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Preface

“The Social Life History of Chinese Buddhist Monks” is a major project funded by the Chinese

National Social Science Foundation from the year 2017. It is an extensive interdisciplinary initiative

planned over a five-year period (2017–2022), encompassing fields such as religious studies, philosophy,

sociology, and history. The project adopts the “the social life of monks” as its observational perspective

and follows the thread of interplay and influence between Buddhism and Chinese culture. It integrates

viewpoints from the historical discourse on the “Tang-Song Transition” 唐宋變革論, proposing a

new periodization of the history of Chinese Buddhism. Based on this redefined periodization, and

employing an interdisciplinary methodology situated within the context of the history of global

civilization that integrates religious studies, sociology, and history, this research concentrates on the

social life history of Buddhist monks. Guided by inquiries into how the Sinicization of Buddhism

occurred and how Chinese Buddhism spread, this research project seeks answers in Buddhist classical

texts, epigraphic artifacts, Dunhuang manuscripts, and local gazetteers. It examines the spiritual,

institutional, political, cultural, and material facets of the lives of Chinese Buddhist monks, as well as

the economics and spatial organization of monasteries in relation to social life.

From the perspective of research methodology, this project is framed against the backdrop of the

history of Buddhist thought and culture, employing methodologies from the sociology of religion, the

history of ideas, and the history of social life. It selects its research themes based on the approaches

of ideas and social history, articulating them through the lens of religious sociology. The research

trajectory will exhibit three prominent characteristics:

a. Shift in Research Subject: from eminent monks to the monastic masses, transitioning from an

emphasis on the actions and thoughts of exemplary individuals to a focus on the religious community

bound by shared values and institutional norms.

b. Shift to Internal Perspective: from the external perspective to the internal perspective.

Traditionally, scholars understood and analyzed Buddhism from external perspectives such as imperial

politics and social psychology. This project will attempt to address the entirety of Buddhism through

the observation of monastic masses, who are the subjects of religious practices.

c. Shift to Ordinary Life: from ideas and thoughts to bodily practices. The project emphasizes

specific practices that demonstrate the social life of monastic masses rather than the use of historical

narratives of Buddhist schools to present ideas and thoughts.

This project aims to break the boundaries between elite and popular Buddhism, as well as those

between doctrinal and devotional Buddhism, advocating for a holistic understanding of the religion. It

also reveals the essence and characteristics of the secularization of Buddhism. Furthermore, within the

framework of the history of global civilization, this research examines the Sinicization of Buddhism.

The project’s team members, many of whom are affiliated with the From the Ground Up (FROGBEAR)

Project (including its director, Jinhua Chen陳金華), have investigated how Buddhism, following the

principle of “confirming both Buddhist doctrine and realistic situation”, spread in the land of Chinese

culture, and how Chinese Buddhism developed its own characteristics through these interactions.

With regard to disciplinary construction and development, this project intends to integrate the

research methods of religious studies, philosophy, history, literature, and sociology to construct a

history of Buddhist social life that provides the significance of methodology. The findings will be

presented in multiple volumes, arranged in accordance with the historical stages of Chinese Buddhism.

We hope the project will continue to produce a series on “The Social Life History of Chinese Buddhist

Monks” in the future and make a significant contribution to the history of global civilization.
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Reprinted from the Special Issue of Religions bearing the same title, which comprises twelve

articles published in 2022–2023, this volume represents the latest research findings in the “Social Life

History of Chinese Buddhist Monks”, primarily those on Buddhist institutional life, political life,

cultural life, faith, medicine, and astronomy and calendrical science.

Five articles are situated within the realm of monastic regulations, Buddhism, and political

interactions. These scholarly works investigate the complex dynamics between Buddhist institutions

and political authorities in historical China, particularly during the Sui, Tang, and Qing dynasties.

In his paper, Kai Sheng 聖凱 of Tsinghua University 清華大學 explores “Commentarial

Interpretations of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in the Controversy over Requiring Buddhist Monastics to

Pay Homage to the Emperor during the Sui and Tang Dynasties”, the debate surrounding Buddhist

monastics paying homage to the emperor. Analyzing Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa commentaries by scholars

such as Kuiji窺基 (632-682), Sheng examines the Sangha–state relationship. His research emphasizes

the Sangha’s use of skillful means, monastic customs, spiritual awakening, and moral principles

to navigate political pressures. It reveals the era’s intellectual and societal context, focusing on the

interplay between the Sangha’s quest for religious autonomy and the rising central imperial authority.

The paper by Jiajia Zheng鄭佳佳 (Zhejiang University of Finance and Economics浙江財經大

學), entitled “Research on the Interdependence and Interaction between Sacred Space and Religious

Personality—Centered on the Political and Religious Image of Wanhui萬迴 (632–712)”, analyzes the

relationship between sacred spaces and religious figures in the Tang Dynasty, using the “miraculous

monk” Wanhui as a case study. The paper highlights the mutual reinforcement of Wanhui’s religious

authority and the palace chapel’s political power, and discusses the portrayal of Wanhui in monastic

texts, suggesting that these narratives were shaped by political or religious agendas. This research

provides new insights into the complex state—Buddhist relations of the Tang era.

Jing Guo 郭敬 (Tsinghua University 清華大學) examines the Jiansi system in her paper “The

Creation of Jiansi: Study on the Buddhist Monastic Supervision System during the Sui and Tang

Dynasties”, highlighting how this lay-involved supervision system extended state control over

Buddhist monasteries during the Sui and Tang Dynasties, contrasting with the internal “Three Principal

Monks” governance. Guo’s research reveals Jiansi’s regulation of monastic life and its adaptability

amid political shifts such as the Tibetan occupation. New roles such as the Monastic Minister and

Samgha Regulator emerged, especially in Dunhuang; this demonstrated the fluid interplay between

religion and state. The study contributes to an understanding of Chinese religious policy, Buddhism’s

Sinicization, and the historical church–state dynamics in these eras.

In “Struggling to Restore a Lost Identity: Hanshan Deqing憨山德清 (1546–1623)’s Reforms at

Nanhua Temple, 1600-1610”, Dewei Zhang張德偉 of Ji’nan University暨南大學 recounts the reform

efforts of Hanshan Deqing at the ancestral temple of Chan Buddhism. Zhang highlights the complex

interplay of local, regional, national, and international dynamics that influenced the reform’s outcomes,

reflecting on the unique challenges faced by Buddhism in the Lingnan region during the late Ming

period. This analysis outlines the critical interdependencies that shaped the tragic yet transformative

efforts of Deqing at Nanhua Temple, and provides an important perspective for understanding the

Buddhist reforms undertaken in the late Ming Dynasty.

Xuesong Zhang張雪松 of Renmin University of China中國人民大學 authored “The Number and

Regional Distribution of Chinese Monks after the Mid-Qing Dynasty”, which offers a quantitative

analysis of the ordination certificates issued and the trends observed in the demographic characteristics

of monks in China since the mid-Qing Dynasty. This paper reveals that despite historical upheavals,

the number of monks remained relatively stable; however, significant regional shifts occurred, with

Northern China experiencing a decline and other regions seeing an increase. This study contributes to
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an understanding of the geographical layout and resilience of Chinese Buddhism.

These five articles collectively illustrate the nuanced and evolving relationship between Buddhist

monasticism, sacred space, religious personality, and political power in imperial China. From doctrinal

debates and the shaping of religious figures to monastic supervision and reformist endeavors, these

scholarly works demonstrate the rich tapestry of religious life and its intersection with imperial

authority, offering valuable perspectives on the historical and cultural landscape of China.

The following research findings address “The Cultural and Belief Life of Chinese Buddhist

Monks”.

In his contribution, “A Study on the Literacy Rate of Buddhist Monks in Dunhuang during the

Late Tang, Five Dynasties, and Early Song Period”, Shaowei Wu武紹衛 (Shandong University山東大

學) analyzes various documents from Dunhuang, including monk signature lists and scriptures copied

by monks; this is in order to determine the literacy rates within the sangha during the Guiyi Army

歸義軍 period (851–1036) in comparison to the Tibetan occupation (786–851). Interestingly, despite a

decrease in overall literacy, the integration of literate monks into secular society increased, enhancing

their societal roles. This trend reflects the broader secularization of Buddhism and the evolving role of

monks who primarily stayed within monastic confines.

Xing Wang王興 of Fudan University復旦大學 explores the religious shifts that occurred during

the early Qing era in his paper entitled “Hongzan’s Maitreya Belief in the Context of Late Imperial

Chinese Monastic Revival and Chan Decline”, with a particular focus on the monk Zaisan Hongzan

 (1611–1686). Wang’s study reveals that Hongzan did not just eschew the merging of Chan

with the Pure Land of Bliss practices, but also launched a profound critique of the Chan tradition that

had been prominent since the Song dynasty. This study portrays Hongzan’s efforts as part of a broader

monastic revival that sought to restore doctrinal rigor and discipline in response to what he perceived

as a crisis within Chinese Buddhism.

In the article “From ‘Sangha Forest’ to ‘Buddhist Academy’: The Influence of Western Knowledge

Paradigm on the Chinese Sangha Education in Modern Times”, Yifeng Liu劉懿鳳 (Beijing Foreign

Studies University 北京外國語大學) critically examines the transformation of Chinese Buddhist

education by tracing the evolution from traditional conglin叢林 (Sangha Forest) education to that

of modern Buddhist Academies. This shift indicates a substantial change from a faith-based system

to one that emphasized knowledge, aligning Buddhist education more closely with contemporary

educational paradigms influenced by Western thought.

