen Hui-Kang Senghui duo, which 
had co-operated in composing a commentary on it.78 It is thus not illogical to 
think that the YCRJZ is the result of a team-work similar to that described by 
Kang Senghui himself (see the passage discussed on pp. 148-150) with regard 
to the Anban shouyi jing commentary, with Chen Hui playing the part of the 
main redactor, and Kang (the Master quoted in the commentary, as we have 
seen) acting as advisor on certain key doctrinal issues.

If we accept this scenario, we must, however, also account for some 
problems posed by the YCRJZ preface and already mentioned above (pp. 
153-154). It is, of course, impossible to rule out that the preface transmitted 
together with the YCRJZ had originally nothing to do with this particular 
commentary, but this seems, on the whole, an unlikely hypothesis.

If Chen Hui is the main author of the commentary, he must also be, 
as already observed, the author of the preface, and therefore the name Mi 
密 occurring in that document must refer to him. The problem is that Mi 
密, given the way it is used in the preface, would seem to be the personal 
name (名) of the author, and this obviously constitutes a problem vis-à-vis 
the identification of “Master Chen” as Chen Hui.79 Even taking this Mi as 
a nickname (號) of Chen Hui seems to involve further problems.

77   See, for example, A.E. Link, “Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, especially 
pp. 63-66.

78   See also the remarks by Ui Hakuju, Shaku DØan kenky¨, 1956, p. 77.
79   Tang Yongtong (Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 97) took due notice of 

this problem, and accordingly described the YCRJZ as the work of an unknown author. 
However, this problem has not always been clearly recognised by the modern scholars 
who have discussed this text. For instance, Ui Hakuju (Shaku DØan kenky¨, 1956, p. 76; 
YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, pp. 183-84) ascribed both preface and commentary to Chen 
Hui, without further discussion. Erik Zürcher (“A New Look”, 1991, p. 296 note 22; 
cf. The Buddhist Conquest, 1972, p. 54), on the other hand, writes: “... in an anonymous 
preface (the author only refers to himself as Mi—apparently his personal name) to Chen 
Hui’s early third century commentary on the Yin chi ru jing ...”. Zürcher’s underlying 
assumption seems to be that the author of the preface is not Chen Hui, and hence he is 
not even the author of the YCRJZ; the problem is, however, that, as already stated above, 
the author of the preface is also, almost without doubt, the author of the commentary. 
Tsukamoto (A History of Early Chinese Buddhism, 1985, p. 93 = Ch¨goku BukkyØ ts¨shi, 
1979, p. 87) writes that “[t]here is no proof that the ‘Mi’ above mentioned is the same 
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Unfortunately, in the sources currently available there is not the 
slightest clue to solve this issue, and therefore the question of Chen Hui’s 
authorship of the YCRJZ (though possible, and even probable) must 
ultimately remain undecided. The other problem with the preface is that 
its description does not fully agree with the commentary as we read it 
now, especially beacuse it contains no mention of the Master. This is a 
puzzle even more difficult to deal with, and admittedly I have not been 
able to work out a satisfactory solution. However, in order to come up with 
at least a working hypothesis, it is first necessary to discuss the nature and 
the historical position of the YCRJZ.

The historical significance of the YCRJZ: the second phase in the develop-
ment of Chinese Buddhist exegetical literature

As we have seen in the preceding paragraphs, the YCRJZ was likely 
produced by the same circle, centred around Kang Senghui and (perhaps) 
Cheng Hui, from which originated the commentary on the Anban shouyi 
jing (T. 602). If this is correct, another problem would follow—and this 
time one of considerably greater significance.

There is a general agreement that the Anban shouyi jing ascribed to 
An Shigao contains many interpolated glosses, presumably reflecting the 
commentary by Chen Hui and Kang Senghui.80 In a recent article (“A 

person as Ch’en Hui”. It is, however, noteworthy that Tsukamoto is seemingly not 
ruling out the possibility that they may be the same person. See also Wang Bangwei, 
“Mahåyåna or H¥nayåna”, 1997, pp. 690 and 693 with note 24; Wang rejects Chen Hui’s 
authorship of the YCRJZ, taking its author, Mi, as a different person.

80   See E. Zürcher, review of Mélanges de sinologie offerts à Monsieur Paul Demiéville II, 1978, 
p. 119 (cf. The Buddhist Conquest, 1972, p. 53), and S. Zacchetti, “An Shigao’s Texts 
Preserved in the Newly Discovered KongØ-ji Manuscript”, 2004b; cf. F. Deleanu, “The 
Newly Found Text of the An ban shou yi jing Translated by An Shigao”, 2003, pp. 85-86 
with note 51; Ui Hakuju (YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, p. 236) advanced the hypothesis that 
the glosses interpolated into the Anban shouyi jing may reflect Chen Hui’s commentary 
alone, which then would have been different from Kang’s own commentary (which in 
turn would then be entirely lost). As already pointed out above, among the scriptures 
quoted in the YCRJZ there is also an Anban jie 安般解 (“Explanation of the [Canonical 
scripture on the] ånåpåna-[sm®ti]”) which, in my opinion, can be attributed to Kang 
Senghui on the basis of stylistic and terminological evidence (see S. Zacchetti, “A ‘New’ 
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‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010), I have shown that 
the text is in fact just a commentary (not a translation plus an interpolated 
commentary) to a scripture of the same title translated by An Shigao, and 
nowadays preserved in the recently discovered KongØ-ji manuscripts (see 
Ochiai Toshinori, KongØji issayikyØ no kisoteki kenky¨ to shinshutsu butten no 
kenky¨, 2004, pp. 186-94 and 206-17).

While parallels between YCRJZ and Anban shouyi jing (T. 602) are not 
absent,81 the former shows some remarkable peculiarities, in matters of 
doctrine as well as of terminology, that are completely missing from the 
latter.82 From the viewpoint of doctrinal content, the most conspicuous of 
them is perhaps the theory of a spiritual core in living beings, variously 
denominated as 識神, 魂靈 etc.

Altogether there are approximately twenty occurrences of this complex 
of ideas, 83 but by far the most common term related to this motif is 識神 
(fourteen occurrences), presumably to be interpreted as “conscious spirit”.84 

Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, pp. 471-78; cf. E. Zürcher, The Buddhist 
Conquest, 1972, p. 54; Tsukamoto Zenry¨, Ch¨goku BukkyØ ts¨shi, 1979, p. 86; Cai 
Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, p. 26 note 49; F. 
Deleanu, “An SeikØ yaku Anpan shui kyØ genkØ-bon no seiritsu ni tsuite”, 1992, p. 51).

81  Consider for instance the following gloss on 了白黒, “comprehending white and black 
[things]” (see YCRJ 1.176a15: 了白黒 … 如有分別 …; cf. Pe†akopadesa p. 122, 19-21: 
… dhammesu … kaˆhasukkesu vå … so yathåbh¨taµ vicayo etc. …): 道爲清白; 世爲濁

黒。黒，冥也。(“The Way is pure and white, the world is filthy and black; here ‘black’ 
means darkness”; YCRJZ 1.17b10). A clear parallel reflecting the same interpretation 
can be found in the Anban shouyi jing 2.168b27-28: 思為念惟，為分別白黑。黑為生死，

白為道. For a parallel between the YCRJZ and the Shi’er men jing commentary found 
in the KongØ-ji manuscripts, see S. Zacchetti, “The Rediscovery of Three Early 
Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, p. 288.

82  Ui Hakuju also noted the differences between the YCRJZ and the exegetical portion 
of the Anban shouyi jing T. 602 (YakukyØshi kenky¨, 1971, p. 236).

83 Curiously enough, exactly as in the case of the Master’s glosses, these are all found only in 
the first roll of the YCRJZ. While a connection between these two facts is certainly worth 
considering, the differences in the content of the two parts of the basic text, the YCRJ, 
may at least in part account for this discrepancy. But further research should certainly 
address the question of whether the extant YCRJZ is a single, homogeneous work.

84  On this term, cf. Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi went de kaocha”, 
1999, p. 15 with note 17; W. Lai, “The Early Chinese Buddhist Understanding of 
the Psyche”, 1986, p. 87. 識神 is recorded in HD, vol. 11, p. 424a only as a Buddhist 
usage; one would then infer that this was a Buddhist neologism, and a reasonable 
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This word, as it appears, was first used in texts translated or composed in 
the Wu Kingdom (although rarely outside the YCRJZ).85 I have not been 
able to find a clear Indic parallel to these few early occurrences.86 However, 
when we analyse some later occurrences, especially in the Ógamas, we find 
that it was used to translate several different terms designating a spiritual 
entity—a soul—transmigrating through the endless cycle of rebirths, and 
this is also its main function in the YCRJZ.87

hypothesis would be to take it as a rendition of vijñåna, when used with reference to the 
entity linking up two successive existences (so do, for example, W. Liebenthal, “The 
Immortality of Soul in Chinese Thought”, 1952, p. 336, and W. Lai, ibid.). This is not, 
however, clearly suggested by the Indic parallels I could find: cf. notes 86-87 below.

85  See for instance Liu du ji jing 5.24a20, and 51b12 (as quoted in note 59 above). There 
is only one possible exception, an occurrence of 識神 in the Amituo jing 阿彌陀經 
(2.314b20), a translation of the Larger Sukhåvat¥vy¨has¨tra that, while transmitted in 
the canon under the name of Zhi Qian, appears on internal evidence to be ascribable 
to LokakΣema (see P. Harrison, “Women in the Pure Land: Some Reflections on the 
Textual Sources”, 1998, pp. 556-57).

86  This is also the case with the two occurrences in the Faju jing (2.574a22 and 2.574b22), 
which seem to have no equivalent in the various available Indic parallel texts (cf. Mizuno 
KØgen, HokkukyØ no kenky¨, 1981, pp. 297 and 311-12). The case of the Yi zu jing 義
足經 1.179a11-12—also a translation by Zhi Qian where we find the same term—is 
more interesting. The portion relevant to our discussion is contained in pådas c-d: 悉
捨世到何所, 識神去但名在, “Where does [the departed] go when he has completely 
abandoned [this] world? The conscious spirit departs, and only the name remains”. 
The corresponding verse (no. 808) in the A††hakavagga (Suttanipåta, ed. PTS p. 159) is 
on the whole rather different; pådas c-d read as follows: nåmam evåvasissati akkheyyaµ 
petassa jantuno (tr. K.R. Norman, The Group of Discourses (Sutta-nipåta) Volume II, 1995, 
p. 94: “When he has departed, only a person’s name will remain to be pronounced”). As 
such, apparently here there is nothing corresponding to 識神 in Zhi Qian’s translation. 
However, it is interesting to observe that in the commentary on this passage in the 
Mahåniddesa (ed. PTS p. 127) jantu is glossed by quoting a well-known list of synonyms 
(cf. for example P. Skilling, Mahås¨tras: Great Discourses of the Buddha, 1997, pp. 300-1 
and 331) containg some terms that could correspond to that word: Jantuno ti sattassa 
narassa månavassa posassa puggalassa j¥vassa etc. (on the use of similar lists in the Niddesa 
see the remarks by O. von Hinüber, A Handbook of Påli Literature, 1996, p. 59 § 117).

87   In the Chang Ahan jing 長阿含經 (D¥rghågama) 7.44a22-23, 識神 corresponds to j¥va, 
“soul”, in D¥gha II p. 333, 25 and p. 334, 3-4 (the same equivalence is attested again in 
the rest of this s¨tra). 識神 occurs also in s¨tra 1091 of the main Chinese Saµyuktågama 
translation (Za ahan jing 雜阿含經), and at least in one case here has a more or less clear 
parallel in the corresponding sutta (according to Akanuma, The Comparative Catalogue of 
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In a smaller number of passages of the YCRJZ, we find other expressions 
used in essentially the same meaning: 神 (1.13c24); 神靈 (1.14c 15); 魂靈 
(1.9c13, 1.13c6, and 1.14c7); 有識之靈 (1.10a29); 靈 (1.14c17). Although more 
research is needed before drawing conclusions, my impression is that all 
these terms are used as synonyms.88 This is clearly suggested, for example, by 
the following passages from the portion dealing with the pa†iccasamuppåda:

13. 識，知也。魂靈受身，即知好惡，而有憎愛之心也。(1.13c6-7).89

14. 已有盛陰，識神因親受身更生 (1.13c21-22).90

What is noteworthy is not so much the occurrence of these terms, but 
their very systematic use by the authors of the YCRJZ: they are certainly 

Chinese Ógamas and Påli Nikåyas, 1929, p. 97): 此是惡魔波旬於瞿低迦善男子身側，周匝

求其識神。(Za ahan jing 39.286b11-12); cf. Saµyutta vol. 4 p. 122 § 19 (Godhikasutta): Eso 
kho bhikkhave måro påpimå godhikassa kulaputtassa viññåˆaµ samanvesati. This suggests the 
equivalence 識神 = viññåˆa. In the Zeng yi ahan jing 增壹阿含經 (Ekottarikågama), 識神 
is used in a s¨tra dealing with the conditions under which a woman becomes pregnant 
(see Zeng yi ahan jing 12.603a3-11); by comparing these occurrences with sutta no. 38 in 
the Majjhima-nikåya (vol. 1 pp. 256-71), the parallel suggested by Akanuma (ibid., p. 130), 
we find that the corresponding Påli term is in this case gandhabba (e.g., pp. 265-66). See 
also the s¨tra quoted in the Abhidharmakoßa III.12, ed. Shastri vol. 1 p. 324: ... gandharvaß 
ca pratyupasthito bhavati, and cf. L. de La Vallée Poussin, L’Abhidharmakoßa de Vasubandhu, 
1980, tome II, ch. 3, pp. 36-37, with note 1, p. 37, who refers to Oldenberg’s opinion that 
the Buddhist gandharva is “le germe animé qui, passant d’une existence ancienne en une 
nouvelle existence, attend et saisit l’instant d’un acte de generation pour devenir embryon, 
garbha”. On this term, now cf. Anålayo, “Rebirth and the Gandhabba”, 2008, pp. 96-98.

88  Another issue is whether we should interpret these words as referring to a single 
entity, as I have provisionally done, or to a plurality of spirits, in compliance with 
traditional Chinese ideas (see S.R. Bokenkamp, Early Daoist Scriptures, 1997, p. 205).

89  “Consciousness means knowing: as soon as the soul (魂靈) takes a body, it knows good 
and evil, and has the mind of liking and disliking” (this is a gloss on YCRJ 1.174b24: 
“on the basis of the sa∫khåras there is viññåˆa”). Note that a similar function of 
judgement is described elsewhere in the YCRJZ as pertaining to the 識神 (a fact that 
further corroborates the synonymy of the two terms): 眼與色會，識神樂之，謂之相會更

也。(YCRJZ 1.14c29), “eye and form meet, and the conscious spirit likes this [meeting]; 
this is called ‘contact through reciprocal meeting’ (相會更 = sannipåta)”. Cf. YCRJ 
1.175a9-10: 思望相爲何等？爲相會更生，是爲思望相，令從是致墮痛處 = Pe†akopadesa p. 
117, 20-21: sannipåtalakkhaˆo phasso, so vedanåya pada††hånaµ.

90 “Once there are the five proliferating obscuring factors [盛陰, *upådånaskandha / 
upådånakkhandha], the conscious spirit (識神) takes a body through the parents and is 
reborn”.
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not to be regarded as mere verbal ornaments, doctrinally indifferent. 
Rather, they reflect the conscious adoption of a particular line of thought. 
As a result, in the first roll of our commentary, the content of the basic 
Buddhist teachings expounded in the YCRJ is largely represented as a 
drama whose protagonist is this soul/conscious spirit, in a very distinctive 
and original unifying vision of the entire process of existence. This 
notion is central, for example, in the definitions of the aggregates (五
陰, khandha; see YCRJZ 1.9c11-12 [see note 50 above] and 1.10a29-b2, 
quoted above as passage no. 8), of the dhåtus (1.9c13-14 and 1.13b21), of 
the pa†iccasamuppåda (1.13c2-3 and passim up to 1.14c29), and of vipassanå 
(觀, 1.17a22 and 1.17c23).91

I will leave aside the problem often raised with regard to these ideas and 
terms, viz., whether they are or are not in keeping with the alleged Buddhist 
anåtman orthodoxy92—hardly a constructive issue, not to mention that it is 
based on simplistic assumptions concerning the Indian background, indeed 
far from being monolithic on this point.93 I will also avoid discussing the 
relationship between the ideas elaborated in the YCRJZ and the later debates 
on the immortality of the soul (神不滅) typical of early Chinese Buddhism.94

From the viewpoint of the main theme discussed in this article—the 
development of Chinese Buddhist exegesis in the Han-Three Kingdoms 

91  It is however interesting to note that in the YCRJZ this peculiar ideology plays no role in 
the treatment of the soteriological path (on this topic see Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru jing 
zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, pp. 20-24). The authors were apparently more 
interested in describing the functioning of this soul/spirit within the cycle of saµsåra.

92  This problem is central to Whalen Lai’s discussion of the YCRJZ, and he takes great 
pains to argue that the terminology and ideas found in this commentary are not in 
contrast with what he calls the “anåtman ideal” (see especially W. Lai, “The Early Chinese 
Buddhist Understanding of the Psyche”, 1986, pp. 86-90; cf. Cai Zhenfeng, “Yin chi ru 
jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, p. 15). In my opinion, such an approach 
has the disadvantage of blurring the historical specificity, and hence significance, of this 
text. However, in principle I agree with Lai (ibid., pp. 87 and ff.) on the fact that the soul-
language here is probably in part related to the Buddhist notion of vijñåna as the factor 
ensuring continuity in the rebirth process, although I think that its connection with 
pre-Buddhist Chinese ideas on the afterlife is equally significant if not stronger.

93   See for example T. Vetter, The ‘Khandha Passages’, 2000, pp. 66-73.
94   See the materials gathered in W. Liebenthal, “The Immortality of Soul in Chinese 

Thought”, 1952; cf. also R.H. Robinson, Early Mådhyamika in India and China, 1967, 
pp. 107-8 and 196-99.
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period—there is a far more interesting aspect. I shall start from a simple 
statement of fact: this terminology, this kind of soul-language, is extremely 
rare in Han translations (and particularly in An Shigao’s corpus)95 while, 
on the other hand, it suddenly appears widespread in Wu Kingdom texts 
(not only in the YCRJZ, but also in scriptures translated by Zhi Qian and 
Kang Senghui).

Not surprisingly, in the YCRJZ most of these expressions (especially 
識神) are found in the section commenting upon the exposition of the 
pa†iccasamuppåda.96 Now, we have in the Ahan koujie shi’er yinyuan jing 阿含口

解十二因緣經 an exegetical text by An Shigao devoted for the most part to 
exactly the same topic.97 In other words, in this particular case there is the 
rare opportunity of comparing a Later Han text with the discussion carried 
out in a Wu Kingdom commentary supposedly reflecting a closely related 
doctrinal tradition. The result is very clear, at least on one point: in the Ahan 
koujie shi’er yinyuan jing there is nothing comparable to the ideas and terms so 
common in the YCRJZ, which are then to be regarded as a later elaboration.