Overall, these three articles collectively illustrate the dynamic and evolving nature of Chinese

Buddhist monastic life, education, and practice. They reveal how external influences such as political

changes, religious rivalries, and cultural shifts have profoundly affected the literacy, doctrinal

focus, and educational systems of Chinese Buddhism. These studies underscore the resilience and

adaptability of Buddhist monastic communities as they navigate and respond to the challenges posed

by different historical contexts.

In the field of Buddhist medicine, there are two articles that discuss distinct aspects of how

Buddhist practices influenced medical knowledge and treatments in historical China.

The first, “Techniques of the Supramundane: Physician-Monks’ Medical Skills during the Early

Medieval China (220-589)” by Dawei Wang王大偉 of Sichuan University四川大學, provides a detailed

exploration of the medical expertise possessed by Buddhist monks in Early Medieval China. This paper

emphasizes the unique hybrid of medical knowledge these monks developed due to their monastic

connections and access to diverse cultural knowledge. Despite some existing historical records, Wang

argues that more research is needed in order to better understand the extent and specifics of their

medical practices.
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The second article, “Seeing the Light Again: A Study of Buddhist Ophthalmology in the

Tang Dynasty” by Wei Li 李巍 (Henan University 河南大學), delves into the specialized field of

ophthalmology within Buddhist medical practice during the Tang Dynasty. The study covers, in detail,

the medical techniques utilized, including the revered golden scalpel technique, and the influence

of texts on eye care attributed to Nāgarjuna Bodhisattva. Li also explores the integration of Esoteric

Buddhist elements such as man. d. alas and dhāran. ı̄s in treating eye conditions, illustrating a holistic

approach to medical treatment that was deeply intertwined with religious practices.

Overall, these studies enhance our understanding of Buddhist medicine by illustrating how

Buddhist monks combined spiritual beliefs with medical practice, not only to treat physical ailments

but also to enhance spiritual well-being. The integration of diverse medical knowledge with the

spiritual dimensions of healing in these contexts highlights a complex interplay between religion and

medicine in historical China.

Finally, two papers concurrently address the subject of astral science and calendrical systems.

The first paper by Meiqiao Zhang張美僑 (Zhejiang University浙江大學), entitled “Whence the

8th Day of the 4th Lunar Month as the Buddha’s Birthday”, addresses the conundrum of two different

dates traditionally recognized as the Buddha’s birthday in Chinese Buddhism. Zhang’s research

suggests that the birthday could signify the date of conception, aligning with the belief in both Indian

and Chinese traditions that life begins at conception. The date corresponding to the eighth day of the

śuklapaks.a of Vaiśākha, which is the day of the vernal equinox in the Indian calendar, matches date A

in the Chinese Xia calendar, thereby offering clarity on this historical ambiguity.

The second article, “The Astronomical Innovations of Monk Yixing” by Jeffrey Kotyk, examines

the contributions of the Chinese monk Yixing to astronomy and calendrical science during the Tang

Dynasty. Kotyk documents Yixing’s astronomical achievements and assesses how his work was

perceived and valued in subsequent centuries, indicating a lasting appreciation for his scientific

endeavors within the context of Chinese history.

These two studies offer valuable perspectives on the intersection of religious observance and

scientific understanding in ancient Chinese society. Meiqiao Zhang’s exploration into the dating of

the Buddha’s birthday provides a critical examination of historical texts to clarify a long-standing

confusion, while Jeffrey Kotyk’s documentation of Yixing’s contributions underlines the unique role

Buddhist monks played in the development of scientific knowledge. Both articles highlight the intrinsic

connection between cultural traditions and empirical inquiry, demonstrating that religious figures were

often at the forefront of scientific thought and innovation. These findings underscore the importance

of interdisciplinarity methods in historical research and the complex ways in which religious and

scientific domains have interacted throughout history.

The contributors to this special issue are predominantly major project members, and their articles

represent the research achievements of this project. Currently, we are organizing a series entitled

“Research Series on the History of Buddhist Ideas and Social History” with the aid of the Commercial

Press, Religious Culture Publishing House, and the Social Sciences Academic Press, which will

comprise eleven volumes. We are confident that with the publication of this Special Issue, as well

as the ultimate outcome of the major project “The Social Life History of Chinese Buddhist Monks”

(17ZDA233), the study of the history of Buddhist ideas and social history as a research methodology

will gain deeper resonance and wider recognition.

Jinhua Chen and Kai Sheng

Editors
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Article

Commentarial Interpretations of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in the
Controversy over Requiring Buddhist Monastics to Pay
Homage to the Emperor during the Sui and Tang Dynasties

Kai Sheng

Department of Philosophy, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100190, China; sgkai@mail.tsinghua.edu.cn

Abstract: Once Buddhism had become established in China, one of the central issues in the relations
between the Sam. gha and the state was the ongoing controversy over requiring Buddhist monastics
to pay homage to the emperor. When this controversy resurfaced at the end of the Sui dynasty and
the beginning of the Tang dynasty, the participants in the debate frequently referred to the Vimalakı̄rti
Nirdeśa to support their arguments. In this paper, I discuss these references to the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa
and how they were interpreted by various participants. I argue that the ideas of “the distinction
between expedient means and monastic conventions” and “the distinction between individual
realization and general ethics” prevalent in the Buddhist circles of the Sui and Tang dynasties
are in line with the concepts of “veneration out of gratitude” and “signless veneration” used for
interpreting the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, indicating that the Sui and Tang Buddhist communities had a
common understanding on this issue. A more extreme position was that of Kuiji, who interprets the
relevant passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in terms of “forgetting decorum out of ignorance” in his
arguments against the institutional feasibility of requiring monastics to pay homage to the emperor.
The arguments put forth in this debate clearly reflect the interaction between Buddhism, absolute
monarchy, and historical events in China, in a fusion of intellectual and social history.

Keywords: monk-lay relations; Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa; Yancong; Jingying Huiyuan; Zhiyi; Kuiji

1. Introduction

One of the central issues in the relations between the Sam. gha and the state in ancient
China was the ongoing controversy over whether or not Buddhist monastics should be
required to pay homage to the emperor. The issue was first raised by the Eastern Jin
(317–420) officials Yu Bing 庾冰 and Huan Xuan 桓玄, and came to a head some three
centuries later, at the end of the Sui dynasty隋 (581–618) and the beginning of the Tang
dynasty唐 (618–907). The debate is a manifestation of the historical tension in Sam. gha–
state relations in China. Although Chinese Buddhism has been primarily based on the
Mahāyāna school since the end of the Northern and Southern dynasties南北 (420–589),
the Buddhist Sam. gha continued to adhere to the monastic precepts of both the Mahāyāna
and Hı̄nayāna, resulting in much tension between the mutually incompatible positions
of monastic superiority and equality between the Sam. gha and laity, a tension which was
exacerbated by the deeply entrenched feudal and patriarchal social system. This type
of debate never occurred in India, where a very different relationship between state and
religion prevailed.1

The political unification which came about during the late Sui to the early Tang
strengthened the notion of imperial authority, leading to a reemergence of the debate as
to whether or not Buddhist monastics should be required to pay homage to the emperor.
By this time, Buddhist thought had already become deeply engrained in the Chinese heart
and mind, and many of the nobility and ministers were now conversant in the Buddhist
scriptures, such that the Buddhist view of the Sam. gha as an entity outside of conventional
society was generally understood, if not widely accepted. In Part 3, Chapter 5 of The

Religions 2022, 13, 987. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13100987 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions1
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History of Buddhism in the Tang Dynasty, Ryōshū Michihata道端良秀 discusses the historical
development of the Buddhist position on paying homage to parents and secular authorities,
and presents the various arguments put forward when this topic was debated in China
(Michihata 1957, pp. 335–57). Arthur F. Wright, Tang Yongtong, Shigeo Kamada鎌田茂
雄, and Stanley Weinstein also discuss this “Buddhist pay homage” debate in the Sui and
Tang dynasties but fail to extend their discussions to the various interpretations made
on Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa happening in the background (Wright 1951; Tang 1982, pp. 10–14;
Kamada 1994, pp. 55–62, 92; Weinstein 1987). There is also the Japanese scholar Senshō
Kimura 木村宣彰,who devotes nearly a hundred pages in his book Studies in Chinese
Buddhist Thought to the translation and commentary of Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, but no connection
between Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa and the debate is mentioned (Kimura 2009, pp. 201–347). The
Chinese scholar He Jianping notices the references to Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in the Sui and
Tang debates and discusses the kinds of appearances of the topic of bowing to laypeople
in Buddhist scriptures. However, his research does not bring the appearance and the
connection to a methodological level to understand the difficulties with monk–lay ethics
and the interaction between scriptural interpretations and social history.

In the debate as to whether or not Buddhist monastics should be required to pay
homage to the emperor, those who were in favor adduced various passages from the
Buddhist scriptures, such as the passage in Chapter 20 of the Fahua jing 法華經 [Lotus
Sūtra] on the bodhisattva Never-disparaging, who paid homage to every Buddhist he
met, lay or monastic; the passage in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa where a group of Buddhist
monks pay obeisance to the layman Vimalakı̄rti; the passage in the Renwang jing 仁王
經 that states that the emperor is a bodhisattva on one of the three levels of worthies
prior to the bodhisattva grounds; and the passage in the Guan wuliangshou jing 觀無量
壽經 [Sūtra on Contemplating the Buddha of Immeasurable Life], which states that filial
piety is a prerequisite for rebirth in the Pure Land (Michihata 1957, pp. 342–43). Among
these, the passage from the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, and how it was interpreted by the Buddhist
community, is of particular interest.

In the “Disciples” chapter of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, we read that one time the monk
Pūrn. a was teaching a group of newly ordained monks when Vimalakı̄rti arrived and
admonished him on the proper way to teach, with the words, “After entering into a state
of deep concentration, examine the minds of these individuals, and then teach them the
Dharma”先當入定觀此人心，然後說法, i.e., the teaching needs to be tailored to suit the
capacity and proclivities of the audience. Moreover, these monks all had the capacity to
understand and practice the Mahāyāna (Greater Vehicle), yet Pūrn. a was teaching them
the doctrines of the Lesser Vehicle, which is why Vimalakı̄rti rebuked him so sternly.
Vimalakı̄rti then enters into samādhi, causing those monks to “recall their past lives”自
識宿命, whereupon they all attain enlightenment and “bow down in homage at the feet
of Vimalakı̄rti” 比丘稽首禮維摩詰足.2 The corresponding passage in the Sanskrit text
reads, “They prostrated themselves towards this distinguished man, touching his feet with
their heads; they then sat down, clasping their hands together in the traditional gesture
of reverence” 他們俯首向這位賢士行觸足禮，然後坐下，雙手合十 (Huang 2011). The
Buddhist monastic code clearly states that monastics are not permitted to pay homage to a
layperson, yet this is exactly what is done in this passage of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa. Thus,
this passage and its commentarial explanations played a particularly important role in the
debate over whether monastics should be required to pay homage to secular authorities.

The debate over whether monastics should be required to pay homage to the emperor
and the interpretation of Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa are two fields of study of Buddhist social history
and scriptural hermeneutics, which no attention to their connection has been paid by any
scholar before. My research is thus concerned with the interaction between Vimalakı̄rti
Nirdeśa as a scriptural interpretation in a particular ideological context and the Sui and Tang
debate over the issue of “Buddhist pay homage” as a historical event. This methodological
approach is then with an intention to show that the fields of philology, social history, and
the history of ideas can be integrated.
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2. Emperor Yang of Sui’s Interpretation of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa

As the ultimate form of secular power, an absolute monarchy is established through the
possession and domination of a particular territory and its inhabitants; it is based on narrow
interests, backed by force, continues through blood ties, and requires a large bureaucratic
system to operate. By contrast, Buddhism is an enduring spiritual force that operates
on a deeper level, influencing people’s behavior by appealing to their hearts and minds,
and embodied and perpetuated primarily by the living example of exemplary monks
and nuns. Prior to becoming the Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama relinquished his right to
kingship by becoming a monk, demonstrating that Buddhism, right from its inception,
has been antithetical to worldly power and domination, and that it regards secular power
as inferior to spiritual power. Thus, it comes as no surprise that many Buddhists were of
the view that monastics should be exempt from paying homage to those in positions of
secular authority, a view which at times provoked the ire of many in the upper echelons
of Chinese society, especially the conservative Confucian establishment, who feared that
the increasing popularity of Buddhism would gradually erode the foundations of Chinese
society (Weinstein 1987, p. 3).

Emperor Yang of Sui隋煬帝 (r. 604–618) had a rather divided personality. Although
he provided much support to the Buddhist religion, treated eminent monks with courtesy,
provided generous endowments to Buddhist temples, and sponsored the expansion of the
Sam. gha, it appears that he was also concerned that the ascendency of Buddhism might
endanger imperial authority. Thus, in 607, Emperor Yang issued an edict stating, “All
Buddhist and Daoist monastics who are invited to teach at the imperial court must pay
homage to the emperor prior commencing their discourse”諸僧道士等有所啟請者，並先
須致敬，然後陳理.3 The background of this proclamation is recounted in the Biography of
Mingshan明贍 (d.u.) in the Xu gaoseng zhuan as follows:

In the year 606 [sic; should be 609], when the emperor returned to his palace in
the capital, in the southern precincts the army was displayed in magnificent array.
At that time there were some debauched monastics who were flouting court
etiquette, and when the emperor heard about it, he was furious. He summoned
all the monks and had them line up in front of the imperial court. When they
failed to follow the customary etiquette, he issued an edict stating, “the statutes
requiring the proper display of respect have long been in effect.” At that time
the Daoist monks and nuns immediately began to pay obeisance, and only the
Buddhist monastics stubbornly failed to do so.4 大業二年（案：應為五年），帝
還京室，在於南郊，盛陳軍旅。時有濫僧染朝憲者，事以聞上，帝大怒。召諸

僧徒並列御前，峙然抗禮。下敕責曰：條制久頒，義須致敬。於時黃老士女，

初聞即拜，唯釋一門，儼然莫屈。

Thus, we can see that Emperor Yang of Sui was keen on exerting his imperial power to
gain absolute authority over all the religious orders within his realm. Although the Daoist
monastics were quick to submit, their Buddhist counterparts resisted, a number of whom
bravely stood forth to argue in favor of their position, including the monks Daoxuan道
宣 (596–667), Mingshan, and Sengfeng僧鳳 (562–638). For example, in the biography of
Sengfeng in the Xu gaoseng zhuan, we read:

In the middle years of his reign, Emperor Yang of Sui was sojourning in the
southern precincts . . . when he issued an imperial decree stating, “The military
and nation have rules of decorum, and there is no distinction between Chinese
and foreigner; paying respect to those in positions of authority preserves the
nation’s dignity; in order to promote the harmonious growth of all things, cere-
monious rules need to be followed. Laozi, emperors, and kings are venerated in
Daoist temples, while emperors and parents are honored in Buddhist temples;
these regulations were laid out long ago, so why resist proper decorum?” The
Daoist monks and nuns have heeded the order to pay homage, and it is only the
Buddhist clergy who stubbornly remain standing.
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The monk Mingshan took the lead in answering the edict, as recorded in another
biography. In the case of Feng, since he was the revered head of a monastery, he
was repeatedly pressed to explain his failure to pay homage. He replied by citing
passages from the scriptures which clearly explain why monks don’t pay homage
[to secular authorities]. 大業中歲，駐蹕南郊 . . . . . . 下敕曰：軍國有容，華夷不
革;尊主崇上，遠存名體;資生通運，理數有儀。三大懸於老宗，兩教立於釋府，
條格久頒，如何抗禮？黃老士女承聲下拜，唯佛一宗相顧峙立。沙門明贍率先

答詔，具如別傳。然敕頻催，何為不禮，鳳為崇敬寺主，依例被追。乃擺撥直

進，援引經論，明不敬之理。5

Whereas Sengfeng quoted the scriptures to explain why Buddhist monastics should
not be required to pay homage to secular authorities, Yancong 彥琮 (557–610) wrote a
fictional account of a dialogue between a host and a guest, in which he satirizes this edict
promulgated by Emperor Yang. Yancong’s parody, the Futian lun福田論 [Treatise on the
Field of Merit], is referred to in fascicle 5 of the Datang neidian lu大唐內典錄 [Catalogue of
Buddhist Works in the Great Tang], fascicle 25 of the Guang hongming ji廣弘明集 [Expanded
Collection on the Propagation and Clarification], and in the Ji shamen buying bai sudeng
shi 集沙門不應拜俗等事 [Collection [of texts] on the matter that śraman. as should not
bow to secular authorities] compiled by Yancong彥悰 (d.u.). In the Futian Lun, the guest
argues that monastics should not resist the edict stipulating that they pay homage to the
emperor, but should abide by the code of conduct adopted for the imperial court, and
his reasoning fully accords with that proffered by Huan Xuan during the Northern and
Southern dynasties, i.e., “(He) followed Huan Xuan’s logic and recounted the previous
argument” 遙附桓氏，重述前議. Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the guest’s
argument is that he actually refers to two stories in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa and the Lotus
Sūtra when he says, “In the past, monks paid homage to laymen by touching their feet,
and bodhisattvas prostrated to each and all; their decorum was repeatedly displayed, and
the meaning is evident” 昔比丘接足於居士，菩薩稽首於慢眾，斯文復彰，厥趣安在.6

However, neither the young monks paying homage to Vimalakı̄rti nor the bodhisattva
Never-disparaging’s bowing to the Dharma and the inherent buddha-nature of all beings
has anything to do with the question of whether or not monks should pay homage to the
emperor (He 2009, p. 448), and those who cite such passages as evidence supporting the
position that monks should pay homage to secular authority do violence to the original
meaning of the text. Moreover, in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, Vimalakı̄rti rebukes the ten leading
disciples of the Buddha, and statements such as “generating bodhicitta is tantamount to
going forth”發菩提心即出家 and “that monk paid homage at the feet of Vimalakı̄rti”比
丘禮維摩詰足 are clearly intended to “put monks in their place,” which is in line with the
claims of those who were arguing in favor of requiring monastics to do obeisance towards
secular authorities.