What may have been the reasons for adopting in such a systematic 
fashion this kind of language in Wu Kingdom Buddhist texts? A clear-cut 
answer is probably impossible, and yet I think that the question is well 
worth discussing.

In a very detailed and stimulating article (“Butsu to rei: KØnan shutsudo 
busshoku konbin kØ”, 1994), Irisawa Takahashi analysed the ideological 
background (especially with regard to Wu Kingdom Buddhism) of those 
extraordinary funerary artefacts often referred to as hunping 魂瓶, or “soul 
urns”.98 These objects may be of interest to our topic for two reasons: their use 

95  There are, however, some counterexamples. Of particular interest is a passage in An 
Shigao’s Dao di jing 道地經 (Yogåcårabh¨mi) 233c3-4, part of the discussion of the 
antaråbhava: 譬如種生根，種亦非根，根亦不離種。人神亦如是。(“just as, for instance, 
the seed generates the root, and neither is the seed identical to the root, nor is the 
root apart from the seed; so it is also for human beings’ spirits”); cf. DharmarakΣa’s 
translation, Xiuxing daodi jing 修行道地經 1.186b5-6 (... 如是人死精神魂魄 ...), and see 
also P. Demiéville, “La Yogåcårabh¨mi de Sa∫gharakΣa”, 1954, p. 401.

96 YCRJZ 1.13b24-15a26 (for the corresponding portion of the YCRJ, see S. Zacchetti, 
“An Early Chinese Translation”, 2002, pp. 81-82). 

97  See S. Zacchetti, “Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, pp. 198-206.
98 These vessels, for the most part dating back to the period between the second half of 

the 3rd and the first half of the 4th century, have been discovered in numerous tombs 
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in funerals and burials appears to have been limited to a particular area (mainly 
the eastern part of South Central China) and period of time (3rd-4th century); 
and the decoration of a number of exemplars includes Buddha figures,99 thus 
suggesting some connection (comparatively close in time and space to the 
literary documents presented here) between certain forms of Buddhism and 
funerary practises (and, arguably, the ideology underlying them) which—with 
all its controversial aspects—is of great potential significance for studying 
Wu Kingdom Buddhist texts. To the best of my knowledge, Irisawa is the 
only scholar who has tried to resarch in some detail the relationship between 
hunping vessels and texts produced in (broadly speaking) the same area and 
period. He (“Butsu to rei”, 1994, pp. 251-56) has argued that the use of the 
former is to be connected to a very distinctive “belief in the soul” (霊魂信

仰)100 also reflected in several Wu Kingdom Buddhist sources. And this could 
help to explain the presence of Buddhist motifs in these funerary objects.101 
Among other texts, Irisawa also mentions the YCRJZ (ibid., p. 254), quoting 
the Master’s gloss discussed above (passages nos. 2 and 8).

Thus, Irisawa comes to touch upon the problem I have posed above—
the significant presence of soul-language in Wu Buddhist texts—from 
an entirely different starting point. As is well-know, the interpretation 

in the eastern part of the area between Southern Jiangsu and Zhejiang (see the map 
in Kominami IchirØ, “Shinteiko to TØgo no bunka”, 1993, p. 295). On hunping, see 
for example Wu Hung, “Buddhist Elements in Early Chinese Art”, 1986, pp. 283-
91; Kominami IchirØ, ibid. (especially pp. 238-74 for a detailed classification and 
periodisation of the vessels); M. Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of China and Central Asia, 
1999, pp. 113 with note 45, and 115-9; A.E. Dien, “Developments in Funerary Practises 
in the Six Dynasties Period”, 2001; S.K. Abe, Ordinary Images, 2002, pp. 60-101. As 
M. Rhie (ibid., p. 115) describes them, hunping vessels typically have “a flat bottom, 
tall body with bulbous shoulder and a highly decorative upper portion of moulded 
sculptural decor equal to about half of the total height of the vessel”. According to 
some interpretations, the hunping vessels were meant to house the souls of the departed 
(see note 102 below for further details).

99 Or “Buddha-like figure”, as Abe (Ordinary Images, 2002, p. 61 and passim) more 
cautiously puts it. According to him (ibid., pp. 60-61), “[a]s of the early 1990s, it was 
reported that some 130 examples of hunping were extant. Of these, some fifty or more 
contain a Buddha-like figure”; see also ibid., pp. 97-101 for a discussion of these figures.

100 According to Irisawa (“Butsu to rei”, 1994, p. 251), this would be ultimately rooted in 
the traditions of the ancient State of Chu 楚國.

101 Cf. also Wu Hung, “Buddhist Elements in Early Chinese Art”, 1986, pp. 289-90.
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of hunping vessels is still very much a matter of debate (and in fact even 
the accuracy of the interpretative neologism hunping itself remains 
controversial),102 and, having no qualification in this field, I will not enter 
here the question of whether Irisawa’s opinion is correct or not.

Yet I think that, perhaps unwittingly, Irisawa’s ideas contain a precious 
suggestion for interpreting the YCRJZ. That is, rather than seeing in the 
systematic adoption, of the soul-language discussed above an instance 
of generic “sinicization” (a notion that I think should be thoroughly 
reconsidered, if not altogether abandoned), it would be more fruitful to 
interpret it as a sign of the interaction of Buddhist texts and doctrines 
with the specific—and indeed very distinctive—environment of 3rd-
century South Central China. In this connection it could be useful to 
recall that Chen Hui (if he was indeed the author of the YCRJZ) was a 
native of Kuaiji.

Interestingly, as shown by Kamitsuka’s article (“ReihØgyØ to shoki 
kØnan bukkyØ”, 1988), the complex of ideas centred on karmic retribution 
and incorporating the typically related soul-language figures prominently 
among the doctrinal elements borrowed from Wu Kingdom Buddhist 
texts by the authors of Taoist Lingbao 靈寶 scriptures.103 In her study, 

102 Concerning the names for this kind of object, see Wu Hung, ibid., p. 286; Kominami 
IchirØ, “Shinteiko to TØgo no bunka”, 1993, pp. 223; and especially S.K. Abe, 
Ordinary Images, 2002, p. 60 and note 169 p. 326. On the function of the objects 
see, for instance, Wu Hung, ibid., pp. 286 ff., who relates them to the zhao hun 招
魂 (“summoning the soul”) rituals (cf. also Yü Ying-shih, “ ‘O Soul, Come Back!’ A 
Study in the Changing Conceptions of the Soul and Afterlife in Pre-Buddhist China”, 
1987, on the related ritual of fu 復, “summoning [the soul]”). In this perspective, the 
hunping was conceived as “dwelling place for the soul of the dead” (Wu Hung, ibid., p. 
288; cf. A.E. Dien, “Developments in Funerary Practises in the Six Dynasties Period”, 
2001, pp. 529-30). Kominami’s interpretation of these objects and their symbolism is 
extremely rich and complex (see A.E. Dien, ibid., pp. 526-29 for a discussion), but 
the main function of them was, according to him, to accompany safely the soul of 
the deceased to the world of the ancestors, also in order to assure prosperity to the 
surviving relatives (Kominami IchirØ, ibid., pp. 276-77; 290). For a recent and careful 
discussion of this issue see S.K. Abe, Ordinary Images, 2002, pp. 92 ff.

103 Kamitsuka Yoshiko, “ReihØgyØ to shoki kØnan bukkyØ, 1988, pp. 10-13 (cf. E. 
Zürcher, “Buddhist Influence on Early Taoism”, 1980, pp. 135-41). On early Buddho-
Taoist interplay during the Wu Kingdom, see also S.R. Bokenkamp, “Sources of the 
Ling-pao Scriptures”, 1983, pp. 466-67 and ff.
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Kamitsuka understandably places more emphasis on the active role played 
by the Buddhist side. But, if we reverse the perspective (especially with 
the Han-Three Kingdom terminological shift in Buddhist texts in mind), 
this can be taken as further evidence of the prominence of these ideas 
and the relevant language in that particular environment—Jiangnan 江南 
around the 3rd century. As a result, we can also interpret their systematic 
adoption in the YCRJZ (and in other related texts) as a response to such a 
historical and cultural context.

Now we can turn back to the issue raised at the beginning of this 
paragraph, and reconsider the Anban shouyi jing commentary represented 
by T. 602. Not only does this text completely lack the soul-language so 
prominent in the YCRJZ (which, to be sure, could be in part explained 
with the different topics dealt with), but it is in many details closer to the 
surviving exegetical texts ascribable to An Shigao’s activity as a teacher.104 
Then, how can we explain the considerable differences in doctrine and 
terminology between the Anban shouyi jing T. 602 (possibly being the 
commentary compiled by Chen Hui and Kang Senghui) and the YCRJZ, 
if they are the products of the same group of persons?

This is not at all a marginal point if we are to fully understand the 
intellectual context within which the YCRJZ was composed. As we can 
glean from the passage of Kang Senghui’s preface quoted above, he and 
Chen Hui can be credited with the transmission and propagation, in the 
case of the Anban shouyi jing, of An Shigao’s doctrinal legacy during the 
Wu Kingdom period. That is, in the case of the Anban shouyi jing, they 
could make use of An Shigao’s explanation of the text, probably in the 
form of glosses like the three discovered by a rare chance in the KongØ-ji 
manuscript.105 What Kang Senghui tells us is confirmed by the analysis 
of all the available sources: the exegetical material incorporated into the 

104 See S. Zacchetti, “A ‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, pp. 459-61; 
“Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, pp. 215-17; “An Shigao’s Texts Preserved 
in the Newly Discovered KongØ-ji Manuscript”, 2004b.

105 KongØ-ji MS A columns 276-82 (in Ochiai Toshinori, KongØji issayikyØ no kisoteki 
kenky¨ to shinshutsu butten no kenky¨, 2004, p. 194); for a discussion of these glosses—
one of which is also found in the Anban shouyi jing (T. 602)—see S. Zacchetti, “The 
Rediscovery of Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, pp. 287-89; “A 
‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, p. 460 note 120.
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canonical Anban shouyi jing appears indeed close to what we know of An 
Shigao’s Han tradition. But then, in commenting on the difficult YCRJ, 
the author of the preface (probably Master Chen, who might or might not 
be Chen Hui) and the “Master” (Kang Senghui) clearly were, for better or 
worse, essentially on their own, and as a result this text reflects with far 
more liberty ideas that, while foreign to An Shigao’s doctrinal tradition, 
were probably of great significance to them and their milieu.

On the basis of the preceding discussion we can, at last, turn back to 
the problem left pending from the end of the preceding paragraph: the 
glaring discrepancy between the account of the compilation of the YCRJZ 
in the preface, and what we actually find in the commentary.

It is quite evident from the former that its author regarded this 
commentary as essentially his own work—hence the vast display of self-
deprecatory formulas, even to a larger degree than it is customary in this 
kind of documents. In other words, the situation was even psychologically 
very different from the Anban shouyi jing commentary, and this could account 
for Master Chen’s vague and perfunctory mention of his collaborators. 
Therefore, it is not impossible to understand how he could have failed to 
mention the young Kang Senghui (at that time certainly still far from being 
the venerable patriarch of Wu Buddhism), while referring to him—after 
all a learned ordained monk—as the Master in the commentary. Being 
aware that this is far from being a completely satisfactory explanation of 
the issue, I am proposing it here just as a working hypothesis.106

Conclusions

We can now try to sum up the results of our analysis of the YCRJZ 
and related sources. This text is the product of a circle of Buddhist adepts 
engaged in the composition of exegetical works, and active in the Wu 

106 There is, needless to say, no way to solve this problem with absolute certitude, 
and other scenarios could well be imagined in addition to the hypothesis I have 
proposed. For example, it is also conceivable that Kang Senghui intervened with his 
explanations—the Master’s glosses—only at a later stage in the composition of the 
YCRJZ, after the preface had already been written, and that nevertheless the latter 
was transmitted unaltered with the commentary.



auThorShiP and chronology of The Yin chi ru jing zhu 181

Kingdom, presumably sometime in the first half of the 3rd century. The 
group consisted of several laymen,107 including the “Master Chen” 陳氏 to 
whom the YCRJZ is ascribed and who might be Chen Hui (though this 
remains uncertain), and at least one prominent monk, Kang Senghui—
the “Master” 師 whose explanations are quoted therein.

From a doctrinal point of view, this circle, while dedicated to the 
transmission and interpretation of An Shigao’s teachings, was also open 
to the influence of other trends and of non-Buddhist ideas as well. All in 
all, it must have been a group of people very different from that of An 
Shigao’s direct disciples, as we can infer from the latter’s exegetical works 
(cf. S. Zacchetti, “Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, p. 221).

We have seen above that there is some evidence that Kang Senghui’s 
collaboration on the YCRJZ took place (very probably during his early 
years) in close proximity to the composition of two other commentaries, 
on the Anban shouyi jing and on the Fa jing jing.108 Thus, have emerged the 
faint but still discernible contours of an early phase of Kang Senghui’s 
activity, apparently mainly focused on textual exegesis and largely ignored 
in the biographical sources.

Yet there are also some observations of more general import which we 
can distil from the analysis of the YCRJZ and its background.

107 As pointed out by E. Zürcher (review of Mélanges de sinologie offerts à Monsieur Paul 
Demiéville II, 1978, p. 115), the earliest record of laymen’s participation in copying 
Buddhist scriptures in China dates back to around the same period (and area) as the 
YCRJZ. See the colophon quoted in Dao’an’s preface to the Da shi’er men jing 大
十二門經, which records the copying of this text in Jianye in 238, at the residence 
of a “Metropolitan Commandant Zhou” 周司隷 (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.46b8-9; cf. also 
E. Zürcher The Buddhist Conquest, 1972, pp. 48-49; S. Zacchetti, “The Rediscovery 
of Three Early Buddhist Scriptures on Meditation”, 2003, p. 269 with note 82). 
On the traces of another Buddhist circle active in Wu at around this time, see S.R. 
Bokenkamp, “Sources of the Ling-pao Scriptures”, 1983, pp. 466-67.

108 Apart from Kang Senghui’s own prefaces, these commentaries are also known 
from his biography—where also a further commentary, to the Dao shu jing 道樹經 
(see Chu sanzang ji ji 2.6c23, and cf. 2.16c19; see also Kaiyuan shijiao lu 開元釋教錄 
2.491b19-23), is mentioned—in Chu sanzang ji ji 13.97a15 = Gaoseng zhuan 1.326a23. 
From the analysis of the parallels between YCRJZ and the prefaces to Kang Senghui’s 
two commentaries (see passages nos. 3-4 and 5-7 above), we may even venture to 
conjecture that the former was composed after the preface to the Anban shouyi jing 
commentary, and before that to the Fa jing jing commentary.
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Buddhism in the Wu Kingdom has often been portrayed as a straight-
forward continuation of Han traditions, with its two main figures—Zhi 
Qian and Kang Senghui—seen as followers of the two alleged main 
Han doctrinal lineages, going back to An Shigao (centred on meditative 
practises and Abhidharma, or 禪數, as it is described in some sources) 
and LokakΣema (Mahåyåna) respectively. This general interpretation 
of the Han-Three Kingdoms transition has played a considerable role 
in some modern studies on early Chinese Buddhism.109 Consequently, it 
is important considering to what extent the YCRJZ (arguably the most 
significant product of Wu exegesis that has survived in the canon) fits 
into this picture, and how it can contribute to drawing a more accurate 
portrait of the Han-Three Kingdoms transition.

Thanks to the Ahan koujie shi’er yinyuan jing and to the newly discovered 
Shi’er men jing commentary we have now a fairly clear picture of Han 
Buddhist exegesis as it was practised by An Shigao and his circle, and 
elsewhere I have tried to summarise its main features (see S. Zacchetti, 
“Teaching Buddhism in Han China”, 2004, pp. 219-21). As a result, it is 
also possible to better understand the developments undergone by the 
doctrinal tradition stemmed from An Shigao which flourished in the Wu 
Kingdom.

In other words, we can now qualify the very notion of “doctrinal 
continuity” (to use Arthur Link’s expression) between the Han and Three 

109 See especially Tang Yongtong, Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, pp. 97 ff.; 
cf. also R. Shih, Biographies des Moines Éminents, 1968, p. 20, note 73. My impression 
is that a careful examination of the sources—translations and other texts produced 
during this period—does not support this picture of two neatly distinguished 
traditions flowing uninterruptedly from the Han to the Wu (cf. also Cai Zhenfeng’s 
observations: “Yin chi ru jing zhu xu zhong geyi wenti de kaocha”, 1999, p. 26 with 
note 50). Certainly more research is needed on this important subject, but we can 
already point at some facts going against this received notion: such as, for instance, 
the extensive use of Zhi Qian’s translations in the YCRJZ (a product, as we have 
seen, of the allegedly “other” school), or the striking similarities in language and 
terminology between the works of the same Zhi Qian and Kang Senghui—rather 
suggesting the existence of a fairly distinctive “Wu scriptural idiom” (cf. J. Nattier, 
“How to Do Things with Translations”, 2002, p. 8). In dealing with this issue, I have 
greatly benefited from countless conversations with Jan Nattier on Wu translations, 
and I am glad to acknowledge here my debt to her.
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Kingdoms periods. That is, we are now able to detect different layers 
within the early commentaries, or—to put it differently—to point out 
what, in the Three-kingdoms phase of this tradition, was probably not An 
Shigao’s doctrinal inheritance (as we have seen above with the comparison 
of the YCRJZ and the Ahan koujie shi’er yinyuan jing) but reflects the 
original elaboration of Wu Buddhism.

As a corollary, all this also shows how potentially dangerous may be any 
assumption concerning An Shigao (especially in doctrinal matters) based 
uncritically on these later commentaries alone. Indeed, the transmission 
of his texts and teachings to the Wu area was a far more complex (and, 
to be sure, much more interesting) phenomenon than has been suggested 
in some studies on this period. Far from being a mechanical process, it 
was, rather, a thoroughly innovative reinterpretation capable of making 
the scholasticism inherited from the old Han tradition interact in a very 
creative way not only with other Buddhist doctrines—as shown by the 
quotations from Mahåyåna scriptures found in the YCRJZ—but also with 
a very different cultural environment.



Appendix

The Preface to the Yin chi ru jing
陰持入經序 1

(1.9b9-25)

I, Mi,2 have been humbly3 considering how, [due to my] profound 
luck related to blessings from former lives,4 I was born far away from the 
blindness [resulting from] the eight difficult conditions,5 [so that I have 

1 In translating this preface, I have collated, besides the TaishØ, also the text of J and Kr 
(see above note 10 and 12). These constitute the only ancient evidence I could access, 
given that, as noted above in the paragraph on the textual history of the YCRJZ, in 
the majority of printed editions of the canon, the YCRJ has been transmitted without 
preface and commentary. This is unfortunate, for in the present text (as it is, of course, 
also the case with most of the canon: cf. S. Zacchetti, In Praise of the Light, 2005, pp. 
123-27 § 3.3.1) both J and Kr essentially reflect the same textual tradition. I should 
like to thank here John R. McRae and Jan Nattier for kindly allowing me to read their 
unpublished translation of this preface, which saved me from a number of errors.