In the Futian lun, the host’s argument is as follows:

If you could debate like Vimalakı̄rti, then you would already be a tenth-stage
bodhisattva; he is sick in bed, to show that he has transcended worldly conditions;
he regularly displays his supernormal powers, and all praise his eloquence.
Neophytes pay their respects to him, and are grateful for his teaching on the
Dharma; but these are all merely temporary expedients, and should not be taken
as universal norms; they can change at any time, and numerous examples could
be cited . . . Those who are capable of tailoring their teaching of the Dharma to
suit the situation are rare indeed; but when one teaches in this way, it is hard to
uphold decorum論淨名之功，早升雲地;臥疾之意，本超世境;久行神足，咸歎
辯才。新學頂禮，誠謝法施;事是權宜，式非常准;謂時暫變，其例乃多 . . . . . .
因機作法，足為希有;假弘教化，難著律儀.7

The young monks pay homage to Vimalakı̄rti out of gratitude for his teachings, and
their actions should be understood as appropriate under the circumstances, but should
not be taken as a standard to be followed by all monks, in all circumstances. According
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to Yancong, making the exception into the rule amounts to failing to properly distinguish
between principle and phenomena, doctrines and institutions, and Dharma and Vinaya.
While such homage can be understood as an expedient at the doctrinal level, it cannot
become a fixed standard of behavior at the institutional level.

Nonetheless, during the Tang dynasty these scriptural passages in which monks pay
homage to Vimalakı̄rti were frequently cited by those who argued in favor of requiring
Buddhist monastics to pay obeisance to the emperor.

3. The Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in the Debate on Monastics Paying Homage to the Emperor
during the Early and Middle Tang Dynasty

The emperors of the early Tang dynasty adopted a conciliatory policy towards Bud-
dhism and built temples for holding memorial ceremonies for the fallen soldiers; at the same
time, they also made various efforts intended to strengthen state control over Buddhist
monasteries and to undermine the considerable social clout Buddhism had attained by this
time (Weinstein 1987, p. 5). Between 618 and 755, the imperial court organized five debates
between Buddhists and Daoists, in each of which the question of monastics paying homage
to the emperor and parents was one of the main topics.8 When Gaozu高祖 (r. 618–626)
became the first emperor of the Tang dynasty in 618, all the officials prostrated and did
the customary dance; as for the Buddhist monastics, they shouted praise and cupped one
hand in the other as a salute, but remained standing” 百官拜舞，僧但山呼，拱立一面.
Yuchi Jingde尉遲敬德 (585–658), Duke of E, and Liu Wenjing劉文靖 (568–619), a General
of Jinwuwei, complained, “A monastic who has not attained sainthood is just an ordinary
worldling, so why should he merely bow to the secular authorities and to his parents,
without making a full prostration? Who could possibly put up with such impudence?”
僧未登聖，俱是凡夫，何乃高揖王侯父母反拜，孰可忍也. Emperor Gaozu ordered his
ministers to record the vices and virtues of Confucianism and Buddhism, and they were
incorporated into the imperial canon. After some discussion, his ministers reported to
him, “They should not be required to pay homage”不合拜上.9 In fascicle 7 of the Zhenguan
zhengyao we read:

In the fifth year of Zhenguan, Taizong said to his ministers: “The teachings of
Buddhism and Daoism are basically beneficial, but their monks and nuns have
become arrogant and impudent, to the extent that they deign to remain seated
while allowing their parents to pay homage to them. This is bad for established
social customs and runs counter to the Confucian classics. This practice should
be banned immediately, and they shall be made to worship their parents. 貞觀五
年，太宗謂侍臣曰：佛道設教，本行善事，豈遣僧尼道士等妄自尊崇，坐受父母

之拜，損害風俗，悖亂禮經，宜即禁斷，仍令致拜於父母。10

In 631, Emperor Taizong “decreed that Buddhist and Daoist monastics must do obei-
sance to their parents”詔僧尼道士致拜父母,11 but Buddhists strongly demurred, and in
633 the decree was rescinded.

During the reign of Emperor Gaozong of Tang唐高宗 (649–683) the debate reached
a climax. In 662, Emperor Gaozong issued an edict stating, “It is hereby decreed that
ladies-in-waiting and Daoist and Buddhist monastics must pay homage to court officials,
the empress, the crown prince, and their parents” 欲令道士、女冠、僧尼，於君、皇后
及皇太子、其父母所致拜.12 In six fascicles of Yancong’s Ji shamen buying bai sudeng shi
are recorded the prevailing views at that time, including those of more than 300 monks
in the capital, more than 1000 civil and military officials of the ninth rank and higher,
numerous officials at the prefect and county levels, as well as members of the imperial
family, including Pei Wang沛王, Madame Rongguo of the Yang clan榮國夫人楊氏, etc. In
fascicle 8 of the Kaiyuan shijiao lu occurs the following passage on the Ji shamen buying bai
sudeng shi:

In 662 an edict was promulgated stipulating the worship of the emperor and
his relatives; fearing it would be deleterious to the national culture, officials at
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various levels discussed it at length. At that time the monk Daoxuan and others
jointly wrote a petition and presented it to the court; opinions varied widely, and
the senior officials got involved; ultimately, the emperor read the petition himself
and rescinded the edict. Keen on ensuring that this event would be known to
later generations, Yancong recorded it in his Ji shamen bu bai su yi集沙門不拜俗議
[Compilation on the views against requiring monastics to pay homage to laymen,
an alternative title of the Ji shamen buying bai sudeng shi], along with the views put
forth by the sages of old in regards to a number of similar past events. It has been
handed down to posterity for the everlasting edification of all.13

The imperial decree of 662 on paying homage to the emperor and parents not only
gave rise to resistance and petitions from the Sam. gha, but also led to divisions within
the court, such that “539 court officials were against the decree, and 354 were for it 朝
宰五百三十九人請不拜，三百五十四人請拜.”14 The literati were also divided on this
issue. The camp which opposed the decree included Linghu Defen 令狐德棻 (582–666)
and were of the opinion that “There’s no need to force the adherents of this profound
religion to adopt the manners of Confucianism” 何必破彼玄門，牽斯儒轍.15 The camp
which supported the decree included Li Chunfeng李淳風 (602–670), Lu Cai呂才 (606–665),
Hao Chujun郝處俊 (607–681), and some 20 others. Around the same time, Weixiu威秀
(d.u.) of the Dazhuangyan大莊嚴Monastery and Daoxuan of Ximing西明Monasterey
submitted memorials to the emperor, citing passages in the Buddhist scriptures showing
that monastics are not required to venerate rulers or parents, and sought support from
Madame Rongguo and other members of the nobility who were sympathetic to their
cause. Their efforts were successful, and within a few months Gaozong rescinded the
decree requiring monastics to pay homage to the emperor. However, Cheng Shixiao程士
顯 (d.u.) and others then presented a memorial stating that “to be entirely consistent, it
would be better to also exempt Buddhist monastics from paying homage to their parents”
人主猶存抗禮，豈惟臣下反受跪拜儀，願國無兩敬，讓僧奉內教，不拜父母. Left with
little alternative, Gaozong also rescinded the decree requiring monastics to venerate their
parents.16

During the Kaiyuan period of Emperor Xuanzong of Tang唐玄宗 (712–756), the issue
of monastics venerating their parents arose again, but the debate on their being required
to venerate the emperor seems to have subsided.17 From Yancong’s Ji shamen buying bai
sudeng shi, we can see that those who argued in favor of requiring monastics to pay homage
to laypeople18 supported their position by citing passages from the “Disciples” chapter
of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa and the “Bodhisattva Never-disparaging” chapter of the Lotus
Sūtra, both of which appear to support the Confucian position on etiquette. For example,
in the section titled “Taichang si boshi Lu Cai deng yizhuang yi shou”泰常寺博士呂才等議狀
一首 [Section on the Argument Made by the Scholar Lu Cai of the Taichang Office, et al.],
we read:

Careful inquiry shows that there are nine types of ritual worship in the Zhou li,
one of which was prostration, which the commentary defines as touching one’s
head to the ground. Also, the Shang shu states that Yu, Yi, and others performed
this prostration; this is a way of venerating the ruler, and has been valid since
ancient times. Thus the Buddhist monks and nuns of the present day should also
be required to kotow. In this connection, the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa reads, “Because
(the Buddha) can guide all sentient beings to silence, all sentient beings prostrate
to the Buddha.”一謹案：周禮有九拜之儀，一曰稽首。注云：首至地也。又案
《尚書》言：於禹益等拜，皆言稽首，此為拜君之敬，通於古今也。然今之僧尼

禮拜，正當稽首之法。是以《維摩經》雲：導眾以寂故稽首.19

This is one of the key passages from the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa cited to support the
argument in favor of requiring Buddhist monastics to venerate the emperor.