2 密; following some scholars who have discussed this text (e.g., see Tang Yongtong, 
Han Wei liang Jin Nanbeichao fojiao shi, 1983, p. 45, and E. Zürcher, The Buddhist 
Conquest, 1972, pp. 54), I take this character (here and in its other occurrences in the 
text) as the name of its author.

3 密伏自惟; so read both J and Kr, and this is unquestionably the genuine reading. 
Similar expressions are not infrequent, for instance, in official communications; e.g., 
see Hou Han shu, vol. 3, p. 648: 臣伏自思惟 etc.; or ibid., p. 800: 融即復遣鈞上書曰:	

臣融竊伏自惟 etc. The reading found in the TaishØ, 密依自惟, is probably just a mere 
error of transcription.

4 宿祚淳幸; concerning the expression 宿祚 (not recorded in HD, and indeed very 
rare in the entire canon), cf. the passage from Kang Senghui’s preface to the Anban 
shouyi jing where he describes his encounter with (intriguingly enough) Chen Hui 
and the others: 宿祚未沒，會見南陽韓林 etc. (Chu sanzang ji ji 6.43b26-27; tr. A.E. 
Link, “Evidence for Doctrinal Continuity”, 1976, pp. 79-80: “[Fortunately, however, 
as] my allotted blessings from a former life were not yet exhausted, I met etc.”). 宿 
(especially as a part of the compound 宿命) is already attested with the meaning of 
“previous existence” in An Shigao’s translations (e.g., see S. Zacchetti, “An Early 
Chinese Translation”, 2002, p. 85).

5 八難, i.e., the eight akΣaˆas, or types of “unfavourable birth” (on which see for instance 
F. Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary, 1953, p. 2b; É. Lamotte, Le Traité 
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been able to] see the splendour of the three venerable things.6 [Their] 
great favour7 reaches every place, [and] all living beings benefit from their 
blessing; [so] they let [even] Mi’s disposition, which is like a raw mass of 
lead,8 be humbly admitted9 to the jewels [of the Buddha’s teaching].10

Although I have seen the numinous manifestation and harbour in my 
heart the pure precepts [of Buddhism], due to the hindrances [caused by 
my] dullness, in learning I [have not been able to] apply myself11 [well 
enough, and as a result] I have been staying anxiously awake12 during the 
nights, being afraid that I should disgrace the Great Way.

Fleeting is life, [like] the flash of lightning; fragile is the body, [like] 
thin ice. [Due to my] nature prone to doubt,13 in learning I [was not able 
to] penetrate the depth [of the Buddha’s teaching;] now I will [be merely] 
assisting the sun in heaven with the light of a firefly or a candle.14

de la Grande Vertu de Sagesse, 1944, pp. 479-80 note 2). This rendition occurs also in 
some translations by Zhi Qian and Kang Senghui (e.g., Liu du ji jing 1.4b14; 3.15b28).

6 For a partial parallel to this passage (生遠八難之矇瞽，値睹三尊之景輝), cf. Liu du 
ji jing 1.1c15-16: 吾覩衆生沒于盲冥，不覩三尊，不聞佛教. The expression 三尊 is a 
common old rendition of the “three jewels” (viz. the Buddha, the Dharma, and the 
monastic community, further down in this preface referred to as 三寶: see Yin chi 
ru jing zhu 1.9b17 and 25); see for instance the Zengyi Ahan jing (Ekottarikågama) 
9.589b22-23: 自歸三尊，佛，法，聖眾.

7 On 洪潤 see HD, vol. 5, p. 1135a.
8 鉛鋌. On the metaphorical sense of “dullness, lack of penetration” conveyed by 鉛, see 

HD, vol. 11, p. 1235a.
9 On the self-deprecatory expression 獲廁 see HD, vol. 5, p. 111a.
10 The reading 圭壁 given in the TaishØ edition is actually a modern error; both Kr and 

J have the expected reading 圭璧 (HD, vol. 2, p. 1008). Note also the parallelism of 
these two phrases: 使密鉛鋌之質 獲廁圭璧之次, with the rhyming final characters 
質/次 (trih and tshih respectively, according to the reconstruction of Early Middle 
Chinese in E.G. Pulleyblank, Lexicon of Reconstructed Pronunciation in Early Middle 
Chinese, Late Middle Chinese, and Early Mandarin, 1991).

11 Punctuate: 然以魯鈍之否，學不精勤，etc.
12 I conjecture *怵愓 (see HD, vol. 7, p. 473a).
13 疑滯之性 (cf. HD, vol. 8, p. 517a).
14 On 螢燭 see HD, vol. 8, p. 949a. This whole passage, 今以螢燭之耿，裨天庭之日, has 

a partial parallel in the Mouzi li huo 牟子理惑 (in Hong ming ji 1.3c15-16): 窺炬燭之

明，未睹天庭之日也 (tr. P. Pelliot, “Meou-tseu ou les doutes levés”, 1920, p. 303; J.P. 
Keenan, How Master Mou Removes our doubts, 1994, p. 103).
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The15 obscure ones (陰, skandha) and the constituents (持, dhåtu) are a 
[comprehensive] name of the practise;16 [this teaching] has the same origin 
as the Ónåpåna-[sm®ti], but represents a separate stream.17

Shigao, the Marquis of An18 was an all-seeing Bodhisattva.19 He 
renounced the dignity of [his] royal status and remained content with 
poverty, taking pleasure in the Way.20 Getting up at dawn and going to 
bed late at night,21 he worried for and saved22 [those living in] extreme 

15 From this point onward, a portion of this preface has been translated by Hurvitz, in 
Tsukamoto, A History of Early Chinese Buddhism, 1985, p. 92.

16 蓋陰持者，行之號也. Hurvitz (in Tsukamoto Zenry¨, ibid., 1985.) renders this passage 
as: “Now by skandha and dhåtu are meant ‘constituents’”, adding in a note (note h p. 
496): “Ch. Hsing [行], here apparently standing for saµskåra. ...”. This is an unlikely 
interpretation. I think that this is rather to be seen as a reference (with the ellipsis, 
probably metri causa, of the expected 入) to the incipit of the YCRJ (1.173b5-6): 佛經所

行亦教誡，皆在三部爲合行。何等爲三？一爲五陰; 二爲六本; 三爲所入. Cf. Pe†akopadesa 
p. 112, 1-2: Buddhånaµ bhagavantånaµ såsanaµ tividhena sa∫gahaµ gacchati, khandhesu 
dhåt¨su åyatanesu ca (“The teaching of the Buddhas, the Lords is summarised into 
three categories: the aggregates, the constituents, and the sense-fields”). Note that 
An Shigao has freely expanded the rendition of såsana, “teaching”, as 經所行亦教誡, 
and it is probably to this that 行 in the preface is referring to (but note also 爲合行 = 
sa∫gahaµ gacchati).

17 In this passage (蓋陰持者，行之號也。與安般同原而別流。), I interpret 陰持 and 安
般 as referring primarily to doctrines, but also—which is of some significance for 
understanding the background of the author of the preface—to the relevant scriptures 
translated by An Shigao. This is also suggested by the fact that the Parthian translator 
is mentioned immediately after this phrase.

18 On the title 安侯世高, see A. Forte, The Hostage An Shigao and his Offspring, 1995, 
pp. 78-81.

19 普見菩薩也; see A. Forte, ibid., p. 71 with note 16; cf. Hurvitz, in Tsukamoto, A History 
of Early Chinese Buddhism, 1985, p. 92 and note i, p. 496 (“Bodhisattva Universally 
Visible”, reading 見 as xiàn; similarly also E. Zürcher, “A New Look”, 1991, p. 296 
note 22), and Nakamura Hajime, BukkyØgo daijiten, 1981, p. 1179c (who interprets this 
epithet as a reference to Avalokiteßvara).

20 安貧樂道; see A. Forte, ibid., 1995, p. 66 note 5.
21 The expression 夙興夜寐 is taken from the Shi jing 詩經 (see HD, vol. 3, p. 1174a-b).
22 The compound 憂濟 is extremely rare in the canon. It occurs, quite significantly, a 

couple of times in Kang Senghui’s Liu du ji jing: see Liu du ji jing 8.46c22, and 8.49b8 
(note also 憂齊 at 5.27a6); the context of the second occurrence is particularly close to 
this passage of the preface: 勞心經緯，憂濟衆生.
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hardship.23 He proclaimed the Three Jewels, and shone in the capital 
(Luoyang).24 At that time, talented persons gathered [from all quarters] 
like clouds [to listen to An Shigao,] and ultimately came to be a huge 
crowd:25 among the literati of outstanding talent, there was no one who 
did not long for the sweetness [of his teaching].

[Indeed] flourishing is his doctrine, profound and difficult to fathom. 
In altitude, it surpasses the pure sky; in width, it fills the eight directions 
[of space]. [It is like] vast rapids,26 [flowing] immensely: there is nothing 
to compare to it.

[I,] Mi, having observed its diffusion, was [so] delighted that I was 
forgetful of hunger. Availing myself of [a three-month period of mourning 
during which I had to wear] hemp, I composed a commentary to it [viz. 
the YCRJ].27 I distinguished [the various topics of this scripture] according 

23 塗炭 (lit. “mud and coal”) is another literary expression (see HD, vol. 2, p. 1178a-b) 
which is not particularly rare in the canon and also occurs in Kang Senghui’s works. 
See, for example, the following passage from the Liu du ji jing: 開士世世憂念衆生，拯

濟塗炭 (8.47b13); and especially Kang Senghui’s preface to the Fa jing jing: 可以拯塗

炭之尤嶮 (in Chu sanzang ji ji 6.46c8).
24 光于京師; Hurvitz (in Tsukamoto Zenry¨, A History of Early Chinese Buddhism, 1985, 

p. 92, following Tukamoto, Ch¨goku BukkyØ ts¨shi, 1979, p. 87) translates this as: “he 
enlightened the capital”. There is probably a classical literary echo in this passage: cf. for 
example 光于四方 in juan 11 of the Shang shu 尚書 (in Li Xueqin 李學勤, main ed., Shang 
shu zhengyi 尚書正義, Taiwan guji chuban youxian gongsi, Taibei 2001, p. 333), or 光于

四海 in chapter 16 of the Xiao jing 孝經 (in Li Xueqin 李學勤, main ed., Xiao jing zhushu 
孝經注疏, Taiwan guji chuban youxian gongsi, Taibei 2001, p. 62); cf. also Han shu, p. 
4033; San guo zhi, p. 37. On this reference to Luoyang as 京師 see note 62 above.

25 So I interpret 遂致滋盛, in the light of HD, vol. 5, p. 1515b, and especially of the 
example from the Hou Han shu (p. 1606) quoted therein: ... 學者滋盛，弟子萬數. 
Hurvitz renders this passage as: “eventually affecting his glory”.

26 HD does not record this meaning for 洪洞 (HD, vol. 5, p. 1132b; as a noun: “vast 
empty space”), but I have based my interpretation on the following words: 浩洋 
(which suggest the image of running water: see HD, vol. 5, p. 1215a), but also 密睹其

流 in the next phrase.
27 因間麻緦，為其注義. 麻緦 is probably to be read as 緦麻, on which see HD, vol. 

9, p. 942b; see also Tsukamoto Zenry¨, Ch¨goku BukkyØ ts¨shi, 1979, p. 87. For an 
interesting parallel, see also Kang Senghui’s preface to the Fa jing jing (Chu sanzang ji 
ji 6.46c9): 因閑竭愚，為之注義, “availing myself of a period of leisure, and making the 
best of my dullness, I composed a commentary to it”. On the expression 注義 see S. 
Zacchetti, “A ‘New’ Early Chinese Buddhist Commentary”, 2010, note 27 p. 429.
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to their sequence, [and yet I] penetrated thoroughly28 [the meaning of the 
entire text. As a result, I was able to] explain in detail the well-arranged 
ranks [of the words of the YCRJ], letting its paragraphs be separated and 
its phrases divided, [thus] allowing those who are impeded to understand 
clearly,29 [so as to] make [their] insight gradually progress. 

[However, my] talent is not such that [I can] know innately, [and] I 
am not able to fully express the splendour [of the Teaching];30 it is like 
[wishing] to contribute to the moisture of the immense ocean with a 
droplet of water.31

If some gifted persons will glance [even] briefly at this [commentary, 
its] shortcomings will be easily realised. [For my part,] I only hope that 
persons of high intellect [will acquiesce to] pay [some] attention [to it].32

Three persons have checked the errors [of the commentary,]33 and to 
my luck have polished it.

Together we [wish to] manifest the Three Jewels, without misleading 
future [readers.]34

28 差次條貫; see HD, vol. 2, p. 975a, and vol. 1, p. 1485b respectively. I have interpreted 
both compounds as verbs (though HD records 條貫 also as a noun), apparently 
describing the commentary as the result of both an analytical (差次) and a synthetic 
(條貫) approach.

29 I read 情通 as *清通 (see HD, vol. 5, p. 1314a; cf. vol. 7, p. 582a).
30 This passage (揚不盡景) is not entirely clear, and my translation remains tentative.
31 指渧之水; the precise meaning of the rare expression 指渧 is not entirely clear to me, 

but this reading seems genuine. Cf. a parallel in Zhi Qian’s Fanmo yu jing 梵摩渝經 
1.884b28-c1: 佛之明慧猶崑崙河，千川萬流皆仰之焉。川流溢滿，而河無指渧之減。佛之

為明有踰之矣.
32 This sort of appeal to the readers is a codified component of prefaces to commentaries 

in this period: cf. Kogachi Ryi¨chi, “Gokan Gi Shin ch¨shaku no jobun”, 2001, pp. 7, 
11, and 31-32.

33 In the reading found in the TaishØ, 訧睡, the second character 睡 does not seem to make 
sense and must be corrupt (note also that both J and Kr actually have a particular variant 
for 睡). The meaning required by the context, “errors” (= 訧) is, however, clear enough.

34 唯願明哲留思。... 共顯三寶，不誤將來矣. Cf. Kang Senghui’s preface to the Fa jing jing 
(Chu sanzang ji ji 6.46c10-11): 今記識闕疑，俟後明哲，庶有暢成，以顯三寶矣.
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FOREIGN ART AND FOREIGN RULERS
Considerations on Buddhist 

narrative art in FiFth-Century China

Nicoletta Celli

The origins of Buddhist art in China and its early development are still 
among the least understood aspects of the history of Chinese art. The 
unanswered questions are many, as only a few fragments—bronze statuettes 
depicting the Buddha and bodhisattva—survive from this early stage, which 
can plausibly be dated to the period between the 2nd and the 4th century 
AD. A truly uninterrupted artistic development is observed only from the 
5th century, witnessed first in Gansu and followed by the burgeoning of 
Buddhist art in northern China during the Northern Wei dynasty.1 

The theme of the present work concerns this second phase. In my view, 
the existing analyses dealing with heterogeneous and widely dispersed 
specimens—cave paintings and sculpture, various stone statues found 
elsewhere, votive bronzes and other material—have missed the essential 
originality of this art when compared with the later Buddhist artistic 
tradition that sprang up in the 6th century. The nature of the art which 
developed under the foreign dynasties ruling China during the 5th century 

1  The reconstruction of the spread of Buddhism in Central Asia and China proposed 
by E. Zürcher, “Han Buddhism and the Western Region”, 1990, provides a number 
of useful clues and throws fresh light on early Chinese Buddhist art. On this point 
see M.M. Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of China and Central Asia, vol. 1, 1999, and N. 
Celli, “La sinizzazione del buddhismo: antichi modelli e nuove prospettive di ricerca 
sullo sviluppo dell’arte buddhista in Cina”, 2009, where the development of Buddhist 
art in China is divided into two stages. The earliest phase is represented by gilt 
bronze statues of Buddhas and bodhisattvas, the result of so-called “long distance 
transmission”, while the stage which saw greater development is represented by pieces 
from Gansu, strongly influenced by the art flourishing along the caravan routes of 
Central Asia (especially Kizil and Khotan), and by the art of Gandhåra, the chief 
source of inspiration of Buddhist art in the 5th century. On this topic, see also N. 
Celli, “Arte e archeologia”, 2010, pp. 777-87.
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has always been described in terms of degrees of gradually increasing 
Sinicisation, epitomized by the transfer of the Northern Wei capital from 
Pingcheng 平成 (Shanxi) to Luoyang 洛阳 (Henan). The point is that 
scholars too easily regard the art of the Northern Wei as simply “already” 
Chinese. Basically, according to this approach, the Northern Wei and all 
the other foreign dynasties promoting Buddhist art between the 4th and 
5th centuries are considered to have been the vectors of its introduction 
into China without leaving a sign of their cultural identity. 

Here I would like to take as my starting point the observation that the 
art produced in the 5th century exhibits an extraordinary capacity for the 
assimilation of idioms, models and techniques from the Western Buddhist 
world, and an equally extraordinary inventiveness. We are dealing with 
sculptural and painting styles neither fully foreign nor already Chinese, 
with an interest in narrative modes which were never to reappear, and an 
art couched within a world of devotion whose figures are depicted in clothes 
denoting their foreign origin. Just as the art of Liangzhou 涼州 has been 
accorded its own distinct identity, so it would be more useful to do the same 
with this period in Northern Wei art. The notion of Sinicisation would 
thus become a clearer and more comprehensible concept when applied to 
the artistic and cultural developments in these critical centuries. 

Resisting the temptation to fall into the opposite trap, I feel that we 
can now look at the art of the 5th century focusing in particular on 
its close links with Central Asia and Gandhåra, and on its capacity to 
develop original versions of these imported models, especially evident in 
case of narrative art. I will suggest that Buddhist narrative art was first 
introduced at just this time due, above all, to the favourable cultural 
conditions prevailing in the Buddhist kingdoms of northern China. As 
we will see, it was a period witnessing a considerable number of artistic 
developments, including the creation of new iconographies that translated 
models from abroad into the local idiom. Many of these became the seeds 
from which grew the Buddhist art of the following century, although, 
with specific regard to narrative art, such fertile innovations came to a 
stop when the foreign dynasties turned their eyes more resolutely towards 
the traditional soil of China and its culture.

The appearance and subsequent abandonment of this art in China 
will be explored through an analysis of the introduction of the original 
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concept of the mandorla-shaped stele, followed by an assessment of the 
narrative art of Dunhuang and Yungang.

Mandorla-shaped Steles

The earliest Buddhist narrative representations on Chinese soil ap-
peared in the Mogao 莫高 caves, near Dunhuang 敦煌 (Gansu), at the 
beginning of the 5th century, i.e., at the time of the Northern Liang (398-
439), and became more numerous during the Northern Wei (386-534). 
They illustrate a rich variety of stories—jåtakas and avadånas, as well as a 
number of episodes from the life of the Buddha—represented in different 
narrative modes and formats, which spread from Gandhåra to Central 
Asia and China. Only very few specimens enable us to identify the exact 
model which the Dunhuang artists adopted for their narratives (but the 
same applies to Yungang). 

However, an extraordinary imaginativeness characterizes these begin-maginativeness characterizes these begin-
nings, which saw cave walls covered with narrative paintings and reliefs. 
Stories depicted using the continuous or sequential narrative modes derived 
from Gandhåra thus made their first appearence in China.2

In addition to these examples, other specimens of narrative representations 
can be found on the reverse of mandorla-shaped stone steles illustrating 
jåtaka stories and episodes from the life of the Buddha.3 

2  The continuous mode represents a story in an unbroken horizontal strip (which may 
cover more than one register), while the sequential technique clearly divides the 
narrative into episodes by means of formal devices (this is the characteristic technique 
used in Gandhåra which Maurizio Taddei defined as “storico e lineare”—historical 
and linear—in Arte narrativa tra India e mondo ellenistico, 1993, p. 34). 

3  Examples of this type of stele have been found dating from the 440s. Two other mid-
5th century mandorla-shaped steles come from the province of Hebei. The first was 
found at Weixian 蔚縣 and is dated 444, while the second was unearthed at Xiudesi 
修德寺 and can be dated to 450 on the basis of the style and iconography. Neither has 
narrative scenes on the reverse of the mandorla. The image depicted on the front of 
the Xiudesi stele strongly resembles the figures of Maitreya in cave 275 at Dunhuang. 
On the other hand, the pedestal is reminiscent of the gilt bronze Hebei altars, a 
number of examples of which survive dating from the 470s. For the two specimens 
from Weixian and Xiudesi, see J.C.Y. Watt (ed.), China. Dawn of a Golden Age 200-750 
AD, 2004, p. 80 and p. 165. Another example, also without narratives on the reverse 
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The group that we consider here comprises six stone steles dating 
from the second half of the 5th century, each with narrative episodes 
represented on the reverse of the mandorla along horizontal registers. 
Briefly, they are:4

1. Stele dated 455, sandstone, ht. 35.5 cm, provenance unknown, Fujii 
Y¨rinkan 藤井有隣館 Museum, Kyoto. Front: Seated Buddha Íåkyamuni 
in dhyånamudrå. Reverse: Scenes from the life of the Buddha and jåtaka 
[Figs. 1 and 2].

2. Stele dated 457, sandstone, ht. 41.5 cm, provenance unknown, private 
collection, Tokyo. Seated Buddha Íåkyamuni in dhyånamudrå. Reverse: 
Scenes from the life of the Buddha [Figs. 3 and 4].

3. Stele dated 461, sandstone, ht. 63 cm, from Wangjiaxiang 王家巷, Xi’an, 
Xi’an Beilin Bowuguan. Seated Buddha Íåkyamuni in dhyånamudrå. 
Reverse: Scenes from the life of the Buddha and jåtaka [Figs. 5 and 6].

4. Stele dated 471, limestone, ht. 87 cm., from Xingpingxian 興平縣, 
Xi’an, Xi’an Beilin Bowuguan. Front: Buddha Maitreya. Reverse: Scenes 
from the life of the Buddha and jåtaka [Figs. 7 and 8].

5. Stele dated 472 (A), sandstone, ht. 41.5 cm., provenance unknown, Chan 
Collection, New York. Front: Buddha Maitreya. Reverse: Scenes from the 
life of the Buddha and jåtaka.

6. Stele dated 472 (B), sandstone, ht. 33.5 cm., provenance unknown, Yamato 
Bunkakan 大和文化館, Nara. Seated Buddha Íåkyamuni in dhyånamudrå. 
Reverse: Scenes from the life of the Buddha.

The six works can all be considered special for different reasons. In 
the first place, there is the shape itself, which is alien to the Chinese stele 

and of unknown provenance, is in M.M. Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of China and Central 
Asia, vol. 2, 2002, pl. 2.98 (inscribed and dated 440). 

4  For the images and the transcriptions of the inscriptions on four of these steles, see Jin 
Shen, Zhongguo lidai jinian foxiang tudian 中國歷代紀年佛像圖典, 1995, pl. 13 (stele of 
455) and pp. 437-38; pl. 14 (stele of 457) and p. 438; pl. 21 (stele of 471) and p. 441; pl. 22 
(stele of 472 B) and pp. 441-42. For the other two steles (of 461 and 472 A respectively), 
see A. Juliano (ed.), Buddhist Sculpture from China: Selections from the Xi’an Beilin 
Museum, 2007, pp. 34-36, where the stele is actually dated 462; and A. Falco Howard, 
Chinese Buddhist Sculpture from the Wei through the T’ang Dynasties, 1983, pp. 90-93.



Foreign art and Foreign rulers 203

tradition and profoundly different from later mandorla-shaped stone 
steles, which far more closely resemble the gilt bronze altars from Hebei 
widely found from the first half of the 5th century. Secondly, the six 
works are the only examples of medieval steles whose reverse is virtually 
completely devoted to narrative illustrations, almost all of which are 
carefully arranged in horizontal registers. Last but not least, the narrative 
scenes carved on the steles are the only medieval instances where figures 
are depicted wearing nomadic dress. 

Four steles out of six—those of 455, 457, 461 and 472 B—have as a subject 
the Íåkyamuni Buddha seated in dhyånåsana on the lion throne and flanked 
by two bodhisattvas. The Buddha shown, identical in all four cases, is of the 
type which appears in certain bronze images which, according to Marylin 
Rhie, are datable to 420-430 and seems to be particularly widespread in the 
Chang’an area.5 However, it is the first recurrence of this model, in cave 
169 at Binglingsi 炳靈寺 (Gansu), that suggests a special link between the 
art of this eastern part of Gansu, the Chang’an area, and the early material 
at Yungang, as will be more fully discussed below.

The image carved on the other two steles—of 471 and 472 A—is 
probably the Maitreya Buddha, as is suggested by the inscription on 
the first stele and by the seated position with legs crossed at the ankles, 
which distinguishes the images of Maitreya as a bodhisattva both in 
Gandhåran art and in Central Asian and Chinese representations. Even 
so, the iconography is unusual as Maitreya is shown clothed as Buddha, 
but instead of being seated ‘in the European manner’ (pralambapådåsana), 
in the position found in Gandhåran art (as well as in Chinese works of 
the period), he is shown with his legs crossed at the ankles, in a manner 
similar to the images portraying him as a bodhisattva.6

The number of stylistic and iconographic features shared by the six 
specimens and the fact that they date from around the same period 

5  M.M. Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of China and Central Asia, vol. 2, 2002, p. 481 and figs. 
2.92-2.94.

6  The Buddha Maitreya in the crossed ankle position is described in the Guanfo 
sanmeihai jing 觀佛三昧海經, translated into Chinese in the early decades of the 5th 
century. According to it, this position is supposed to be characteristic of Maitreya in 
his earthly guise. For a translation of the text, see M.M. Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of 
China and Central Asia, vol. 2, 2002, p. 127. 
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makes it likely they were produced in the same area. It is therefore 
worth considering the steles’ provenance before proceeding with the 
iconographic analysis of the narratives. 

Only two specimens (steles of 461 and 471) are known for sure to have 
been found in the neighbourhood of present-day Xi’an. It seems possible, 
in view of a number of stylistic parallels with the art in the nearby site 
of Binglingsi, that Shaanxi was also the place of origin of the two dated 
works, and of the other specimens too, considering the similarities.7

The question of the origins of the mandorla-shaped stele has received 
little attention from scholars and it has remained a mystery, although 
recent studies in the field of Central Asian and Chinese Buddhist art 
suggest new lines of inquiry. Leaving aside the problem of the ultimate 
origin of the mandorla shape and concentrating on the six specimens under 
examination—the four mentioned above which match perfectly and the 
last two with similar treatment of the mandorla face—there is certainly a 
striking resemblance with the clay statues of the Buddha and bodhisattvas in 
cave 169 at Binglingsi.8 Here for the first time we come across clay figures of 
seated Buddhas in dhyånamudrå enclosed by mandorlas. Given the irregular 
walls of the natural cave, some of them are not modelled on the walls, but 
are almost freestanding works (group 23, in particular) [Fig. 9]. A further 
important aspect is the presence of both forms of mandorla, with rounded 
tip (group 3) and with pointed tip (group 9), both styles found in stone steles 
of the period. In the images with rounded tip [Fig. 10], the decoration is 
arranged in a number of concentric bands, as seen in the steles of 455 [Fig. 
1], 457 [Fig. 3] and 471 [Fig. 7]. In the examples with pointed tips, the outer 
edge is leaf-shaped, coming to a point at the top. This outer edge generally 
has a flame motif decoration and can also be seen in the 472 A stele. 

7  Mandorla-shaped steles have also been found in Hebei, as already observed in note 
3. These share the format and decoration of the face of the mandorla with the pieces 
under discussion, which are linked with the art of Binglingsi. In view of the closeness 
of Chang’an to the cave temple of Gansu, it seems likely that this type of stele 
originated in Shaanxi and spread from there into Hebei and Shanxi (Yungang). 

8  This cave contains the earliest art in the whole cave complex close to present-day 
Lanzhou. The cave includes several groups, one of which (6) has been dated to 420 
thanks to an inscription. Most of the works left in the cave date from the same period, 
i.e., the brief rule of the Western Qin (385-431). For images from cave 169, see Dong 
Yuxiang 董玉祥, Binglingsi yiliujiu ku 炳靈寺一六九窟, 1994.



Foreign art and Foreign rulers 205

The link between the mandorla-shaped steles and the sculptures in the 
cave becomes clearer if we consider that the stele of 455 still has traces 
of its original colouring, revealing that even the colour scheme of the 
iconography followed the pattern of the images in cave 169. The image 
carved on the stele and the background of the mandorla bear the same 
features as the seated Buddhas in the cave: both have a red robe, with light 
green folds and hem, and the same alternating colours in the mandorla 
decoration [Figs. 1 and 10].

There are several motifs in the mandorla decorations in cave 169 
corresponding precisely to those on the steles. For instance, there is the 
arrangement of the mandorla in concentric bands (tending towards three) 
and of the halo (two or three), with an identical sequence of decorative 
motifs starting from the outer band of the mandorla (steles of 455 and 457; 
Binglingsi, group 22). These include stylized flames, miniature Buddha 
figures (‘transformation Buddhas’, huafo 化佛), semi-divine beings in flight 
(absent in some cases) and flames sprouting from the Buddha’s shoulders. 
Moreover, in some cases the stylized flame motif is the development of the 
stylized half palmette, which appears once again on the steles (of 455, 457, 
461 and 471) and on the painted mandorlas at Binglingsi (group 22). 

All these details found on the mandorla of the earlier Chang’an steles 
(455 and 457) and the figure of the Buddha match the sculpture carved 
in cave XX (460) at Yungang so closely that they could be regarded as 
miniature versions of the giant Buddha [Fig. 11]. This type of Buddha—
with the characteristic arrangement of the saµghå†i on his right shoulder, 
from which just the edge flows down in a smooth curve leaving the right 
arm free—can be found throughout the early Yungang works. It is a last 
in a series of works which can be said to be ultimately modelled on the 
Binglingsi clay statues.

Iconographic Analysis of the Narratives

The analysis will be confined to only four steles (of 455, 457, 461 and 
471), since the other two, both dating from 472, may be considered copies 
of the earlier ones. Even confining oneself to the standard formal details, 
it can be seen that the stele of 472 A shares with the stele of 471 the 
same seated position of the Buddha Maitreya and that the 472 B stele 
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follows the same iconographic scheme found in the main image of the 
stele of 457. It is really the narrative sequence on the reverse that explicitly 
reveals the models on which the two steles were based: the stele of 472 A 
shares the same narrative subjects as the stele of 455, except that they are 
divided into three registers instead of four, while the 472 B stele features 
the episodes of Siddhårtha’s Birth and Bath, which have similarities with 
the representations on the stele of 457.

Stele of 455
The narrative reliefs occupy over 4/5ths of the available space on the 

reverse of the mandorla and are arranged in four horizontal registers [Fig. 
2]. The last register in the lower part of the stele is occupied by a brief 
inscription and the figures of six donors dressed in the male nomadic 
style, shown in profile facing right and separated by cartouches with 
their six names.9 The topmost register portrays the scene of the Birth 
of Siddhårtha. A twisted tree frames the episode on the right, extending 
its boughs along the curved edge of the stele and bending down towards 
the centre of the scene. Måyådev¥ is shown frontally with her head tilted 
slightly to the right and wearing the characteristic clothing of the Xianbei 
elite (hufu 胡服).10 Her left arm is raised and her hand grips a branch, 
while her right hand is perhaps resting on the arm of the woman at her 
side (generally interpreted as her sister Mahåprajåpat¥), who is pictured a 
little to the right, similarly dressed and on a slightly smaller scale. To the 
left, a kneeling male figure is depicted in three-quarter length with a long 
cloth stretched between his arms ready to wrap the small Siddhårtha, who 
is emerging half-length from Måyådev¥’s right side. The standing figure 
of the newborn Siddhårtha is shown frontally in the centre of the scene, 
virtually along the longitudinal axis of the stele, with his legs held slightly 

9  “Left” and “right” refer to the observer’s viewpoint, unless stated otherwise.
10  The Xianbei 鮮卑 was a confederation of clans that included the Tuoba 拓跋 of the 

Northern Wei. What is conventionally described as the Xianbei style of dress actually 
applies to a wider range of peoples right along China’s northern border and in Central 
Asia. The male outfit consists of a long, tight, narrow-sleeved coat, stretching down 
to the knees and fastened at the waist, with trousers underneath, and boots. The 
headdress was a high cap with a piece of cloth at the back to cover the nape of the neck. 
The female garments were essentially the same, except that a long pleated skirt was 
worn instead of trousers, while the headgear had an indentation at the top.
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apart and his arms by his side. A halo surrounds the child’s head. The 
event depicted might be the Bath, or alternatively, the Seven Steps. 

As the Indian literary tradition has it, Siddhårtha’s birth takes place in 
the park of Lumbin¥, where the standing Måyådev¥ supports herself on the 
branch of a tree as the baby emerges from her right side. The Indian texts 
differ regarding the details of the type of tree Måyå grasps and the identity 
of the figure or figures waiting to receive the child. In the Gandhåran reliefs 
Måyådev¥ is seen from the front in the ßålabhañjikå position, holding onto 
the branch of the tree above her with her right hand, while Mahåprajåpat¥ 
supports her on the left.11 On the right, a male figure, the God Indra, 
leans over Måyå ready to wrap the baby in a cloth he is holding out by 
her side. Other male divinities, including Brahmå, appear behind Indra, 
while a number of female figures behind Mahåprajåpat¥ complete the 
group witnessing the Birth. Occasionally, musical instruments suspended 
over the figures allude to the music played by divine musicians: one of the 
extraordinary signs, along with the glowing light bathing the scene and an 
earthquake, which according to literary sources accompanied the event. 
In spite of the fact that the details have plainly undergone simplification, 
the scene of the birth has retained the composition of the Indian images. 
The main changes introduced at this time, which are also present in later 
works, concern the reduction of the number of figures present, variations 
in their dress and the depiction of the entire tree. It seems highly likely 
the artists were aware of the Gandhåran model of the Birth, although it is 
difficult to be sure whether their source was Gandhåran sculpture directly 
or a representation based on a Gandhåran model.

As mentioned above, a number of problems of interpretation arise 
in connection with the following episode. In the absence of further 
iconographic details, Siddhårtha’s position may refer either to the scene 
of the Bath or to the Seven Steps. In Gandhåra the episode of the Bath 
is represented with the baby standing on a pedestal with his arms by his 
side, while a number of attendants perform the ablutions.12 In contrast, 
the scene of the Seven Steps, usually conflated with the scene of the Birth, 
may portray the child either with his arms by his side or with his right 

11  See W. Zwalf, A Catalogue of the Gandhåra Sculpture in the British Museum, vol. II, 
1996, pl. 145.

12  See the images in W. Zwalf, ibid., pls. 152-153.
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hand in abhaya mudrå and in the act of taking a step.13 But in this case 
the absence of the pedestal, on which the young Siddhårtha generally 
stands in the episode of the Bath, and of other references to the Bath 
(for example, there are no other deities at Siddhårtha’s side and nor are 
there the dragon-serpents which frequently appear in scenes of the Bath 
in 5th-century Chinese works) might suggest a reading of the scene as a 
representation of the Seven Steps. As demonstrated by other steles, the 
episodes of the Seven Steps and the Bath were given equal importance in 
China from the very earliest works, and an original iconography moving 
away from the Gandhåran prototype quickly developed in the case of 
the former. The representations illustrated on the steles of 455 and 457 
highlight the experimental nature of the first examples, while the stele of 
461 introduces the first stages in the development of a new iconography, 
which seems to have reached full maturity in that of 471.14

The scene on the left, in the space opposite the episode of the Birth, is 
hard to decipher and is composed almost as a mirror image of the Birth. 
Once again a tree curls around the edge of the stele to enclose the scene, 
its branches bending down to the centre. Two standing figures depicted 
in three-quarter length appear to advance towards the centre. A male 
(?) figure kneels in the way of these two figures and holds his arms out 
towards the first figure advancing towards him. The figure with a halo 
over his head is walking with the aid of a stick held in his right hand, 
while his left grips a branch of the tree. A smaller figure behind him 
seems to be following. The slightly striped appearance of the lower part 
of the gown and the indentation in the headdress suggest this may be a 
female figure in nomadic dress. The scene may depict the arrival of Asita, 
the soothsayer who foretells the baby Siddhårtha’s destiny by interpreting 
the extraordinary signs on his body. The figure standing behind Asita 
could be Naradatta, the ascetic’s nephew; while the kneeling figure might 
be Íuddhodana. However, this interpretation is vitiated by the fact that 

13  For the image with his arms by his side, see W. Zwalf, A Catalogue of the Gandhåra 
Sculpture in the British Museum, vol. II, 1996, pl. 150; for the image with the right hand 
in abhaya mudrå, see D. Klimburg-Salter (ed.), Buddha in Indien, 1995, pl. 157. 

14  For the development of the iconography of the Bath and the Seven Steps in China, see 
N. Celli, “The Birth of the Buddha and Related Episodes as Represented in Chinese 
Art”, (forthcoming).
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the figure behind the supposed Asita would seem to be female (and in 
any case Naradatta is not present in representations of this episode in 
China) and by the absence of the child, generally shown in the arms of 
the hermit, who is always portrayed in a seated position. An alternative 
possibility might be that the scene depicts the start of the Íyåma-jåtaka, 
which occupies the next two registers. In this case the two figures on the 
left would be Íyåma’s blind parents, who are finding it difficult to pick 
their way forward, and the figure kneeling in front of them would thus be 
Íyåma himself intent on helping them.