In addition, in the section titled “Xiaowei zhang shi wang xuan ce qi cao xiao guan deng
yizhuang yi shou”驍衛長史王玄策騎曹蕭灌等議狀一首 [Section on the argument made by
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the chief administrator of military officers Wang Xuance and the cavalry commander Xiao
Guan, et al.], we read, “One of the officials challenged that monk again by saying, ‘In the
Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa a monk prostrates at the feet of Vimalakı̄rti, and in the Lotus Sūtra there
is a monk who prostrates to everyone. In these two scriptures the monks clearly venerate a
layperson, so how is it that you monks of the present age don’t do so?’”一臣又親難彼僧
曰：《維摩經》比丘亦禮維摩詰足，《法華經》僧行普敬。此二經文，拜俗明矣！何因

比丘，得不拜尊者.20 In the Chunfang zhushi Xie Shou deng yizhuang yi shou春坊主事謝壽等
議狀一首 [Section on the argument made by the supervisor of the Crown Prince Tutorial
Office Xie Shou, et al.], we read, “Some people may ask, ‘We have read in the sūtras about
those young monks who prostrated at the feet of Vimalakı̄rti, and the bodhisattva Never-
disparaging, who venerated arrogant people. How is it then that in the case of the emperor,
a layman whose spiritual stature is more than equal to that of Vimalakı̄rti, the Buddhist
monks remain standing and arrogantly refuse to follow the established convention?’”人或
問曰：經中既說，新學比丘禮維摩詰足，不輕菩薩亦致敬於慢眾。況今聖主示為白衣，

神德則不謝於維摩，立行則不同於慢眾。今使僧拜正合其宜，更有何辭敢不從順.21 The
arguments of the ministers who advocated requiring Buddhist monastics to pay tribute to
the emperor relied heavily on the passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in which a group of
monks pays homage to the layman Vimalakı̄rti, arguing that since the emperor’s virtue
and achievements are not inferior to those of Vimalakı̄rti, monks and nuns should have
no objection to prostrating to him. Furthermore, in the Siweisi liu yang si jian deng yizhuang
yi shou 司衛寺卿楊思儉等議狀一首 [Section on the argument made by the minister of
guards Yang Sijian, et al.], we read, “Buddhist monastics paid homage to a layman, and the
archivist Zhu Shi did not dare to greet the king of Zhou as a guest. They have long been the
role model of the Buddhist and Daoist monastics. But now this is no longer the case; they
have strayed from their own teachings which have a long history, and there is the danger
that others will follow them in their folly”是以聲聞降禮於居士，柱史委質於周王，此乃
成服[緇服]之表綴，立黃冠之龜鏡。自茲已降，喪其宗軌，歷代溺其真理，習俗守其迷途.
These passages demonstrate that the memorials in favor of requiring monks to venerate
the emperor relied heavily on the passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in which monks pay
homage to the layman Vimalakı̄rti. As He Jianping sums up the debate:

These quotations have the following characteristics: First, even though the case of
Vimalakı̄rti is an extraordinary one, they present it as if it were the norm, which
amounts to mistaking the exception for the rule; secondly, they put the emperor
on same level as Vimalakı̄rti; thirdly, they see the teachings of Vimalakı̄rti as
comparable to those of the Confucian scriptures; and fourth, they reason that
since monks venerate a layman in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, then the monastics of
the present day should do so as well. (He 2009)

The frequent reference to the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa in these petitions advocating the
worship of the emperor by Buddhist monks indicates that, by the Sui–Tang era, Buddhist
doctrines and scriptures had become well known and taken root in China, and had become
an important force in society. Thus, it was no longer possible for the imperial court to
simply impose its will on the Sam. gha, but now had to present a cogent argument to support
any statutes affecting it. In the case of the statute requiring monastics to pay homage to the
emperor, the court ministers made extensive use of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa to support their
position.22

At the same time, a line of reasoning which relied on both sacred doctrine and political
expediency was put forth in the Neifu jiancheng Liu Yuanzhen deng yizhuang yi shou內府監
丞柳元貞等議狀一首 [Section on the argument made by the palace inspector Liu Yuanzhen,
et al.], which states, “After the Buddha’s demise, the monarch takes charge of the Dharma”
佛滅度後，法付國王.23 In this line of reasoning, the king has sacred authority to act as both
the guardian and spokesman of the Buddhist religion, which provided a sacred reason
for the royal power to intervene in Buddhist affairs and also strengthened the practical
significance of the monks’ behavior in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa.
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In both the Mahāyāna and Hı̄nayāna scriptures, the superior status of monastics in
relation to laypeople is taken for granted, and requiring monastics to pay obeisance to
the emperor clearly contradicts this idea, so it comes as no surprise that any legislation to
this effect was vigorously resisted by the Sam. gha. Faced with heavy pressure exerted by
royal power and the patriarchal system in the early Tang dynasty, the Buddhist community
fought hard to maintain its autonomy. In responding to the arguments that they should
follow the precedent found in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, the Buddhists were required to present
a convincing counter argument to defend their position. Their arguments were generally of
the following three types:

(1) The distinction between expedient means and monastic conventions. A large
number of Mahāyāna scriptures present the veneration of monastics by laypeople as the
norm, and the confounding of monks is only a minor element of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa,
and can hardly be seen as a mainstream element of Buddhism. In the You xiaowei zhangshi
Wang Xuance qicao Xiao Guan deng yizhuang yi shou右驍衛長史王玄策騎曹蕭灌等議狀一
首 [Section on the argument made by the chief administrator of military officers Wang
Xuance and the cavalry commander Xiao Guan, et al.], we read that Wang Xuance王玄
策 (622?–682?) was sent to India several times on diplomatic and military missions by the
Tang emperors Taizong and Gaozong, during which he learned that Buddhist monastics in
India paid homage to neither deities, ancestors, king, nor parents, and that the king and
parents actually paid obeisance to monks and nuns. Thus, in the Yizhuang, we read:

The Buddhist monastic code lays out the regular standards of behavior for monks
and nuns; when the monks in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa prostrate to Vimalakı̄rti,
it’s merely an exceptional expression of gratitude suited only to that particular
occasion, rather than a model to be followed by others. Likewise, in the Lotus
Sūtra, just because we see a great being adopting a particular expedient means
doesn’t mean that we should take it as a norm to be followed by all people at all
times. Take, for example, Zhuangzi. When his wife died, he circumambulated her
body while singing and beating a basin; this was merely temporary expedient;
how could it possibly be make it part of the official funeral rites. 佛製律經，乃是
僧尼常軌;其《維摩經》比丘荷法，暫行曲禮。《法華經》大士一時別行，何得
以權時別行亂茲恆典。臣深然之。臣聞妻死鼓盆環屍而歌，此亦一時別行，豈

得預於喪服之制？24

Wang Xuance, Xiao Guan蕭灌 (626–682), et al. argue that the passage in the Vimalakı̄rti
Nirdeśa where the monks pay homage to Vimalakı̄rti out of gratitude for his edifying
instruction is an expedient means suited to a particular situation (biaofa表法), rather than
a rule of etiquette to be applied to all situations, and the same goes for the exceptional
behavior of the bodhisattva Never-disparaging. By the same token, the fact that Zhuangzi
beat a basin and sang a song when his wife died should not be taken to mean that his
idiosyncratic behavior should be made into a standard rite to be performed at all funerals.

(2) The distinction between individual realization and general ethics. In the You
chunfang zhushi xie shou deng yizhuang yi shou, we read:

A single scripture is to be interpreted in light of the entire canon, not vice versa.
So if a particular monk prostrates to a layman, then it doesn’t follow that the five
types of disciples should be required to do so as well. Similarly, it might happen
that a particular person doesn’t cry at his mother’s funeral, but that wouldn’t
be a proper reason to impose a blanket ban on crying at funerals. In the case of
Zhuangzi, he sang and played music over his wife’s corpse in the knowledge
that life and death are like the four seasons; and Meng Sun didn’t weep at his
mother’s funeral because he had realized the interdependent nature of life and
death. They all had a high level of realization, so how could the average person
be expected to emulate their example? The laws of a nation need to be formulated
in accordance with the situation of the average person, rather than those who
are exceptional不可以一人別行而亂於大教。若以比丘頂禮於居士，則令五眾設
拜於君親。俗人有居母喪而不哀，豈使天下喪親而不哭。至如莊周對婦屍而歌
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樂，知存歿如四時;孟孫居母喪而不戚，達死生乎一貫。此皆體道勝軌，何不令
天下俱行？若以體道之情，不可施於國法者;彼亦證理之行，豈得施於大化之議
風也。25

Whereas a monk prostrating to Vimalakı̄rti is an instance of the exceptional behavior of
an individual, requiring that all monastics make a full prostration every time they meet the
ruler or their parents is a matter of laying down a general rule for all to follow. Whereas the
general teaching (dajiao大教) needs to be suited to the situation and capacity of the average
disciple, exceptional behavior (biexing別行), though in accordance with the Dharma, is
idiosyncratic in form and is a manifestation of an individual’s particular level of spiritual
attainment. Thus, it would be a mistake to try to turn the exception into the rule; Zhuangzi’s
idiosyncratic funeral rite for his wife is paradigmatic of such an exception.

(3) The incomplete teaching is not the complete teaching. In the “Puguang si shamen
Xuanfan zhiyi baizhuang yi shou”普光寺沙門玄范質議拜狀一首 [Section on the questions of
the monk Xuanfan of the Puguang Monastery concerning homage], we read:

(It would be wrong) to use the famous case of Vimalakı̄rti as an example to
advocate prostration. One time there was a teacher who taught the Dharma to a
neophyte without giving due consideration of his capacity, so that he forgot the
meaning, as though the teaching were incomplete. After mindfully composing
his thoughts, he remembered his past lives, had an awakening experience, and
returned to his original mind; this is revered as the complete teaching. Thus
prostrating to an improper object or indiscriminately touching the feet is to fail
to properly distinguish between monastic and laity, such that one’s essential
nature becomes obscured for a very long time. This is something a true master
knows well, viz., that a teaching which suits those of lesser capacity should not be
applied universally. 又舉凈名而取稽首，引知法而招恭敬。昔函丈於新學不觀機
而授藥，以中忘此意，宗半字焉。既宴寂於正念，發宿生而示悟，還得本心，

崇滿字矣。於是以亡相稽首，無想接足，乃混[緇]素於一時，泯性相於萬古。斯
並大士權誠，未可小機普准。26

Xuanfan玄范 (d.u.) and Xuanzang玄奘 (602–664) were contemporaries, and both
were well-versed in the doctrines of the consciousness-only school. Xuanfan refers to the
Hı̄nayāna and Mahāyāna teachings as “incomplete” and “complete,” respectively, and
explains that Vimalakı̄rti awakens the wholesome roots laid down in past lives by the
young monks, causing them to awaken to their original mind, in true Mahāyāna fashion.
Since the monks pay homage to Vimalakı̄rti while cutting off the external signs of worship,
and since Vimalakı̄rti has no attachment to being venerated, this obliterates the distinction
between monk and layman, as well as all external signs of veneration. Since Xuanfan is
arguing from the perspective of the Mahāyāna, he points out the impracticality of absolute
systematization.

It can be seen that, in arguing against mandatory veneration of lay people, the Bud-
dhists of the early and mid-Tang dynasty made frequent reference to such concepts as
exceptional actions, level of attainment, principle, and skillful means, to counter the notions
of a universal teaching, institutionalism, and phenomena, an approach which is consistent
with that adopted by Yancong in his Futian lun.

4. The Commentarial Interpretation of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa

While referring to the relevant passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, the Buddhists of
the Sui and Tang dynasties adopted the interpretations which had long been preserved in
the commentarial tradition, yet their particular mode of argumentation was also affected
by practical considerations. The appearance in 650 of Xuanzang’s new translation of the
Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, the Shuo wugoucheng jing說無垢稱經, especially the line “Thereupon
they prostrated themselves at the feet of the great sage,” challenged the interpretive skills
of Kuiji and others. From the perspective of philology and intellectual history, it is essential
to differentiate the various interpretations of the passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa relating
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to this issue, since doing so reveals the interaction and tension between the intellectual
trends and historical events.27

The commentarial interpretations of the pertinent passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa
can be categorized into three types: veneration out of gratitude; signless veneration; and
forgetting decorum out of ignorance (See He 2009, pp. 459–62).

(1) Veneration out of gratitude

None of the extent commentaries on Kumārajı̄va’s translation of the Vimalakı̄rti Nird-
eśa—the Zhu weimojie suoshuo jing 注維摩詰所說經 by Seng Zhao 僧肇 et al., and the
Jingming xuan lun淨名玄論 and the Weimo jing yishu維摩經義疏 by Jizang吉藏—interpret
the line in which the monks prostrate at the feet of Vimalakı̄rti. However, in Jingying
Huiyuan’s 凈影慧遠 (523–592) Weimo yi ji 維摩義記 [Notes on the interpretation of the
Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], we read:

From “therefore” onwards, (the scripture) states that all those monks gained the
original mind, and reverently expressed their gratitude; “top” means head; they
kotowed at his feet as a gesture of respect “於是”下，明諸比丘由得本心，荷恩致
敬;首是頭首，稽首禮足，顯敬愍至.28

When the newly ordained monks realize the original mind, they prostrate at the feet
of Vimalakı̄rti as a gesture of respect. The same interpretation is found in Daoye’s道液
(d.u.) Jingming jing ji jie Guanzhong shu 淨名經集解關中疏 [Guanzhong explanation of
commentaries on the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], i.e., “Those four were inspired to express their
veneration out of gratitude”此四，大志開發，感恩致敬也.29

Huiyuan’s interpretation influenced that found in the Yuimagyō gisho維摩義疏 [Com-
mentary on the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], ascribed to the Japanese prince Shōtoku 聖徳太子
(574–622), which states, “Second, from ‘therefore’ onwards (the scripture) states that the
monks venerate Vimalakı̄rti”第二從”於是”以下，明諸比丘報敬淨名.30 However, the ex-
pression “veneration out of gratitude” only describes their motivation, without considering
that doing so involves a breach on monastic discipline.

(2) Signless veneration

This veneration out of gratitude seems to run counter to the monastic code, and Zhiyi
智顗 (538–597) addresses this difficulty in his Weimo jing wenshu, where he writes:

As for the line “the monks paid homage,” although they were eager to hear the
Dharma, they weren’t ripe enough to understand it, so it would have been of
no benefit to them. But when they were secretly blessed by Vimalakı̄rti with the
power of samādhi, they remembered their past lives, and their good roots came
to fruition. They were both ashamed and grateful, whereupon they prostrated
at Vimalakı̄rti’s feet. But how can a monk pay homage to a layman? Because he
showed them the Way, for which they were immensely grateful; moreover, since
they were now intent on following the bodhisattva path, they were no longer
subject to the constraints of the śrāvaka monastic code. 諸比丘敬禮者，滿願差機
說法，回惶無益。今蒙淨名三昧冥加，即知宿命，善根開發，荷恩事重，感愧頂

禮也。問曰：出家人何得禮白衣？答曰：入道恩重，碎身莫報，諸比丘欲行菩薩

道，豈存聲聞戒律之形儀也。31

Zhiyi’s explanation that the monks pay homage to Vimalakı̄rti out of shame and
gratitude agrees with that of Huiyuan, but Zhiyi goes further by explaining that, by
virtue of the principle of equality emphasized in the bodhisattva practice, they were no
longer strictly bound by the monastic code. Mahāyāna Buddhism takes the attainment of
buddhahood as the highest ideal, and takes as its norm the bodhisattva path, wherein the
distinction between monastics and laypeople is of little importance. This stands in stark
contrast to early Indian Buddhism, in which only a monastic could become an arhat, the
highest aim in the early schools. For Zhiyi, the lay–monastic distinction has no relevance to
spiritual attainment, and the external appearance of the act of worship disappears in the
wisdom of emptiness.
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Zhiyi’s interpretation had an impact on the commentaries of later generations. In
fascicle 3 of the Weimo jing shu, Pelliot 2049, we read, “From ‘therefore’ onwards, they
reverently expressed their gratitude; the benefit they had gained was so profound that they
discarded external appearances, so it is called a courtesy “於是”下荷恩致敬，得益既深，亡
其形相，故謂禮也.32 Similarly, fascicle 5 of the Weimo jing lueshu, Zhanran (711–782) states,
“Now that they were practitioners of the great Way, how could they be constrained by
minor points of etiquette. 方行大道，豈存小儀.33 Once Vimalakı̄rti had awakened them to
their original mind, the monks were endowed with the wisdom of non-discrimination, such
that they were no longer attached to appearances; this is what could be called “signless
veneration.” However, this is to explain it from the level of principle, which cannot resolve
the difficulties in reality. Of course, Zhiyi and others may not have been personally involved
in this controversy relating to the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, since it largely took place in the late
Sui and early Tang dynasties, so they do not directly comment on the issue at hand.

(3) Forgetting decorum out of ignorance

The controversy over monastics venerating laypeople at the end of the Sui dynasty
and the beginning of the Tang dynasty had a significant impact on the way in which the
Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa has been interpreted by subsequent generations of commentators, who
often related their interpretations to issues being debated in their own time. For example,
in the Shuo wugoucheng jing shu, Kuiji comments:

The verse states: Second is the passage in which they are brought into contact
with the Mahāyāna. By hearing of various past events, their former aspiration
reappears, enabling them to generate the mind of Mahāyāna. Since they are new
to the Buddhadharma, they had but a rudimentary understanding of monastic
etiquette; and when they hear the marvelous teaching, they lose their presence of
mind, whereupon they abandoned the formal constraints of the monastic code,
and prostrate at the feet of the great master. 讚曰：此第二文，教發大心。說諸
前事，今踵前心，故能發大心。初入佛法，不解軌儀，創聞妙理，回惶失錯，

故舍出家之正軌，而禮大士之卑足經。34

Kuiji takes a more realistic approach in explaining why the monks paid homage to
Vimalakı̄rti, arguing that, since they were recently ordained, they did not have a good
understanding of the monastic code and customary etiquette expected of a monk, such that
under such dramatic circumstances they easily lost their presence of mind and paid homage
to Vimalakı̄rti. This line of reasoning is quite different from that of Huiyuan and Zhiyi and
has considerable bearing on the controversy over monastics venerating laypeople. In the
Never-disparaging chapter of Kuiji’s commentary on the Lotus Sūtra, we read, “Those new
monks pay homage to Vimalakı̄rti out of ignorance; not due to something learned in past
lives”新學比丘禮維摩足，未有知故，非舊學故.35 According to the interpretation of Kuiji,
that kind of veneration is done out of ignorance, so it cannot be taken as a precedent for
other monastics to follow.