The next four scenes on the two following registers tell the whole 
story of Íyåma in chronological order. The Íyåma Jåtaka is related in 
the Mahåvastu,15 among other texts, and describes the fate of Íyåma, the 
devoted son of two blind ascetics, who lovingly looks after his elderly 
parents. One day, mistaken for a wild animal, he is struck by an arrow 
loosed by a king on a hunting expedition and dies after revealing his 
identity. The king informs Íyåma’s parents of the tragic sequence of 
events and leads them to the scene of the accident, where Íyåma’s father 
extols his son’s virtues and moves Indra to bring him back to life and 
restore sight to his parents.16

The story is part of a group of jåtakas which are particularly venerated 
in Gandhåra and associated with specific places in the region, following 
the appropriation of stories concerning the life of the Buddha.17 

15  J.J. Jones (transl.), The Mahåvastu, vol. II, 1949-1956, pp. 192-218; for other sources 
see, vol. I, 1996, p. 139.

16  For differences between the Påli and Chinese versions and the recurrence of the story 
in the Chinese canon, see K.K.S. Ch’en, The Chinese Transformation of Buddhism, 1973, 
pp. 20-23.

17  V. Dehejia, Discourse in Early Buddhist Art: Visual Narratives of India, 1997, p. 201. In 
addition to a stËpa erected at Chårsada commemorating the supposed site of the events 
described in the story, the popularity of the Íyåma-jåtaka throughout the region is 
recorded in a number of narrative friezes, known as ‘stair-risers’, carved on the steps of 
miniature stËpas. Unlike the traditional Gandhåran “historical and linear” form, the 
representations on these steps are arranged as a continuous narrative, which however 
does not unfold in a uniform direction, but changes during its course. Of the various 
Gandhåran illustrations of the Íyåma-jåtaka, the one originating in Jamålga®h¥ is 
particularly relevant to the relief on the stele, both from an iconographic point of 
view and as regards the narrative method used. The surviving Gandhåran fragments 
illustrate seven episodes in the story, initially moving from right to left, then picking 
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The distinctive composition and certain iconographic features present 
in the Gandhåran relief from Jamålga®h¥ display interesting similarities 
with the illustration on the stele of 455. The story depicted on this stele 
begins with the last scene on the right of the second register, which depicts 
a man on horseback drawing a bow during a hunt. A wave motif in the 
background and at the base of the register suggests a hilly landscape, while 
two groups of curling parallel lines divide the scene diagonally and allude 
to the presence of a stream. The outline of a figure with a halo can be seen 
across the stream kneeling on the bank and filling a jug with water. This 
scene depicts the episode of the king out hunting who accidentally shoots 
the young Íyåma while he is going down to the river to collect water as 
deer drink on the opposite bank. In the following scene the standing figure 
facing left is the king moving towards Íyåma’s father, shown leaning on 
his stick, with his mother standing behind him.18 Hills in the background 
frame the scene. The story procedes in a boustrophedonic manner on the 
register below, from left to right. The first scene portrays the king leading 
Íyåma’s blind father out of a hut with his right hand, while his left points 
(sic!) in the direction of the place where the tragedy occurred. Íyåma’s 
mother is also shown standing in the hut and facing in the same direction 
as her husband. A further empty hut (Íyåma’s?) is depicted on the far left. 
The next scene includes landscape features in the background and shows 
Íyåma’s parents kneeling, one at their son’s head and the other at his feet. 
Íyåma leans on his right arm and looks as though he is regaining his 
strength, while Indra, suspended over the group, holds a container with 
the ambrosia which will bring the young man back to life.

up again at the far left and moving to the right. The change of direction remains 
whether the two fragments of the step are considered to be on the same or two separate 
risers. On the direction of the narrative, see V. Dehejia, Discourse in Early Buddhist 
Art: Visual Narratives of India, 1997, p. 197-98. For a list of the remaining Gandhåran 
examples and on the question of the original position of the fragments, see W. Zwalf, 
A Catalogue of the Gandhåra Sculpture in the British Museum, vol. 1, 1996, pp. 138-39 and 
p. 359. In the case of narratives unfolding over several steps, it has been observed that 
the scenes are arranged in a boustrophedonic manner, thus enabling the story to be 
followed more easily as the eye moves from one level to another.

18  This is the scene where the king returns the jug to Íyåma’s parents, fulfilling Íyåma’s 
wish. In the Jamålga®h¥ example, the king carries the jug but on the stele of 455 this 
detail is omitted.
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Apart from the fact that the protagonists are formally clothed in 
nomadic dress, this representation from China seems very close to the 
Gandhåran examples, especially the Jamålga®h¥ relief mentioned above. 
The greatest similarity concerns the narrative arrangement of the scenes, 
which in both cases includes a change in the direction of the narrative 
sequence. While the story unfolds from right to left in the register above, 
the register below runs in the opposite direction. It is difficult to come 
to any firm conclusions regarding this approach, since no examples of 
narrative art, whether sculpted or painted, survive in China from before 
this time. It may be that this arrangement was the personal choice of the 
artist or was copied from a Gandhåran model or other works based on such 
a model. The change in the direction of the narrative occurs at the same 
point in both cases, resulting in two sections in which the story unfolds 
in different directions, but containing the same episodes.19 It is also the 
case that there exist other Buddhist narratives from this period arranged 
boustrophedonically (one example is the stele of 471 and others can be 
found among the Dunhuang paintings). Certain iconographic details 
suggest the artist responsible for the relief from China was aware of the 
Gandhåran model, which he freely reinterpreted by extensively reducing 
the narrative details. In this respect the scenes of the meeting between 
the king and Íyåma’s elderly parents and the moment when the young 
man is brought back to life are especially revealing. In the former episode, 
the sovereign’s position, with his right hand outstretched to guide the old 
man and the other pointing towards the scene of the accident, seems to 
match the Gandhåran model exactly. Similarly, the figure of the young 
Íyåma, next to his parents and raising himself up on his right arm, is very 
close to the Jamålga®h¥ representation. 

Aside from the stele of 472 A, which we have already seen is a perfect copy 
of three out of four registers from the stele of 455, the Íyåma-jåtaka recurs 
in another two works. One is a stone stele unearthed in Xi’an in 1983 and 

19  Another Gandhåran example of the spatial organization of the Íyåma-jåtaka comes 
from the Dharmaråjikå stËpa at Taxila. Here too the direction of the narrative changes 
at the same point as in the Jamålga®h¥ relief (after the mortal wounding of Íyåma). For 
reference see J. Marshall, The Buddhist Art of Gandhåra, 1973 (original edition 1960), pl. 
73. The use of spatial composition to underline different moments and meanings in the 
story through changes in setting occurs frequently in a number of Gandhåran jåtakas.
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dated to 470-500, on which the story is depicted almost identically.20 The 
other is the sequential narrative carved on the walls of the antechamber 
to cave IX at Yungang, where the events are depicted in a similar manner 
but treated more extensively and with greater detail.21 What is striking 
is that these three examples display notable iconographic similarities—
for instance, the scene of the accident or the meeting between the king 
and Íyåma’s parents—and two contain added scenes—the Xi’an stele 
illustrates the departure of the hunting party,22 as do the Yungang reliefs. 
This shows that in this period sketches of Buddhist stories circulated in the 
Northern Wei territories and these narratives could be abbreviated to fit 
the circumstances. 

The bottom register of the stele contains two scenes based on the 
Mahåsattva-jåtaka (or Vyåghri-jåtaka) and unfold from left to right. The 
events depicted are rendered in an extremely spare and succinct manner, 
which takes the viewer to the centre of the action and draws his attention to 
the key moments in the episode: the sacrifice of the prince, who witnesses 
a starving tigress about to eat her cubs and decides to throw himself from a 
cliff so that she may feed off him, and his brothers’ discovery of his body.23 

20  The stele is described in A. Juliano (ed.), Buddhist Sculpture from China: Selections from 
the Xi’an Beilin Museum, 2007, pp. 37-39, but the reading of the Íyåma-jåtaka, as it 
surely is, is completely misinterpreted. 

21  For the images, see YK, vol. VI-Plates, pls. 19–26A. See also note 75 below.
22  There is no reason to identify the procession with three riders as Siddhårtha’s Great 

Departure, while it is more obvious to read it in accordance with what follows: namely, 
the narrative of the Íyåma-jåtaka, which in A. Juliano (ed.), Buddhist Sculpture from 
China: Selections from the Xi’an Beilin Museum, 2007, p. 37, is wrongly read as “the 
Deer King Jataka”. In my view, the three riders represent the king’s hunting party on 
their way from the palace, as also portrayed in Yungang. Consequently, the following 
scenes are not recognized as portraying the accident by the stream, the king meeting 
Íyåma’s parents and Indra bringing Íyåma back to life.

23  There are at least three significant variations of the story: the first, a rough outline of 
which is given here, appears in the Jåtakamålå, by Órya Í¨ra, the second is to be found 
in the Xianyu jing 賢愚經 1.352b-353b, and the third belongs to the Jinguangming jing 金
光明經 4.354a-354c. The three versions differ in the way the Bodhisattva dies and offers 
himself to feed the tigress. In the first version, the Bodhisattva is moved by the sight 
of the tigress trying to feed her starving cubs and decides to sacrifice himself plunging 
from the rocks at her feet. In the second, the Bodhisattva, the youngest of the king’s 
three sons, lies down before the beast so that she may feed off him. But, weakened by 
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A cluster of triangular shapes of various sizes suggests the mountainous 
landscape in which the story takes place. At the centre of the rocky 
outcrop the Bodhisattva, bent at the waist, plunges down the cliff and in 
the next scene he is shown surrounded by the tigress and the cubs eagerly 
feeding off him. The two male figures standing on the left are probably 
the prince’s brothers, who have appeared at the scene of his sacrifice.24 
The spare scenes illustrated on the stele do not seem to be derived from 
any particular example from Gandhåra (in any case extremely rare) or 
Central Asia. Nonetheless, it can be seen that they possess the same 
economical iconographic structure found in the monoscenic Central 
Asian representations, in which the story is condensed into the prince 
plunging down the cliff and the tigress feeding off his body.

Stele of 457
Two thirds of the reverse side of the stele are occupied by three scenes 

in extremely low relief, while the lower section and the base bear an 
inscription that includes the date of the work. The narrative scenes are 

starvation, the tigress cannot manage to eat him, so the Bodhisattva climbs up the cliff 
and cuts his throat to reawaken the tigers’ natural instincts with his blood. In the third 
version, the Bodhisattva climbs up the cliff and cuts his throat before plunging down 
to be devoured. For a summary of the different versions of the story, see D. Schlingloff, 
Studies in the Ajanta Paintings, 1988, pp. 145-46; for illustrations from Gandhåra and 
Central Asia, see D. Schlingloff, Erzhälende Wandmalereien, vol. I, 2000, pp. 161-64.

24  It is interesting to note that in the painted illustrations at Dunhuang (cave 254 of the 
Northern Wei and cave 428 of the Northern Zhou) there is an explicit reference to 
the Jinguangming jing version. In the first of these, the synoptic illustration unfolding 
over eight scenes clearly illustrates the Bodhisattva wounding himself and his leap 
from the cliff. In the second representation, covering three registers, the story unfolds 
continuously in a boustrophedonic manner and includes the Bodhisattva laying himself 
down before the skinny tigress, followed immediately after by the illustration of the 
prince cutting his throat and throwing himself from the rock. See ZDM, vol. 1, figs. 
36-37 (cave 254), figs. 168-169 (cave 428). Therefore, in contrast to what Shih Hsio-yen 
maintains in “Readings and Re-readings of Narrative in Dunhuang Murals”, 1993, p. 
65, there does not appear to be any “spatial or temporal discontinuity” in the way 
the story is presented, since the scene where the tigress approaches the Bodhisattva’s 
body on her own does not follow the leap from the cliff but precedes it. The order of 
the events as described in the Xianyujing has the offering of the body to the tigress 
followed by the leap from the cliff and the feeding of the animals, precisely as they are 
illustrated from left to right in the painting at Dunhuang.
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arranged over two registers and describe the episodes of Siddhårtha’s 
Birth, the Seven Steps and the Bath [Fig. 4]. The episode of the Birth 
takes up the whole top register and follows the pattern of the 455 stele, as 
well as sharing its formal qualities.

Below, the episode of the Bath is clearly identifiable and distinguishable 
from the episode of the Seven Steps. On either side of the baby Siddhårtha, 
shown standing on a rectangular pedestal with his arms by his side (as in 
the previous stele) there kneels an assistant in añjali mudrå, with a halo 
and flowing scarf, facing towards the child. Five dragon-snakes spring up 
behind the assistant on the left and four from behind the one on the right, 
depicted one on top of the other. There is a great variety of descriptions 
present in the Indian literary sources.25 However, the Gandhåran tradition 
seems to have preferred representations with Indra and Brahmå beside the 
figure of the young Siddhårtha busily pouring jugs of water over the boy, 
shown standing on a three-legged stool and with his arms by his sides.26 
However, någaråjas from literary sources are found only on a number of 
reliefs from Mathurå and on later steles from Sårnåth.27

The stele of 457 introduces an original iconographic approach to the 
Bath compared with Indian images. In 5th-century representations there 
is a certain ambiguity in the relationship between the snakes’ bodies and 
those of the assistants placed beside the Bodhisattva, as if the presence of 
the reptiles together with human figures were a rather awkward translation 
of the Indian någaråja. In point of fact very little is preserved of this in 
the works in China, and in any case not enough to suggest knowledge of 
examples from Mathurå or other similar models. A possible explanation 

25  The sources differ as regards the role of the deities present during the rite: the scene 
may be attended by the two någaråjas Nanda and Upananda, the gods Indra and Brahmå 
preceded or followed by the serpent kings and other deities, or the two streams may 
simply flow from the sky and bathe the child without any figure being present.

26  W. Zwalf, A Catalogue of the Gandhåra Sculpture in the British Museum, vol. I, 1996, p. 
152 and vol. 2, pl. 152.

27  For the representations from Mathurå see, J. Kumar, Masterpieces of Mathura Museum, 
1989, pl. 22 and Tokyo National Museum, The Art of Mathura, India, 2002, fig. 15a. 
For the images on the Sårnåth steles, see J. Williams, “Sårnåth Gupta Steles of the 
Buddha’s Life”, 1975. On this point, W. Zwalf (A Catalogue of the Gandhåra Sculpture in 
the British Museum, vol. I, 1996, p. 152) notes that någaråjas “are very rarely reported” 
in Gandhåran art.
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for the development of this original approach may involve a link with 
Central Asian representations of the life of the Buddha as seems the case 
for the episode of the Seven Steps, which is accorded the same space on the 
stele as the Bath.28 The scene can be distinguished from the Indian images 
by the portrayal of Siddhårtha in three-quarter length, half-naked and 
with the proportions of an adult, as well as by the fact that the whole scene 
is kept independent of the episode of the Birth. These characteristics are 
already visible in the painting in cave 76 at Kizil, datable to the late 4th or 
early 5th century.29 

Stele of 461
Alone of the six works, the reverse of the stele of 461 is not divided into 

registers [Fig. 6]. Nevertheless, it can be seen that the long series of images 
carved in bas-relief is arranged on five levels, occupying spaces of unequal 
size and giving the impression of some awkwardness in the use made of 
the available surface. Almost all of the upper half of the stele is taken up 
by representations of a group of three figures, with Maitreya seated on a 
si◊håsana accompanied by two bodhisattvas standing on either side and two 
others kneeling, and by another image identifiable as a reference to the 
episode of the First Sermon. The first illustration, distinguished by the 
careful detailing and size of the figures, shows the Bodhisattva Maitreya 
seated with his legs crossed at the ankles on an hourglass-shaped stool, next 
to which crouch two fantastic lions.30 The scene below depicts five monks 
on either side of an incense-burner, two on the left and three on the right, 
set between two huge lotus buds. A kneeling bodhisattva fills the remaining 

28  On the importance of the Seven Steps and its relationship to the Bath and the cult of 
the newborn Siddhårtha, see N. Celli “The Birth of the Buddha and Related Episodes 
as Represented in Chinese Art”, 2010 (forthcoming).

29  This wall painting, which was part of the Museum für Indische Kunst in Berlin 
(present Museum für Asiatische Kunst), was lost during the Second World War. See 
the picture in A. Grünwedel, Alt Kutscha, 1920, pls. I-II, fig. 2.

30  The mandorla enclosing the body of Maitreya, the arrangement of the scarves of 
Maitreya and of the bodhisattvas and the flower motif crowning the mandorla are of 
the greatest interest. These features explicitly recall the art of Kizil (from the earliest 
works found in cave 38) and appear to be common in the art of Gansu. For connections 
between the two areas, see M.M. Rhie, Early Buddhist Art of China and Central Asia, 
vol. 2, 2002, pp. 717-19 and A. Juliano (ed.), Buddhist Sculpture from China: Selections 
from the Xi’an Beilin Museum, 2002, pp. 127-30.
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space on the extreme right. The meaning of the scene becomes clear when 
we consider the two animals shown at the foot of the incense-burner, facing 
one another and separated by a stylised triratna. Although at first glance 
they may look like foxes, perhaps owing the artist’s clumsiness or ignorance 
in trying to copy an ill-understood model, it is probable, given the presence 
of the five monks (albeit without Íåkyamuni), that the scene refers to the 
First Sermon in the deer park of Sårnåth. Lastly, as will be shown below, 
the final scene on the left is connected to the images underneath.

The three following levels are occupied by a number of scenes from 
the life of Siddhårtha and two jåtakas, and are arranged in chronological 
order.31 The five scenes illustrating the life of Siddhårtha—from Måyå’s 
Dream to Asita’s Prediction of the Bodhisattva’s Destiny—run from the 
far left on the second level and continue from right to left on the third 
level. The figures are clothed in nomadic dress in all the scenes carved.

The first episode depicts a cross-section of a Chinese pavilion, inside 
which can be seen the profile of a sleeping figure. Four characters 
are poised behind the bed and appear to be observing the scene. The 
interpretation of the image as the scene of Måyå’s Dream is based on two 
considerations: in the first place the similarity with the representation 
of Måyå’s Dream illustrated extremely clearly and in great detail on the 
stele of 471, and secondly the position of the relief, preceding the scene of 
the Birth (shown on the right in the register below). In view of a number 
of similarities in the representation of the episodes on the two steles—
remembering that these are the only ones whose provenance from the 
Xi’an area can be confirmed—it can be conjectured that the two artists 
made use of the same model, freely interpreting it, selecting from the 
episodes available and modifying them according to their own ability.

Of all the illustrated episodes in China the scene of Måyå’s Dream 
undoubtedly undergoes the greatest and most far-reaching iconographical 
changes compared with the Indian model. The episode introduces the first 
of a series of extraordinary events underlining the supernatural nature of 
the Buddha’s entry into the world. According to Indian tradition, Måyådev¥ 
dreams one night of a white elephant with six tusks penetrating her right 
side. The event is well represented in Indian art and generally portrays her 

31  Almost all the scenes are accompanied by brief inscriptions amounting to captions, 
only partly legible today, explaining the illustrations. 
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lying asleep surrounded by attendants, while an elephant suspended over 
the scene glides down towards the woman’s side.32 In Gandhåran art the 
scene is depicted with the figure of Måyå lying asleep, generally on her left 
side, and the elephant enclosed in a cloud floating just above her bed.