Kuiji’s interpretation seems to be echoed by Zhanran, who in the Fahua wenju ji writes:

Somebody has asked about the propriety of a monk paying homage to a layman.
Now I will reply. The bodhisattva’s raison d’être is to transform sentient beings;
the Dharma is fluid; only what is beneficial is mandatory, and that’s the purpose
of etiquette. Seen from the perspective of universal truth, there is no difference
between paying homage to an ordinary person and paying homage to a Buddha;
it’s personal behavior . . . In this connection, some have misunderstood the
passage in the scriptures in which monks venerate laypeople. In the Nirvān. a
Sūtra the standard form is to reverence the Dharma, so since you have learned
the Dharma from someone, you pay homage to him. Since the monks heard the
Dharma from Vimalakı̄rti and were very grateful, they forgot themselves and
prostrated, but that doesn’t make it a permanent rule. Since the true meaning
of the Mahāyāna surpasses secular rules, it would be uncalled for to require
monastics to venerate laypeople有人問：何故禮俗？今為答之。菩薩化緣，法
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無一準，唯利是務，故設斯儀。見眾生理與果理等，故禮生禮佛，其源不殊，

此自行也 . . . . . . 有人此中引大經中禮知法者，及凈名中比丘禮俗。此義不然。
《涅槃》常儀顯敬法之志，從彼請益，故忘情禮下。淨名聞法已獲重恩，故忘

犯設敬，不存恆則。若大乘正義出俗恆則，亦無令道而禮於俗.36

Zhanran’s view is that the monks’ veneration of Vimalakı̄rti is a manifestation of their
entering upon the bodhisattva path, by virtue of which paying homage to a layperson
is one of the skillful means by which a bodhisattva transforms others. By virtue of the
ultimate non-distinction between the Buddha and all sentient beings, the bodhisattva’s
edifying actions have no fixed form; this is seeing things from the perspective of principle
and personal behavior. However, from the point of view of phenomena and institutions,
the newly ordained monks prostrate out of forgetfulness, which is the same as Kuiji’s
interpretation. By contrast, Zhanran argues that, despite the emphasis in the Mahāyāna
on non-duality, it does not advocate that monks and nuns worship lay people, neither in
particular cases, nor as a general practice.

Buddhism teaches the interpenetration of principle and phenomena, and one should
not be attached to either of them. Both veneration out of gratitude and veneration out of
signlessness are based on principle and non-discrimination, at the expense of phenomena
and institutions; forgetting decorum and outward signs out of ignorance gives precedence
to phenomena and institutions, without considering principle. Thus, neither of them
makes for a strong argument. Of course, this is closely related to the relationship between
Buddhism and imperial authority in China, which were both interdependent and at odds
with one another, resulting in a certain tension, which is also apparent in the commentaries
on the relevant passages in Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa composed in the Sui and Tang dynasties, in
terms of principle and phenomena, ultimate and expedient, idiosyncratic and universal,
and complete and incomplete.

5. Conclusions

Beginning with Huiyuan’s Shamen bujing wangzhe lun沙門不敬王者論 [Treatise on
why monastics should not pay homage to the ruler] in the Eastern Jin dynasty, Buddhist
commentators have put forth a variety of views on the issue of monastics paying homage
to laypeople, and these have had a profound impact on the later Buddhist tradition.
Huiyuan advocated maintaining a close relationship with the secular authorities, so as to
facilitate cooperation in social education, but not at the expense of the Sam. gha’s ideological
and organizational independence, in line with the Buddhist emphasis on transcending
worldly affairs. Perhaps the most convincing and useful model on the relationship between
Buddhism and the Chinese state is that of Huiyuan.

With the national unification brought about under the Sui and Tang dynasties, there
arose competition between Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism for imperial favor, giving
rise to a series of attacks on Buddhism, and it was in the resulting turbulent ideological
environment that Emperor Gaozu sought to curb the power of Buddhism. Endowed
with a stronger sense of self-criticism and political rationalism, Taizong paid lip service to
the Sam. gha, while maintaining a certain distance.37 Therefore, when the imperial court
and Buddhists were debating the issue of monastics paying homage to the ruler, the
various citations of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa were first and foremost a manifestation of
political rationalism.

In interpreting the related passage in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, Buddhist apologists in
the Sui and Tang dynasties emphasized “the distinction between expedient means and
monastic conventions” and “the distinction between individual realization and general
ethics,” lines of reasoning which are consonant with the interpretations of the Vimalakı̄rti
Nirdeśa commentarial tradition I refer to as “veneration out of gratitude” and “signless
veneration,” indicating a certain consistency in Buddhist circles on the question of lay-
monastic relations. However, the apologetic put forth by Kuiji I refer to as “forgetting
decorum out of ignorance” was an extreme interpretation in the argument against the
feasibility of requiring monastics to pay homage to laypeople.
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In contrast to India, religious activity in China has always been closely tied up with
secular and state affairs, so when Buddhism came to China it was inevitable that its
relationship with the state would be complex and strained. Another relevant factor was
the concept of the “formless precepts” exemplified by such lay Chan masters as Pang Yun
龐蘊 (740–808) and Fu Dashi傅大士 (497–569), which presented a considerable challenge
to the traditional notion of monastic superiority, a challenge that went even further than
that posed by the problematic passages in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa.38 At the same time, while
this series of debates relating to the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa attenuated the literati’s traditional
respect for Buddhism,39 it also led to the widespread popularity throughout Chinese society
of this important text.

Seen from the perspective of social history and the history of Buddhist thought,
scriptural commentaries constitute a vivid and lively expression of the views and concerns
prevalent in a particular time and place. The lay–monastic ethics of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa
and the Sui–Tang debate on requiring monastics to pay homage to laypeople clearly reveal
how, in the process of finding the right balance between doctrinal orthodoxy and individual
capacity, i.e., discerning the proper relationship between what is true and what is right,
the commentaries not only elucidate the meaning of the scriptures, but also the values
and sentiments of the commentators themselves. As such, the commentaries can be seen
as a fusion of personal views and social mores, and the meeting place of intellectual and
social history.
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Notes

1 For more on monk–lay ethics see: Schopen (1997, pp. 23–55).
2 T14n541a. Alternative translations include “Thereupon all those monks paid homage at the feet of Vimalakı̄rti”即時諸比丘稽

首禮維摩詰足 by Zhi Qiang (T14n522c); and “Thereupon they prostrated at the feet of this great master”即便稽首彼大士足 by
Xuan Zang (T14n563a).

3 Guang hongming ji廣弘明集 [Expanded collection on propagation and clarification], fascicle 25 (T52n280c).
4 Xu gaoseng zhuan續高僧傳 [Continued biographies of eminent monks], fascicle 24 (T50n632c).
5 Xu gaoseng zhuan續高僧傳 [Continued biographies of eminent monks], fascicle 30 (T50n632b-c).
6 Guang hongming ji廣弘明集 [Expanded collection on propagation and clarification], fascicle 25 (T52n281b).
7 Guang hongming ji廣弘明集 [Expanded Collection on the Propagation and Clarification], fascicle 25 T52n282a.
8 In Tang qianqi daorushi sanjiao zai chaoting de douzheng唐前期道儒釋三教在朝廷的鬥爭 [The clash of Taoism, Confucianism and

Buddhism in the imperial court in the early Tang dynasty], Li Bincheng lists the main topics of these five debates: 1. Fu Yi’s attack
on Buddhism; 2. the struggle between Buddhism and Daoism for primacy; 3. monastics paying homage to rulers and parents;
4. the Laozi huahu jing老子化胡經 [Book of Laozi’s Conversion of the Barbarians] an apocryphal Daoist text in which Laozi is said
to have civilized the non-Chinese peoples; and 5. the construction of Daoist temples for the two princesses Jinxian and Yuzhen.
See Yang and Fang (2001, pp. 123–49). For Fu Yi’s attack on Buddhism, see: Wright (1951).

9 Fozu Lidai tongzai佛祖歷代通載 [Comprehensive registry of the successive ages of the buddhas and the patriarchs]. T49n563c.
10 Zhenguan zhengyao貞觀政要 [A survey of politics in the Zhenguan reign], fascicle 7, “Liyue di ershijiu”禮樂第二十九 [Part 29:

Music and ritual]. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju中華書局, 2009, p. 194.
11 Zizhi tongjian資治通鑒 [Comprehensive mirror in aid of governance]. Beijing: Zhonghua shuju中華書局, 2007, pp. 2, 344.
12 Guang hongming ji廣弘明集 [Expanded collection on propagation and clarification], fascicle 25 (T52n284a).
13 Kaiyuan shijiao lu開元釋教錄 [Records of Buddhism in the Kaiyuan era], fascicle 8 (T55n563c).
14 Weixiu zhuan 威秀傳 [The biography of Weixiu], in Song gaoseng zhuan 宋高僧傳 [Song-dynasty collection of biographies of

eminent monks], fascicle 7 (T50n812b).
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15 Guang hongming ji廣弘明集 [Expanded collection on propagation and Clarification], fascicle 25 (T52n289b).
16 For the details on this debate, see: Fujiyoshi (2002, pp. 341–70).
17 For more on this debate during the Xuan Zong era, see Tonami (1982, pp. 637–42). See also Kamada (1994, part 1, p. 92).
18 He Jianping categorizes the points at issue into: 1. ethics and etiquette; 2. the precedence of person over principle; 3. the three

religions approach the same goal by different paths; and 4. the monarch takes charge of Dharma. See He (2009, pp. 456–59).
19 Ji shamen buying bai sudeng shi集沙門不應拜俗等事 [Collection [of texts] on the matter that śraman. as should not bow to secular

authorities], fascicle 5 (T52n466c).
20 Ji shamen buying bai sudeng shi集沙門不應拜俗等事 [Collection [of texts] on the matter that śraman. as should not bow to secular

authorities], fascicle 4 (T52n462a).
21 Ji shamen buying bai sudeng shi集沙門不應拜俗等事 [Collection [of texts] on the matter that śraman. as should not bow to secular

authorities], fascicle 4 (T52n463a).
22 Emperor Xuan Zong was particularly interested in the Jingang bore jing金剛般若經 [Diamond Sūtra] and the Renwang bore jing仁

王般若經 [Humane Kings Wisdom Sūtra]. This was influenced by the theories and practices of sudden enlightenment of the
Chan school of the 8th century and by the ideal models of political leaders. See: The original version is Si 2702 and Bo 2188, and
the corrected versions are Si 3770, Si 6503, Si 6568, and Si 6580. (Fang 1996, p. 248).