The arrangement of the scene in the stele of 461 is based on the 
Gandhåran model in terms of being set indoors, with Måyådev¥ shown 
lying asleep, but there is no sign of the elephant so prominent in the Indian 
formula. This might be due to an error in assessing the space available, 
which might also explain the strange position of the episode on the stele.

The first of the four following scenes illustrates the Birth and includes 
the features noted in the previous steles. Conversely, the iconography of 
the Seven Steps is considerably different from what has been seen so far. 
The standing Bodhisattva is depicted in three-quarter length enclosed 
by a mandorla, turned slightly to his right and with his straight right arm 
raised, while his left rests loosely on his hip. The seven footprints are 
lined up in a row against the right edge of the mandorla. This change 
constitutes the first stage towards the development of a new iconographic 
form, which was soon to establish itself and become the standard method 
of depicting the episode of the Seven Steps. In subsequent works, and 
thus already in the stele of 471, it can be seen that the episode features 
the Bodhisattva shown in three-quarter length in the act of taking a step, 
with one arm raised and the other pointing down.33 

The following scene depicts the Bath and displays the same iconography 
discussed earlier, except for a tendency to make a greater distinction 
between the figures of the attendants and the dragon-snakes surrounding 
Siddhårtha’s mandorla. The last scene on the left represents Asita’s Pre-
diction of the Bodhisattva’s Destiny.34

In Indian canonical sources the two possible destinies are first prophesied 
by brahmins, who interpret the thirty-two characteristic signs on the baby’s 

32  On representations in Indian art, see A. Foucher, L’Art Gréco-bouddhique du Gandhâra, 
vol. I, 1905-1951, pp. 291-96. For Gandhåran variations, see W. Zwalf, A Catalogue of 
the Gandhåra Sculpture in the British Museum, vol. I, 1996, pp. 145-46.

33  For the genesis and the meaning of this iconography, see note 28.
34 The representation of the scene is extremely close, in both style and iconography, to 

the image of the same episode depicted in cave VI at Yungang. See YK, vol. III-Plates, 
pl. 176B, 1952-1956.
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body.35 Elsewhere, the fortune-telling is left to Asita alone, who explains the 
prince’s fate to his nephew Naradatta and later to Íuddhodana, eliminating 
any doubt regarding the future in store for Siddhårtha.36

In Gandhåra the episode follows the pattern provided by the Interpre-
tation of the Dream, with the exception of the presence of the child, who is 
generally shown in Asita’s arms, and sometimes that of the fortune-teller’s 
nephew Naradatta, seen standing behind Asita.37 In both episodes Måyådev¥ 
and Íuddhodana are seated waiting for the response of a ®Σi, who is depicted 
in an identical fashion in both scenes: as an Indian ascetic; so thin that his 
bones stand out and with his hair done up in the characteristic bun.

In China, the composition of the episode and Asita’s physical appearance 
are generally similar to Gandhåran works and are distinguished by the 
ascetic on the whole being shown seated beside the royal couple, with 
one leg crossed over the other at the knee.38 On no occasion is Naradatta 
included,39 while variations are found as regards the presence, position and 
stance of the royal couple and the setting of the scene.40

35  The Brahmins’ prophesy based on the reading of the thirty-two lakΣaˆa is to be found 
in the Vinayapi†aka of the Dharmaguptaka, cf. A. Bareau, “La légende de la jeunesse 
du Bouddha dans les Vinayapi†aka anciens”, 1962, p. 13.

36  On this point, see A. Foucher, La Vie du Bouddha d’après les textes et les monuments de l’Inde, 
1949, p. 60: “Les pronostiqueurs brahmaniques, à l’examen desquels le Bodhisattva 
est d’abord soumis par son père, sont incapables de choisir entre deux conjectures 
égalements fondées. [...] Il faut alors qu’un vieux rishi descende tout exprès de son 
ermitage montagnard pour fixer définitivement les idées de la famille. Cette dernière 
version est celle qui est finalement devenue la plus populaire, ainsi que le prouvent les 
nombreuses représentations que nous en possédons”. The version recorded by Foucher 
is described in the Lalitavistara and in the Buddhacarita. 

37  However, variations do exist: W. Zwalf, A Catalogue of the Gandhåra Sculpture in the 
British Museum, vol. I, 1996, pp. 155-56. 

38  The position is already present in Gandhåran art; see A.M. Quagliotti, “Mahåkåruˆika. 
Part I”, 1989, pl. Ia and “‘Pensive’ Bodhisattvas on ‘Narrative’ Gandharan Reliefs. A 
Note on a recent Study and Related Problems”, 1996, p. 98.

39  E. Lamotte (Histoire du Bouddhisme indien des origines à l’ère Íaka, 1958, p. 745) notes 
that in Chinese biographies translated prior to 450 Naradatta’s presence is never 
mentioned but begins to appear in translations made after 580. 

40  The works from China are all different and it is likely that no single model was 
widely used for this episode. For other representations of Asita’s Prediction of the 
Bodhisattva’s Destiny, see the images from the Guyangdong reliefs mentioned above, 
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On the fourth and fifth levels are depicted a number of scenes from the 
D¥paµkara story and Vißvantara-jåtaka.41

The key moment in the first of these narratives is shown in a single 
scene at the far left of the fourth level, with the Buddha D¥paµkara set in 
a large mandorla, while the bråhmaˆa student Megha prostrates himself at 
his feet, after releasing his hair to lay it before him. A woman stands facing 
the Buddha on the right of the scene and is probably intended to represent 
the flower seller from whom the young man buys his flowers to offer 
D¥paµkara. A number of inaccuracies suggest the artist copied the scene 
without fully understanding the meaning: the two huge lotuses on either 
side of D¥paµkara’s mandorla were perhaps originally meant to represent 
the flowers which are left suspended over the Buddha’s head after being 
thrown by Megha; the woman standing further to the right seems the 
same woman and might allude to the moment in the tale when the flowers 
are sold. The other jåtaka covers two scenes, starting on the last level of 
the stele, and tells of the perfect generosity of Prince Vißvantara, who, 
forced into exile for having made a gift of the state elephant, gives away all 
his worldly goods in a series of incidents, including his wife and children. 
Vißvantara, dressed as a bodhisattva, is shown on the right leading an 
elephant out of the city walls. He grasps the animal’s trunk in one hand, 
while holding a jug in the other and pouring water over the hands of the 
Brahmin standing in front of him to seal the gift of the white elephant. 
Another seven ascetics stand behind the Brahmin, all depicted in the 
same position and facing Vißvantara. In the following scene, the group of 
Brahmins has been reduced to seven and they are all bunched up astride 
the elephant, while the Bodhisattva kneels before them in homage.42

ZMQ, Diaosubian 雕塑編, vol. 11, fig. 21 e 26. Another representation appears on 
the stele of 537 in the Nelson-Atkins Museum in Kansas City, wrongly interpreted 
by L. Sickman (“A Sixth-Century Buddhist Stele”, 1973, p. 223) as a representation 
of the breast-feeding of Siddhårtha. On this point, see N. Celli, “Notes on Buddhist 
Iconography: Two Episodes in the Life of the Buddha in Medieval Chinese Sculpture”, 
2000, pp. 369-82.

41  On the content of the D¥paµkara story see note 54 below.
42  A similar representation of the Brahmins on the elephant from the same jåtaka is in 

cave 428 at Dunhuang. See ZDM, vol. 1, 1982, figs. 166-167. 
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Stele of 471
This stele, preserved today in the Xi’an Stele Forest Museum (Xi’an 

beilin bowuguan 西安碑林博物館), is one of the most aesthetically 
pleasing and most interesting from a narrative point of view of all the steles 
from the medieval period. The quality of the carving and detailing on the 
reliefs on the reverse is outstanding and was executed using the technique 
characteristic of the Chang’an area during the Han period—a type of 
engraving in which a silhouette is set off against a smooth background 
[Fig. 8]. 43 But the work’s greatest virtue is its clear and coherent narrative 
development over a long series of episodes on six horizontal registers. 
These episodes are arranged in chronological order and unfold in a 
boustrophedonic manner, starting on the right of the bottom register. 
Curiously, the clearness and continuity of the narrative sequence did not 
attract a great deal of attention for a long time, in spite of the fact that the 
stele appeared in several Chinese and Western publications and was often 
displayed in exhibitions over the past decades.44 In fact, the tendency to 
consider Chinese iconographies as mere derivations of Gandhåran models 
has often meant that only those scenes sufficiently close to Indian works 
have been identified (the episodes of Måyå’s Dream, the Birth, the Seven 
Steps, the Bath, etc), thus sidestepping a thorough analysis of all the scenes 
depicted on the final three registers. Overlooking the scenes which did 
not clearly match known Gandhåran iconography, and were thus hard to 
read, meant the full sense of the narrative sequence was missed, when not 
actually leading to a diametrically opposed interpretation.45

Li Jingjie has recently identified all the scenes represented on the last 
three registers, pointing out how they are placed in chronological order and 
suggesting a literary source to match the iconography illustrated.46 However, 

43  An example of the Han technique can be seen in the reliefs found at Suide 綏德, in 
northern Shaanxi, and now in the same museum.

44  H. Brinker and R. Goepper (eds.), Kunstschätze aus China, 1980, pp. 198-202; H. 
Rogers (ed.), China 5000 Years, 1998, p. 155-56. More recently, A. Spiro devoted an 
essay to this topic: “Hybrid Vigor: Memory, Mimesis, and the Matching of Meanings 
in Fifth-Century Buddhist Art”, 2001, pp. 125-48.

45  P.E. Karetzky, Early Buddhist Narrative Art, 2000, pp. 140-41, observes that “the 
arrangement of the scenes sacrifices chronological order to design”.

46  Li Jingjie 李靜杰, “Nanbeichao shiqi de benshengtu yu fozhuantu” 南北朝時期的本生

圖與佛傳圖, 1999, pp. 66-67.
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Li’s efforts, relating each scene to the appropriate text, remain snared by 
the image’s dependence on a literary equivalent, forgetting that the former 
is only an interpretation of the latter and not a faithful transposition. As 
a result, he neglects to interpret the scenes and loses sight of the meaning 
that the artist has discerned in the story and then transmitted through his 
own visual imagery. In fact, as we shall see, the reading of all the episodes 
provide some important clues to the origins of the iconographies of the 
Buddha’s life and their circulation in medieval China.

Four fifths of the available space is covered by seven horizontal registers, 
six of which feature narrative scenes, while the last is divided into four 
panels, each containing the figure of a seated bodhisattva. The narrative 
scenes are also arranged in panels of varying size, which do not necessarily 
cover a single episode. In addition, certain panels contain cartouches of 
the kind typically found in the Chinese tradition, designed to carry brief 
explanations of the scenes, which were never added.

Most of the episodes illustrated in the top two registers present no 
particular problems of interpretation. At the tip of the stele can be seen 
the episode of the Bath and to the left the Seven Steps-Proclamation. 
These are both more advanced versions of the two episodes than in the 
earlier steles. In the scene of the Bath, for example, the adult-sized child 
is seen from the front standing within a mandorla with his legs slightly 
apart, while dragon-snakes (eight in all) fan out over his head celebrating 
the abhiΣeka and two figures looking like bodhisattvas kneel on either side 
of Siddhårtha to perform the ablutions. By contrast, the episode of the 
Seven Steps has already taken the form it will continue to display in the 
future: the child is shown slightly turned and his legs suggest a slight 
movement, while his left arm points upwards and the right points in the 
opposite direction. On the left, seven lotuses denoting the Seven Steps are 
set in the corner, almost separate from the rest of the scene. The meaning 
of the scene depicted on the opposite side of the register, showing a seated 
figure in a thoughtful pose under a tree, will become clearer in the light 
of the reading of the entire stele. The register below includes, from right 
to left, the scene of Måyå’s Dream, the Interpretation of the Dream and 
the Birth. The first is complete and includes all the narrative details. 
Within a pavilion depicted diagonally can be made out the silhouette of a 
sleeping figure, while a child holding his hands together rides a galloping 
elephant set in a large nimbus. At the foot of the pavilion, just under the 



222 Nicoletta Celli

nimbus, lies what looks like a basket full of objects hard to identify. This 
image is of the greatest interest, both on account of the detail it offers 
and because of the introduction of the child riding on the elephant—an 
entirely new feature in view of what we know of Indian representations. It 
is possible that the artist was aware of the Indian model of the episode—
as the composition of the scene and the inclusion of the elephant within 
the nimbus suggest—but the image nonetheless displays considerable 
differences from Gandhåran versions of the same episode. The very 
first scenes of Måyå’s Dream to appear in China include the variation of 
the child on the elephant, apparently without any prior experiments or 
imitations of Indian representations. Moreover, apart from a relief dating 
from some decades after the stele of 471, but iconographically close to it, 
the few examples of Måyå’s Dream known are distinguished by a highly 
varied iconography, in some cases even dispensing with the sleeping Måyå 
(Maijishan) or the elephant and child (Dunhuang).47 Aside from these 
examples, there are other cases in China where the elephant is shown 
being ridden by a child, but these belong to a different iconographic 
context from Måyå’s Dream and perhaps allude to the representation of 
the Bodhisattva’s imminent descent from the TuΣita.48

The place of origin and the reasons for the changes remain unresolved 
and a thorough analysis would need to consider the way the event was 
perceived within the Indian tradition, as revealed in texts and artworks. 
As regards the situation in China, it may be observed that the first stories 
of the life of the Buddha translated into Chinese display a very close match 

47  The relief in question is part of a long frieze on the trapezoidal arch of a niche in the 
Guyangdong, at Longmen. In addition to the stele of 461, mentioned above, other 
representations of Måyå’s Dream occur at Yungang, in one of the caves of the later 
phase (XXXVII) and on stele no. 10 in cave 133 at Maijishan. For the representations 
of the three scenes, see ZMQ,Diaosubian, vol. 11, fig. 21; YK, vol. XV-Text, pl. 74B; 
ZMQ, Diaosubian, vol. 8, fig. 51, respectively. A painted example can be found in cave 
290 at Dunhuang, see ZMQ, Huihuabian 繪畫編, vol. 14, fig. 126.

48  This is perhaps the case in the relief on a “five-stone” pagoda or st¨pa-pillar preserved 
in the Lanzhou Provincial Museum. For a suggested interpretation of the scene as an 
image of Måyå’s Dream, see N. Celli, “Notes on Medieval Chinese Representations of 
the Life of the Buddha: Måyå’s Dream”, 2000, pp. 1403-19. The Bodhisattva’s descent 
from the TuΣita, in the form of a white elephant on a palanquin, seems to be illustrated 
in India only on the reliefs at Amaråvat¥ and Någårjunakoˆ∂a. 
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between text and image, both describing the event in a manner noticeably 
different from the approach taken in India.

In this view, the version of Måyå’s Dream described in the Guoqu xianzai 
yinguo jing 過去現在因果經 provides a logical explanation of the event and 
of the relation between the elephant and the child, and seems to be at 
the origin of the image on the stele of 471, which differs markedly from 
the Indian representations.49 The notion that this iconography might have 
been developed in Central Asia and transmitted to China is by no means to 
be dismissed. Indeed, the first of the panels in cave 110 at Kizil, illustrates 
the scene of Måyå’s Dream with Måyådev¥ asleep and surrounded by four 
female figures, while above can be seen what is left of the white elephant 
being ridden by the Bodhisattva.50 The presence of the Bodhisattva can 
be inferred from a portion of his body that is still just decipherable—a 
part of his left leg covered by a blue paridhåna with his foot poking out 
of the bottom and a section of naked torso.51 In spite of the fact that the 
cave dates from slightly later than the reliefs in question (late 5th-early 6th 
century?), it may be that the modified iconography of Måyå’s Dream had 
spread through Central Asia to China at least by the late 5th century.

The next scene on the stele, the Interpretation of the Dream, is the 
only example of this episode to be found among representations of the life 

49  The Guoqu xianzai yinguo jing, translated by Guˆabhadra in 436, clearly mentions the 
Bodhisattva’s decision to manifest himself and his subsequent descent from the TuΣita 
“riding a six-tusked elephant” (1.624a20-27). A similar though not identical version is 
also to be found in the Xiuxing benqijing 修行本起經 and in the Taizi ruiying benqijing 
太子瑞應本起經.

50  In the collections of the Museum für Asiatische Kunst (former Museum für Indische 
Kunst), Berlin: III 8376.

51  The presence of Siddhårtha riding the elephant has already been noted in D. Schlingloff, 
Erzhälende Wandmalereien, vol. I, 2000, p. 313. As regards the reading of the scene, A. 
von Le Coq (Die buddistische Spätantike in Mittelasien, vol. III, 1974, p. 34) noticed only 
the elephant, as more recently did M. Yaldiz (Archäologie and Kunstgeschichte Chinesisch-
Zentralasiens (Xinjiang), 1987, p. 80). P.E. Karetzky (Early Buddhist Narrative Art, 2000, 
p. 24) offers the rather bizarre observation that “in typical Gandharan fashion, the 
conception shows the bodhisattva’s mother Maya, lying on a bed on her right side, her 
head resting on her arm. [...] Above Maya, the subject of her dream, the bodhisattva, 
descends into her womb. His figure, adorned with gold, suffered great damage and is 
most difficult to make out, for vandals scratched the gold off. For the first time the 
bodhisattva is depicted neither metaphorically as a six-tusked elephant nor riding one”.
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of the Buddha in China. The importance of this fact lies not so much in 
its inherent meaning as in what it tells us of the spread and propagation 
throughout medieval China of iconographies of the life of the Buddha. The 
panel depicts Siddhårtha’s parents in a pavilion listening to a fortune-teller 
seated outside to their left, who is explaining Måyå’s Dream. Taken as a 
whole, the iconography is quite different from that found in Gandhåran 
representations, in terms of the setting and composition of the scene, the 
depiction of the figures and the reduced number of descriptive features.

The Birth, described in the last panel on the left of the second register, 
is iconographically similar to the images depicted on the earlier steles and 
is stylistically very close to the representation on the stele of 461. However, 
it is interesting to note that Måyådev¥ once again gives birth from her 
side, in spite of wearing a Chinese robe with wide sleeves, from which 
the baby emerges in works dating from the 6th century on.52 Throughout 
the second half of the 5th century representations of the Birth depict the 
delivery as occurring from Måyådev¥’s right side, irrespective of whether 
she wears nomadic or Chinese dress, while delivery through the sleeve is 
recorded in areas of Chinese tradition proper from the early 6th century: 
a change which, together with others introduced from the 6th century, 
illustrates the different cultural significance that the figure of Måyådev¥ 
and the event as a whole began to assume in China from the late medieval 
period. The most important of these changes, beginning in the 6th 
century but completing its transformation some centuries later, was the 
gradual elimination of the iconographic use of the yakΣ¥ in association 
with Måyådev¥, the removal of the male figures in the episode and the 
tendency to “feminize” the scene of the Birth. In illustrations dating from 
after the 6th century, the Birth is depicted with Måyå barely touching 
the trunk of the tree with her hand, attended by unmistakeably female 
figures, like a set of Chinese ladies elegantly gathered in groups.53 

The third register starts from the right and includes two scenes to be 
discussed below, followed by a further image on the far left, which refers 
to the D¥paµkara story. This scene depicts a male figure suspended in 

52  For images concerning the Birth from the sleeve, see the two reliefs in the Guyangdong 
in ZMQ, Diaosubian, vol. 11, figs. 21 and 26.

53  See, for example, one of a set of thirteen 15th-century hanging scrolls, now in Japan, 
in Donohashi Akio 百橋明穂, Butsudenzu 仏伝図, 1988, fig. 27. 
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mid-air in front of the Buddha and again lying prostrate at his feet: an 
iconography that in spite of variations still corresponds to the D¥paµkara 
story as illustrated in Gandhåra, where representations of the jåtaka 
are distinguished by their being exclusively monoscenic and narratively 
conflated; that is, the same scene describes various moments in the story. 
In this case the protagonist appears only once, while the chronological 
order of events is suggested by the repetition of the figure of the young 
Megha, who in some cases appears as many as four times (when he buys 
the flowers, when he offers them to the Buddha, when he prostrates 
himself before him and when he levitates).

The scenes represented in the remaining three registers of the stele 
of 471 also seem to refer to the jåtaka, since the same male figure recurs 
throughout, wearing trousers and a long tunic in the nomadic style, as 
in the panel with D¥paµkara. However, the origin of this long sequence 
seems not to be India, where the considerable number of Gandhåran works, 
matching the same literary version documented in at least two Sanskrit 
texts, take a thoroughly different form compared with the representation 
on the stele.54 The Gandhåran iconography of the episode [Fig. 12] was 

54  The two sources referred to are the Mahåvastu and the Divyåvadåna, which are 
actually later than the reliefs but contain two similar versions of the story, reflected 
in the Gandhåran works. In spite of the great similarities, a number of details 
differentiate the two texts. In addition, there also exist Påli versions, which are not 
considered here, since the female figure, who is central to the Chinese story and to the 
representation on the stele, does not appear at all. For the version of the Mahåvastu, 
see J.J. Jones (ed. and transl.), The Mahåvastu, vol. I, 1949-1956, pp. 188-203; while 
for a summary of other Indian versions, see W. Zwalf, A Catalogue of the Gandhåra 
Sculpture in the British Museum, vol. I, 1996, p. 134-36. As presented in the Mahåvastu, 
the story tells of the adventures of Megha, the future Buddha Íåkyamuni in one of his 
previous incarnations, when he arrives in the town of D¥pavat¥. The young Brahmin 
asks a woman he sees in the street holding seven lotus flowers what all the festive 
preparations are for. The woman replies that the town is getting ready to celebrate 
the arrival of the Buddha D¥paµkara, who is to enter town that very day. Delighted to 
have the chance to meet the Buddha, Megha asks the woman if he can buy her flowers 
to pay tribute to D¥paµkara. She agrees to give Megha five of her seven flowers in 
exchange for a promise of marriage valid for each of their subsequent rebirths. When 
they find themselves before the Buddha they each throw their flowers towards him 
(Megha’s five and the woman’s two), but Megha is amazed to see that they remain 
suspended above D¥paµkara’s head. Overjoyed, Megha throws himself at the Buddha’s 
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certainly known in China at the time the stele was carved, as is implied in 
the representation of the episode on the stele of 461 and also on a slightly 
later relief carved on the lower register of the east wall of the antechamber 
to cave X at Yungang [Fig. 13]. 55 This last most likely dates from between 
485 and 49056 and repeats the same monoscenic, conflated arrangement, 
although the narrative development has probably been misunderstood by 
the artist.57 Compared with the inaccuracies noticed in the two examples 
(the stele of 461 and the Yungang relief), the long narrative of the stele 
of 471 is exquisitely clear and precise, especially if read in relation to the 
version of the story found in the Taizi ruiying benqi jing.58 This tells of 
the young Ru Tong 儒童, the Bodhisattva in a previous life, who lived 
a life of meditation in splendid isolation in the mountains. Hearing one 

feet, releases his long hair and lays it on the ground for him to walk on, making a vow 
(praˆidhåna) to follow the way of the Buddha. At this point, aware of the merits Megha 
has acquired, D¥paµkara prophesies that he will attain Buddhahood in one of his 
future lives with the name of Íåkyamuni and that he will marry the woman at his side, 
the future Yaßodharå, Siddhårtha’s wife. Then Megha levitates and hangs in mid-air 
before kneeling down and paying homage to the Buddha and the community.

55  There also exists a Central Asian example painted in cave 96 at Kizil, which dates 
from after the stele under discussion but displays the same monoscenic and conflated 
arrangement. It depicts the young Brahmin in the bottom right-hand corner in the act 
of throwing the five blue lotuses he is holding in his hand, which are shown suspended 
above the Buddha’s head. In the top left-hand corner of the picture can still be seen part 
of the figure of the Brahmin prostrate within a halo. Both the iconographic structure 
and formal characteristics identifying Megha (who is wearing an antelope skin and 
has his hair done up in a bun, in the manner of Indian ascetics) suggest a knowledge 
and acceptance of the Gandhåran artistic model, as well as testifying to its spread 
throughout Central Asia. For the scene painted at Kizil, see ZKS, vol. 2, figs. 3-4. 

56  J.O. Caswell, Written and Unwritten, 1988, p. 92. 
57  Within the panel can be discerned the four chief moments of the story, indicated by four 

recurring representations of the figure of Megha. But the position and distribution of 
these events lack the clarity present in the Gandhåran original. Thus, in the bottom 
right-hand corner we find the scene of the purchase of the flowers, which should be 
followed by the offer of the gift, here strangely represented by the young Brahmin 
(already wearing the Buddha’s robe) “floating” next to the figure of D¥paµkara with 
the lotus flowers in his hand. Then there is the scene of the prostration followed by 
the levitation, with the young man on his knees within a nimbus, which has been 
moved to the top right-hand corner of the panel, well away from D¥paµkara.

58  Taizi ruiying benqi jing 1.472-3.
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day that a Buddha had come to a nearby town, he decides to undertake 
the journey to meet him. So, in the first two scenes of the lower register 
we see the Bodhisattva as a hermit and when he sets out on his walk into 
town. Along the way he comes across a community of five hundred wise 
men, who hold him up for a day and a night asking questions about various 
points of philosophy. Pleased by his clever replies, they decide to reward 
the young man by giving him one silver piece each. The meeting with the 
five hundred wise men can be seen on the relief, represented by the seated 
Bodhisattva debating with two figures sitting in front of him. Continuing 
his journey better off by five hundred silver pieces, Ru Tong reaches the 
town, where he finds the locals busily cleaning and mending the streets. In 
this case the artist faithfully depicts the scene, showing people sweeping 
and repairing the road. The text continues saying that the Bodhisattva 
asks one of the people the reason for all this activity and learns that they 
are preparing to welcome the Buddha D¥paµkara (Dingguang Fo 定光

佛). Wishing to offer the Buddha a gift, Ru Tong stops a woman he sees 
in the street carrying a bunch of seven lotus flowers and asks to buy them. 
A long discussion ensues as the two attempt to strike a bargain, and this 
seems to be a feature unique to the Chinese version of the story. At first 
the young man offers one hundred silver pieces, then raises his bid to 
two hundred, then three hundred. In the end he has to settle for five 
lotus flowers for five hundred silver pieces, while the woman keeps two 
flowers for herself. The meeting and the purchase are treated with fussy 
precision: in the first scene we find Ru Tong handing the “necklace” of 
coins to the woman, who is holding the bunch of seven lotuses in her left 
hand. In the second, Ru Tong is seen grasping his five lotuses, while the 
woman keeps hold of the remaining two.

The Chinese version continues describing how, intrigued by the 
young man’s curious behaviour, the woman calls him back demanding 
an explanation for his willingness to part with such a large sum of money 
for a few flowers and threatens to ask for them back unless his story is 
convincing. Ru Tong is at a loss what to do at first but he finally reveals 
his intention of paying homage to the Buddha. Hearing these words, the 
woman is overjoyed and exclaims that she has always wanted to marry 
such a man and to repeat the experience in all her subsequent lives. She 
then decides she ought to seize the opportunity to beg the Buddha in 
person to grant her this wish, but, feeling unworthy, she asks Ru Tong to 
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offer the two flowers on her behalf, explaining that as only a poor woman 
she could not possibly present them to D¥paµkara herself. The offer of 
the two lotus flowers is depicted in the next scene, where the woman 
is shown handing Ru Tong the flowers, and in the following panel the 
Bodhisattva holds them in his right hand.

The narrative continues with Ru Tong agreeing to do as the woman 
wishes, and he appears before the Buddha D¥paµkara to present his 
flowers (in the relief he is shown on the right with five lotuses in his 
hand). The artist has found a highly original and effective way of depicting 
the offer of the two flowers on the woman’s behalf: on the right the 
Bodhisattva is shown in the act of throwing the first five flowers, which 
hover over the Buddha’s head, while immediately after, on the left, we find 
a figure dressed as a woman, but with a man’s headdress and the halo of a 
bodhisattva. The remaining two lotus flowers are left suspended above the 
Buddha’s shoulder, as described in the text. This stratagem, a composite 
figure combining both Ru Tong and the flower woman in one, represents 
with great economy the female intention but male execution of the act. 
Continuing the story, the Buddha makes his prophecy (incidentally, the 
Chinese version makes no mention of the Bodhisattva’s vow) and Ru Tong 
first levitates and then throws himself at the Buddha’s feet, spreading 
his hair for D¥paµkara to walk on. In this case, faithful to the text, the 
artist has depicted the levitation with the Bodhisattva holding his hands 
together, followed by his prostration before the Buddha.

Thanks to the example provided by the Chinese text, the three scenes 
that were left out of the initial interpretation now become comprehensible 
and their position in the sequence can be explained. The scenes involved 
are the image on the far right of the first register, depicting a figure 
looking like a bodhisattva seated under a tree in a contemplative (siwei 
思惟) pose; the central panel of the third register, showing from left to 
right a female figure, a flaming jewel, a male figure wearing royal attire, 
a wheel, a male figure on a smaller scale, another male figure in nomadic 
dress, an elephant and a horse; and finally the scene on the far right of 
the same register, which includes a figure seated on an hourglass-shaped 
stool resembling the protagonist in the D¥paµkara story. These three 
images offer a condensed illustration of the description in the text and 
correspond respectively to Siddhårtha’s first meditation under the jambu 
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tree, the seven jewels of the cakravartin,59 and the Bodhisattva’s wait in the 
TuΣita before manifesting himself in his final earthly existence.

Finally, it is interesting to note that whereas the narrative treatment 
of the representation of the D¥paµkara story at Yungang, based on the 
Gandhåran model, appears uncertain, as if the artist were trying to come 
to terms with a form not altogether clear to him, the narrative tracing 
the written Chinese version of the story (i.e., the one on the stele of 471) 
seems even more detailed than the other examples.60

Narrative Art at Dunhuang and Yungang

The works at Yungang were executed over an extremely brief period 
of time, between 460 and 494, when official activity at the site stopped 
altogether as a result of the Northern Wei capital being moved from 
Pingcheng to Luoyang, in the central plain.61 The reliefs that concern 

59  The theme is present in the Vinaya of the Dharmaguptaka, in which are listed the 
seven jewels destined to a universal monarch at birth. These are mentioned in the 
episode of the fortune-tellers who foretell the prince’s fate by interpreting his thirty-
two characteristic signs and reveal him to be the cakravartin bearing the seven jewels: 
the wheel (cakra), the elephant (hastin), the horse (aßva), the jewel (maˆi), the bride (ßr¥), 
the minister (g®hapati) and the groom (pariˆåyaka). A Gandhåran relief excavated by 
the Tokyo National Museum’s Archaeological Mission to Pakistan at the Zar Dehri 
(Manshera, North-West Frontier Province) site has recently been published depicting 
the seven jewels together with the image of the cakravartin, shown leading a cart pulled 
by four horses. This relief is the first example of a representation of this subject known 
to the author. For an illustration of the relief, see the catalogue of the exhibition The Art 
of Gandhara. Pakistan, 2002, p. 65, fig. F and p. 89. The illustration of the seven jewels 
in India is otherwise known from the Jaggayyapeta relief and another from Amaråvat¥ 
depicting the Mandhåtå Jåtaka. According to Susan Huntington’s interpretation, the 
Jaggayyapeta relief might refer to the same jåtaka. For the two reliefs see S. Huntington, 
The Art of Ancient India, 1985, pp. 85-86, fig. 536 and V. Dehejia, Discourse in Early 
Buddhist Art: Visual Narratives of India, 1997, p. 156, fig. 133, respectively.

60  Other examples of the D¥paµkara story are: the representation on the stele of 461 
already mentioned (whose fragmentary scenes are poor cousins to the stele of 471) and 
a relief on stele no. 10 at Maijishan, dating from around 530, which appears to be close 
to the Yungang relief, although it contains fewer narrative elements. For the image at 
Maijishan, see ZMQ, Diaosubian, vol. 8, 1985-1989, fig. 51.

61  For Yungang chronology, I follow here J.O. Caswell, Written and Unwritten: a New 
History of the Buddhist Caves at Yungang, 1988, pp. 78-97.
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us are datable to the period between 483 and 494, being, therefore, 
contemporary with the works in Dunhuang. They depict episodes from 
the life of the Buddha and jåtakas. One of the best preserved specimens 
is the long narrative of the life of the Buddha in cave VI.62 This begins 
with scenes on the sides of the niches carved on the central pillar and 
continues with the reliefs in a series of panels which unfold along the 
walls of the cave. The episodes are arranged in such a way as to be seen 
in chronological order in a clockwise direction. A similar division into 
panels, which recurs in other caves where the reliefs are almost completely 
ruined, can also be seen on the walls of the antechambers to caves IX and 
X, where jåtaka episodes are found.63 

What seems rather surprising is the absence of narrative representations 
in cave-temples dating from after Yungang. In other words, there are no 
examples of this kind at Longmen 龍門 (Henan), except for just a couple 
of very poor specimens, nor at Gongxian 鞏縣 (Henan), or Xiangtangshan 
響堂山 (Hebei), while at Dunhuang narrative art continued throughout 
the medieval period and beyond. 

Instead, in the 6th century there are a number of reliefs on mostly 
rectangular votive steles from the central regions of China—Henan and 
southern Shanxi—illustrating in a highly condensed manner isolated 
episodes in the life of the Buddha, in some cases more than one episode, 
very often in relation to events associated with the Birth. Jåtaka scenes, on 
the other hand, are rare [Figs. 14 and 15].64

One interpretation that has been put forward to explain such a varied 
and complex situation has taken all the narrative works, from Dunhuang up 
to the rectangular steles, and divided them into three stages, which are in 

62  YK, vol. III-Text, pp. 101-62. For a view of the distribution of the scenes, ibid., vol. 
III-Text, fig. 17.

63  For antechambers IX and X, see ibid., vol. VI-Text, pp. 126-28 (cave IX) and vol. VII-
Text, pp. 103-6 (cave X). 

64  A first example is illustrated by the episode of the Bath, depicted in the space where 
the heading is placed, on the stele of 529 [Fig. 14] in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts 
(see, O. Sirén, Chinese Sculpture from the Fifth to the Fourteenth Century, vol. I, 1998, pl. 
109); another is visible in the representation of the events associated with Birth on the 
stele of 537 [Fig. 15] in the Nelson-Atkins Museum in Kansas City (see L. Sickman, 
“A Sixth-Century Buddhist Stele”, 1973, pp. 220-25).
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principle supposed to succeed one another chronologically.65 These stages 
correspond to the flowering, waning and decadence of narrative art in 
China and are to be distinguished by the different types of narrative form 
used (described as formats) and their position within the caves. According to 
this reading, narrative representations have different characteristics in each 
stage. In the first phase “The scenes are contained in individual rectangular 
panels set off from one another by formal architectural dividers. For the 
most part the panels are laid out in horizontal courses on the side walls of 
the cave. The story is told in a continuous linear manner […]”; in the second 
“[…] there is a reduction in the number of scenes portrayed, a decline in the 
amount of detail included in the individual scenes, and secondary placement 
of the scenes in the decorative décor of the ritual space. There are three 
subtypes of this phase—the epitomized cycle, the abbreviated grouping, and 
the iconic format. […] The iconic format of the second stage employs small 
narrative figures to flank the large central icon of the Buddha”. Finally, in 
the third “[…] isolated scenes in small-scale act as a decorative element in 
places of secondary or tertiary import in the cave. These do not represent 
an epitomized biography but are randomly chosen. […]”.66

Applying this framework to the narrative material at Dunhuang and 
Yungang, the painting in cave 257 at Dunhuang, illustrating the story of 
Íråmanera-avadåna,67 and the episodes of the life of the Buddha sculpted 
in cave VI at Yungang, which both unfold horizontally in a sequence of 
scenes, would fit into stage one [Fig. 16]. Meanwhile, individual scenes 
like Måra’s Assault or the First Sermon, typified by an icon combined 
with narrative elements, can be taken as typical of the second stage [Fig. 
17]. Lastly, the isolated scenes with a reduced number of details and placed 
in less important positions, corresponding to stage three, can be seen in 
a drawing reproducing a parinirvåˆa and an episode from the D¥paµkara 
story, both represented in cave XXXVIII at Yungang68 [Fig. 18]. 

65  P.E. Karetzky, Early Buddhist Narrative Art, 2000.
66  P.E. Karetzky, Early Buddhist Narrative Art, 2000, pp. 178-80.
67  For the images, see ZDM, vol. 1, 1982, fig. 43. 
68  For a discussion of the iconographic programme of this cave, see YK, vol. XV-Text, 

pp. 150-51 and pp. 177-79; E.Y. Wang, “Grotto-Shrine as Chronotope and Working 
of Analogous Iconography: The Sixth-Century Sculptural Program in Cave 38 at 
Yungang in Perspective”, 2000, pp. 279-309.
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The problem that arises from this reading is that all this material is not 
easy to fit comfortably into three phases and very often, at both Yungang 
and Dunhuang, what are regarded as formats corresponding to different 
stages are to be found in caves of the same period. This is the case of the 
two paintings from Dunhuang (Ruru-jåtaka in cave 257 and Måra’s Assault 
in cave 254), which are examples of the first and second format respectively 
and come from caves from the same period, namely the Mid-Northern Wei 
Period (465-500).69 There are also examples of representations displaying 
features from stage one—format, narrative complexity and position—which 
come from caves dating from stage three. Sucha a case can be recognized at 
Dunhuang in two Northern Zhou 北周 (557-581) caves: cave 428 contains 
two long narratives from the Mahåsattva-jåtaka and the Vißvantara-jåtaka, 
and the equally fully illustrated life of the Buddha is in cave 290.70 The same 
problem also occurs at Yungang, where two formats share the same cave, 
which should thus by rights belong to two different stages. This situation is 
repeated in cave VI and again in the antechamber of cave X, where there is 
a frieze with narrative images and the second type of iconic format.71

Cave XXXVIII, taken as representative of the period of decadence, 
reflects a situation very different from the other examples of the narrative 
form at Yungang. This is what one might call a private chapel dating from 
around 520 and therefore after the official decoration of the two most 
important phases of activity at Yungang caves had been completed in 
around 494.72 The difference regards the fact that a long inscription, the 
longest to be found at Yungang, has been set over the entrance to the cave. 
This is definitely an exception rather than the rule, since only a couple 
of the fourteen dated inscriptions at Yungang are from the 5th century 
and all the others belong to the small caves from the early decades of the 
6th century. The content of the inscription—in which the donor’s family 
celebrates its genealogy and expresses the hope of acquiring merit for 

69  For the dating and the images, see ZDM, vol. 1, 1982, p. 197, figs. 33 (cave 254) and 44 
(cave 257). 

70  For the Vißvantara-jåtaka (cave 428) see ZDM, vol. 1, 1982, fig. 166, for the life of the 
Buddha (cave 290) ZDM, vol. 1, figs. 176-177.

71  For the images in cave X, see YK, vol. VII-Plates, pls. 10-15. 
72  E.Y. Wang, “Grotto-Shrine as Chronotope and Working of Analogous Iconography: 

The Sixth-Century Sculptural Program in Cave 38 at Yungang in Perspective”, 2000, 
p. 286, note 8.
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the benefit of a deceased son—matches what is found on the 6th-century 
rectangular steles, which combine the funerary and commemorative 
function inherited from the pre-Buddhist Han tradition and the votive 
and merit-seeking purposes of the Buddhist works.73 The presence of the 
inscription in the cave and the handling of the decoration of the walls are 
instructive. The characteristics of the rectangular steles, fashionable at that 
time, are mirrored in the rectangular panel in the middle of each wall and 
its geometric arrangement, in the style of the Buddha images, and in the 
lateral positioning of the isolated narrative scenes. Finally, a further clue 
comes from the representation of the donors, who are depicted wearing 
Chinese dress, unlike throughout the Yungang caves.74 

All these features of the chapel, which bring it closer to the art of 
Longmen than to that of Yungang, also serve to indicate that cave 
XXXVIII is already representative of the change in artistic sensibility 
that we can detect in the 6th century under the Northern Wei. To see 
in the poor narrative specimens of this cave a symptom of decline is like 
trying to compare the elaborate narrative of the life of the Buddha in cave 
VI at Yungang with one of the typical condensed iconographies found on 
a 6th-century rectangular stele without taking into account the changing 
circumstances of Northern Wei history, i.e., the shifting cultural milieu 
(focusing on Central Asia in the 5th century and turning towards China 
in the 6th) which so clearly influenced its art.

In conclusion, the different formats cannot be considered symptomatic 
of different stages of development, both in the light of the inconsistencies 
which this division throws up, and because of the fact that what we 
witness in the 5th century is the introduction of narrative techniques in 
art, which would have required an ongoing link with its source in order 
to develop. Instead, changing historical and cultural conditions severed 
this connection, leading the art of the Northern Wei to look in a different 
direction. It is hard to see how the narrative genre could run the full 
gamut from flowering to waning and decline in such a short period.

73  On this adoption and transformation of the pre-Buddhist Han stele into the Buddhist 
stele, see D. Wong, Chinese Steles, 2004.

74  For the content of the inscription, see E.Y. Wang, “Grotto-Shrine as Chronotope and 
Working of Analogous Iconography: The Sixth-Century Sculptural Program in Cave 
38 at Yungang in Perspective”, 2000, pp. 282-83. 
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Beyond the great variety of subject matter, narrative modes, positioning 
and formal means of expression, certain elements are common to the 
narrative representations at Dunhuang and Yungang and the 5th-
century mandorla-shaped steles. Firstly, all these cases tend to concern 
representations of complete stories (mostly jåtakas and avadånas), often 
unfolding as sequential narratives (this applies for example to the Íyåma-
jåtaka in cave IX75 and to the episodes from the life of the Buddha in cave 
VI at Yungang), continuous narratives (a Dunhuang example being the 
Íråmanera-avadåna) or developing boustrophedonically—i.e., changing 
direction with each new register—as in the narratives on the steles of 455, 
471 and the paintings in cave 428 at Dunhuang. Such an arrangement, 
which seems to lie between the continuous and sequential narrative modes, 
makes its first appearance on the 5th-century steles (455 and 471) and is 
very common in the 6th-century caves at Dunhuang (caves 428 and 290).

Secondly, in 5th-century representations the clothes worn by the actors 
in the narratives and by the donors depicted are not in general Chinese. 
Nomadic costumes are prominent, for example, on the stele of 455 in the 
Íyåma-jåtaka episode and on the stele of 471. Måyådev¥ wears a nomadic 
costume even in the scene of Siddhårtha’s Birth (steles of 455 and 457). The 
protagonists are once again wearing nomadic dress in the long narrative 
taken from the D¥paµkara story represented on the stele of 471—except for 
the women, who are dressed in Chinese costumes. The figures appearing 
in the Íyåma-jåtaka depicted in cave IX at Yungang also wear nomadic 
dress, while in cave VI men and women are shown wearing different 
types of attire, none of which is Chinese. The mid 6th-century caves at 
Dunhuang combine nomadic clothing with Chinese, the latter seemingly 
associated exclusively with court scenes.76 Finally, a large proportion of 

75  The story of Íyåma is illustrated in panels arranged in chronological order along 
two walls of the antechamber of cave IX in a similar fashion to that found in cave VI. 
The series of six scenes, which in origin probably included at least one other, each 
corresponding to one panel, tells the story of Íyåma and of his devotion to his blind 
parents, with whom he lived in the forest. For a complete reading of the scenes in the 
antechamber to cave IX at Yungang, the Chinese sources of the story and the images, 
see: YK, vol. VI-Text, pp. 126-28 and vol. VI-Plates, pls. 19-26A.

76  For example nomadic garb and Chinese outfits are both employed in the jåtakas in 
cave 428 at Dunhuang, apparently to suit the context: Chinese in the court scenes and 
nomadic in all the others. See ZDM, vol. 1, 1982, figs. 166-169. 
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donors at Dunhuang are represented in nomadic dress in 5th- and 6th-
century caves, while at Yungang only donors wearing nomadic clothing 
can be found throughout the 5th-century works, and the same applies to 
the 5th-century mandorla-shaped steles.

On the other hand, in the 6th-century narrative representations—in 
the few examples at Longmen and on the rectangular steles [Fig. 15]—the 
protagonists always appear clothed in the Chinese style and gathered in 
groups, in accordance with the characteristic figurative mode derived from 
the Han tradition.77 This is evident for example in the scenes of the Birth of 
the Buddha, in which Måyådev¥ and the female figures beside her all wear 
Chinese dress (as do the other figures depicted). Moreover, the iconography 
of the Birth and Siddhårtha’s Bath represented on the rectangular steles 
of the 6th century assume a specifically Chinese connotation. This 
Sinicisation is identifiable in the Birth occurring through the sleeve rather 
than from Måyådev¥’s side and in the depiction of the Bath episode, with 
the någaråjas pouring water over Siddhårtha’s head turned into a many-
headed dragon rising up beside the child [Fig. 15].

Other non-Buddhist Evidence

A further piece of evidence seems to highlight the interest of early 
Northern Wei art in the narrative mode and its exploitation outside the 
Buddhist context: the scenes painted on a coffin found in a Xianbei tomb 
in Guyuan 固原 (Ningxia), north-west China [Fig. 19]. 78 They date from 
between 470 and 490 (and are thus contemporary with the representations 

77  For the two examples from Longmen dating from the beginning of the 6th century, 
see ZMQ, Diaosubian, vol. 11, 1988, figs. 21 and 26. For another example, from a stele 
of 546, see also N. Celli, “Notes on Buddhist Iconography: Two Episodes in the Life 
of the Buddha in Medieval Chinese Sculpture”, 2000, fig. 2.

78 On the story of the discovery and analysis of the iconography and of the decorative 
motifs present on the coffin, see: P.E. Karetzky and A.C. Soper, “A Northern Wei 
Painted Coffin”, 1991, pp. 5-18; Luo Feng, “Lacquer Painting on a Northern Wei 
Coffin”, 1990, pp. 18-29; A. Juliano and J. Lerner (eds.), Monks and Merchants: Silk Roads 
Treasures from Northwest China, Gansu and Ningxia, 4th-7th Century, 2001, pp. 77-81. The 
ethnic identity of the tomb’s occupants is a matter of debate. What is incontrovertible 
is the distinctly Xianbei context, hybrid though it is, in which the husband and wife 
were buried.
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at Yungang and the narratives at Dunhuang) and illustrate stories of filial 
piety, the longest of which concerning the legendary emperor Shun 舜. 
The narrative unfolds over eight scenes and tells of Shun’s father and 
stepmother’s repeated attempts to kill him, the turning of the tables and 
his father and stepmother’s reduction to poverty, their need to barter 
the little they have for a bowl of rice, and Shun’s generous forgiveness 
and happy family reunification. Although each individual scene is highly 
simplified, the story is actually easy to understand thanks to the clear 
gestures, the attributes of the leading figures and the precise setting, 
with the clearly defined relationship of each image with the previous and 
following scenes characteristic of a sequential narrative structure. 

The choice of filial piety as a suitable subject for the decoration of a 
tomb fits perfectly within the traditional funerary art of the Han period 
up to medieval times, but the novelty in this case is the reworking of the 
whole story of Shun into a narrative, with episodes shown in sequence and 
with the protagonists decked out in nomadic costumes.

In contrast, Chinese funerary art in the Han Dynasty (examples being 
the illustrations on the Wu Liang 武梁 shrine in Shandong) 79 depicts stories 
of filial piety as monoscenes that have been defined as “emblematic”,80 as 
they immortalize only the protagonist of the story, or else portray him at 
a particular moment, supplementing the image with explanatory captions 
describing the content of the scene and thus making it easily intelligible.

The use of condensed, even conventional, images to illustrate stories of 
filial piety continued to be characteristic of Chinese works in the medieval 
period, as can be seen by two other examples of funerary art, a painting 
on a screen and a scene carved on a sarcophagus telling the story of Shun 
in exactly the same way. The first comes from the famous Sima Jinlong 司
馬金龍 painted screen,81 belonging to the funerary items of a tomb dating 
from 484, and the second is a stone engraving on the sarcophagus now in 
the Nelson-Atkins Museum in Kansas City [Figs. 20 and 21].82 In both 

79  Wu Hung, The Wu Liang Shrine, 1989.
80  J. Murray, “The Evolution of Buddhist Narrative Illustration in China after 850”, 

1994, p. 127.
81  J. Watt (ed.), China. Dawn of a Golden Age, 200-750 AD, 2004, pp. 158-61.
82  R. Ward and P.J. Fidler, The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art. A Handbook of the Collection, 

1993, p. 312, no. 33-1543/2.
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cases the style recalls the Chinese figurative tradition and the images 
are couched in a clearly Chinese context. Rather than telling the whole 
story of Shun in a series of identifiably separate episodes, albeit in highly 
condensed form, the examples based on the Chinese tradition prefer to 
take a different approach. The story is summarized in a scene divided 
into two parts: one showing Shun escaping from the well and the other 
displaying him with his social status restored, denoted by the aristocratic 
outfits worn by Shun and his two wives. The identical iconography of the 
two specimens suggests that there existed a well-established iconographic 
model for the story of Shun, which differed from the narrative form with 
separate scenes as in the Guyuan example.

Conclusions

The outline that appears to emerge from these observations suggests 
that the imported narrative mode found fertile soil in the areas around 
the periphery of the Chinese world, controlled by peoples who were 
certainly sinicised but not of Chinese origin. These areas were inevitably 
more exposed geographically to contact with Central Asia and India, but, 
more importantly, once they had embraced Buddhism they themselves 
came to share the cultural models and associated art forms of the longer-
established Buddhist states further west. This is the Northern Wei milieu 
which in the 5th century saw the flourishing of an art which cannot yet 
be described as “Chinese”, but which was definitely to become so in the 
course of the 6th century. 

A gulf separates the Buddhist works of the 5th century from those of 
the 6th and these changes can be briefly summarized as follows:

- rather than marking the start of Chinese Buddhist narrative art, the 5th-
century illustrations at Dunhuang and Yungang represent an original and 
innovative experiment which bloomed at the edges of the Chinese world, 
where they were nearer to their artistic source (and therefore persisted a little 
longer at least at Dunhuang), but did not spread beyond these boundaries to 
give birth to a specifically Chinese Buddhist narrative art form;

- 6th century narrative art no longer followed in the footsteps of the 
art of the 5th century, but disappeared from cave-temples altogether; in 
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particular, representations arranged in chronological order, continuously 
or sequentially, which were introduced in the medieval period and briefly 
employed at Yungang, Dunhuang and on 5th-century mandorla-shaped 
steles, were largely discontinued thereafter;

- mandorla-shaped steles with illustrations on the reverse were replaced by 
the revival of the local rectangular stele, a funerary and commemorative 
stele from the Han period which was converted into a votive Buddhist 
stele informed by a different iconological code; 

- the life of Siddhårtha, fragmented into single events depicted on the 
rectangular steles, lost its value as an exemplary biography and acquired a 
different significance;

- donors no longer wore nomadic clothes but were instead dressed in the 
Chinese style.

The memory of the narrative experiments of the 5th century lingers 
on the rectangular steles of the 6th in the form of isolated biographical 
fragments or rare episodes from the jåtakas illustrated over several scenes. 
But a vivid legacy survives longer at Dunhuang in the jåtaka illustrations 
and in the partial representation of the life of the Buddha (in cave 290 of 
the same period). With the epicentre of power and culture shifting from 
the border to central China as a result of the move of the Northern Wei 
capital to Luoyang, new cultural inputs required new artistic forms and 
adaptations. So, rather than being the symptoms of decadence, it seems to 
me that the 6th-century illustrations visible on the new rectangular steles 
herald the advent of a new order of values. They manifest the Chinese 
discomfort with a genre (narrative art), a subject (the life of the Buddha) 
and a mode of expression (sequential or continuous narration) felt as 
increasingly remote. The seeds of the Indian narrative tradition scattered 
in Northern China under foreign dynasties thus failed to find suitable 
conditions for development in the medieval period.
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Fig.	1	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele,	China,	
sandstone,	455,	Fujii	Yurinkan	

Museum,	Kyoto.
After	Ji	Chongjian	1997,	fig.	34.

Fig.	3	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele,	
China,	sandstone,	457,	
private	collection,	Japan.

After	O.	Sirén	1998	(1925),	vol.	I,	pl.	116.

Fig.	4	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele	(reverse),	
China,	sandstone,	457,	
private	collection,	Japan.

After	O.	Sirén	1998	(1925),	vol.	I,	pl.	117.

Fig.	2	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele	(reverse),	
China,	sandstone,	455,	Fujii	Yurinkan	

Museum,	Kyoto.
After	Donohashi	Akio	1988,	fig.	86.



Figs.	5	-	7	 Nicoletta Celli

Fig.	5	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele,	China,	
sandstone,	461,	from	Wangjiaxiang,	Xi’an,	
Xi’an	beilin	bowuguan,	Xi’an.	
After	A.	Juliano	2007,	p.	34.

Fig.	6	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele	(rubbing	
of	the	reverse),	China,	sandstone,	461,	
from	Wangjiaxiang,	Xi’an,	Xi’an	beilin	
bowuguan,	Xi’an.	
After	A.	Juliano	2007,	p.	35.

Fig.	7	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele,	China,	
limestone,	471,	Xi’an	beilin	bowuguan,	Xi’an.
After	Cheng	Jianzheng	2000,	p.	100.
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Fig.	8	-	Mandorla-shaped	stele	(reverse),	China,	limestone,	471,	Xi’an	
beilin	bowuguan,	Xi’an.

After	ZMQ,	Huihuabian,	vol.	9,	1985-1989,	fig.	2.



Figs.	9	-	10	 Nicoletta Celli

Fig.	9	-	Seated	Buddhas	in	dhyånamudrå,	Binglingsi	(Gansu),	cave	169	group	
23,	painted	clay,	420,	in situ.	

After	Dong	Yuxiang	1994,	fig.	11.

Fig.	10	-	Seated	Buddha	in	dhyånamudrå	with	bodhisattva	and	heavenly	king,	
Binglingsi	(Gansu),	cave	169	group	3,	painted	clay,	420,	in situ.	

After	Dong	Yuxiang	1994,	fig.	50.
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Fig.	11	-	Seated	Buddha	in	dhyånamudrå,	
Yungang	(Shanxi),	cave	XX,	460,	in situ.	
After	Ji	Chongjian	1997,	fig.	33.

Fig.	12	-	D¥paµkara Story,	Gandhåra,	
schist,	British	Museum,	London.	
After	W.	Zwalf	1996,	pl.	127.

Fig.	13	-	D¥paµkara Story,	Yungang	
(Shanxi),	antechamber	to	cave	X,	
sandstone,	in situ. 
Photograph	by	the	author.



Figs.	14	-	16	 Nicoletta Celli

Fig.	14	-	Votive	stele,	China,	limestone,	529,	
Museum	of	Fine	Arts,	Boston.	
After	O.	Sirén	1998	(1925),	vol.	I,	pl.	109.	

Fig.	15	-	Votive	stele	(detail),	China,	
limestone,	537,	Nelson-Atkins	

Museum,	Kansas	City.	
After	L.	Sickman	1973,	fig.	8.	15.

Fig.	16	-	Reliefs	of	the	life	of	the	Buddha	(detail),	Yungang	(Shanxi),	cave	VI,	
480-490,	in situ.	

After	Li	Zhiguo	1995,	fig.	41.



Foreign Art And Foreign rulers	 Figs.	17	-	18

Fig.	17	-	First	Sermon,	
Yungang	(Shanxi),	cave	VI,	
480-490,	in situ.	
After	Li	Zhiguo	1995,	
fig.	38.

Fig.	18	-	D¥paµkara Story,	
Yungang	(Shanxi),	cave	
XXXVIII,	east	wall,	520ca.,	
in situ.
After	Li	Zhiguo	1995,	
fig.	139.



Figs.	19	-	21	 Nicoletta Celli

Fig.	19	-	The	story	of	Shun,	painting	on	a	lacquered	coffin,	Guyuan(Ningxia),	
470-490,	Guyuan	County	Museum.

After	A.	Juliano	and	J.	A.	Lerner	2001,	cat.	no.	16d.

Fig.	20	-	Shun	escaping	
from	the	well,	painting	on	
a	lacquered	screen	(detail),	
Datong	(Shanxi),	484,	Shanxi	
Provincial	Museum,	Taiyuan.
After	J.	Watt	2004,	pl.	69.

Fig.	21	-	Shun	escaping	from	
the	well,	rubbing	from	a	stone	
sarcophagus	(detail),	525	
ca.,	Nelson	Atkins	Museum,	
Kansas	City.
After	A.	Juliano	1975,	
fig.	48,	IIc.
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