23 Ji shamen buying bai sudeng shi集沙門不應拜俗等事 [Collection [of texts] on the matter that śraman. as should not bow to secular
authorities], fascicle 5 (T52n467c).

24 ibid., fascicle 4 (T52n462a).
25 ibid., fascicle 4 (T52n463b-c).
26 ibid., fascicle 6 (T52n471a).
27 See Wang (2009, pp. 7–10). For more on the interpretive history of the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, see: Hashimoto (1966, pp. 118–91).
28 T38n453a-454a.
29 The original version is Si 2702 and Bo 2188, and the corrected versions are Si 3770, Si 6503, Si 6568, and Si 6580. (Fang 1996, p. 248).
30 T56n37c.
31 Weimo jing wenshu維摩經文疏 [Commentary on the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], fascicle 4. Xuzangjing卍新纂續藏經, vol. 18, p. 567a-b.
32 Weimo jing shu維摩經疏 [Commentary on the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], fascicle 3 (T85n388c).
33 Weimo jing lueshu維摩經略疏 [Brief commentary on the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], fascicle 5 (T38n624a).
34 Shuo Wugoucheng jing shu說無垢稱經疏 [Commentary on the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa], end of fascicle 3 (T38n1049b).
35 Miaofa lianhua jing妙法蓮華經玄讚 [Commentary on the Lotus Sūtra], top of fascicle 10 (T34n840a).
36 Fahua wenju ji法華文句記 [Notes on passages in the Lotus Sūtra], middle of fascicle 10 (T34n349a-b).
37 For more on Gaozu’s policies on Buddhism and Taizong’s Buddhist faith, see: Moroto (1990, pp. 513–84).
38 For more on “signless precepts”, see: Schlütter (2017).
39 For more on the Chinese literati’s interest in the Vimalakı̄rti Nirdeśa, see: Sun (1996).
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shushe黃山書社.

Weinstein, Stanley. 1987. Buddhism under the Tang. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Wright, Arthur F. 1951. Fu Yi and the Rejection of Buddhism. Journal of the History of Ideas 12: 33–47. [CrossRef]
Yang, Zengwen楊曾文, and Guangchang Fang方廣錩, eds. 2001. Fojiao yu lidai wenhua佛教與歷代文化 (Buddhism and the Culture of

Past Dynasties). Beijing: Zongjiao wenhua chubanshe宗教文化出版社.

15



religions

16



17



18



19



. . .

20



. . .

21



. . .

22



23



24



25



26



27



28



29



30



31



. . .

32



33



é

34



. . .

. . . . . .

35



˙

36



37



é

38



39



religions

40



. . .

. . .

41



42



. . . . . .

43



� ���
�

. . .

� �

�� �
� ���
�
� �

�� �

. . . . . .

. . . . . .

44



45



46



. . . . . .

. . . . . .

47



. . .

. . . . . .

48



49



�

�

50



51



52



53



religions

†

†

54



55



56



57



58



59



60



.
n

. . .
ṅ
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A Study on the Literacy Rate of Buddhist Monks in Dunhuang
during the Late Tang, Five Dynasties, and Early Song Period
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School of History and Culture, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, China; wushaowei5719@163.com

Abstract: Among the Dunhuang documents, when examining some of the monk signature lists,
name list of monks copying scriptures and name list of monks chanting scriptures in monasteries,
we can estimate a relatively accurate literacy rate of the Buddhist sangha. Generally speaking, the
literacy rate of the sangha during the Guiyi Army歸義軍 period (851–1036) was lower than that
during the Tibetan occupation period (786–851). The reason for this change is closely related to each
regime’s Buddhist policy, the size and living situation of the sangha, and the Buddhist atmosphere.
The decrease in the literacy rate of the sangha had great negative consequences, but when viewed
under the context of the stay at home monks and the secularization of Buddhism, the number of
literate monks had actually increased. They were more closely integrated with the secular society and
their functions in the regional society were more pronounced. At the same time, the changes in the
literacy rate of the monks in Dunhuang can also serve as an important reference for understanding
the development of Buddhism in the Central China.

Keywords: Dunhuang; Buddhism; literacy rate; literate monks

1. Introduction

In the Middle Ages, the Buddhist sangha served an important function in regional
societies. This influence is manifested through their religious authority on the one hand and
their cultural knowledge on the other. For this reason, it is very important to understand
their level of education—the literacy rate of the sangha.

Although there are many studies on literacy rates, research on the literacy rate of
religious groups such as the sangha have always contained misunderstandings, and these
groups were often rashly directly classified as literate groups (Mote 1972). The reason
scholars have this impression may be related to the group’s cultural activities. However, at
least since the Northern and Southern Dynasties, there have been many illiterate monks
and nuns in the sangha. The Sūtra of the Dharma’s Complete End (fa miejin jing法滅盡經), an
apocryphal sutra dated to the end of the 5th century, revealed that many monks at that
time “did not chant scriptures”經不誦習 and “did not know characters and sentences”.不
識字句1. At the time that Wudi of Northern Zhou北周武帝 (543–578) tried to exterminate
Buddhism, he once required those who were illiterate to return to laity. Although the
monk Tanji 曇積 strongly opposed this, he admitted that there were many monks who
were “obtuse, and lacking a gift for reading. They study hard but have not learned a
single character”. 受性愚鈍,於讀誦無緣;習學至苦,而不得一字. “They are not smart and
they cannot read more than one phrase”. 無聰力,日誦不過一言. Some monks practicing
asceticism were also incapable of “chanting”.2 It can be seen that the number of illiterate
monks in the sangha in the late Northern and Southern Dynasties was obviously sizable
enough to attract the attention of those in power. After the Tang and Song periods, illiterate
monks still existed, and Cheng Minsheng even believed that as many as one third of the
monks in the Song period might have been illiterate.3 Although he did not give the basis for
his estimation, it should be true that there were a considerable number of illiterate monks
in the Song period.
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Both Western and Chinese academics have attempted to examine literacy rate in
history, especially before modern times. However, due to the limitation of materials, these
always end up as speculations at the end. As far as the research on literacy rate in ancient
China is concerned, the materials used are mostly limited to handed down documents,
so it is indeed difficult to discuss the problem of ancient literacy rate in depth. However,
unearthed documents, especially the Dunhuang documents, have preserved a large number
of source materials regarding contemporary life, including a bunch of materials that enable
discussions on the literacy rate of Buddhist monks in the late Tang, Five Dynasties and
early Song periods.

First, there is a wealth of information for this period on the total number of Buddhist
monks in Dunhuang that is preserved in Dunhuang.4 It should be noted that data on the
size of the sangha is not available for each year, and in many cases there are discrepancies
on dating between different data and sources on literacy. However, the ordination of monks
were not held every year, and sometimes they would not be held for many years. Hao
(1998) has observed that, like the Central China, where monks were not ordained annually,
the “mahāyāna altars” (fangdeng jietan 方等戒坛) set up by the monks in Dunhuang to
grant novice monks upasampada were also not set up every year, but only once every few
years or even decades. In addition, during the Tibetan and Guiyi Army periods, there
may also have been relatively strict government control over the sangha, and the total
size of the sangha grew very slowly. For example, according to S. 2729 (1) “Report on
Population Statistics Book of the Sangha Tribe of Shazhou under the Mi Jingbian in the
Third Month of the Year of Dragon (788)” (辰年[788年]三月沙州僧尼部落米淨辯牒上算使
勘牌子曆) (hereinafter referred to as “Report on Population Statistics Book”) and P. 3060
“Record of Scripture Chanting by the Sangha on the Third Month of the Year 788” (788 nian
sanyue dunhuang sengtuan zhuanjing li 788年三月敦煌僧團轉經歷). It can be seen that in
the third month of 788, the number of male monks reached about 198. According to S.
5676V “Number of Monks and Nuns in the Monasteries of Shazhou Around the Year 825,”
(825 nian zuoyou shazhou zhusi sengni shu 825年左右沙洲諸寺僧尼數), we know that there
were 218 male monks around 825 CE. In other words, in nearly forty years, the number
of monks has increased by 20, and an average of one person has been added for each two
years; if there were an average of twelve monasteries, each monastery increased by less
than two people within forty years. Therefore, the size of the sangha would have remained
roughly stable for a certain period of time and might have even decreased as the old monks
passed away. As a result of this, the size of the sangha in a time period close to the one in
question is also data that can be used as source material for literacy.

Second, during this period there are still a relatively large number of source materials
available for an accurate estimate of the number of literate monks. An estimation of the
number of literate people is one of the most important and difficult problems pertaining
to ancient literacy. Due to the limitation of materials and methods, there is still a lack of
discussion on the subject in academic circles. There are two premises to study this question,
one of which is to determine a method for screening literate people. Research on literacy in
recent times provided a method for screening literate texts, that is, the ability to “write”
and “read” is always the key basis for confirming whether a person is literate. The second
premise is that the basic social unit for research needs to be determined. Literacy rates
require statistical treatment of a specific group rather than an individual. The social unit for
the activity of the sangha is the monastery, so the smallest unit to discuss the literacy rate
of the sangha is also that of the monastery. As far as the above conditions are concerned,
there are three types of texts in the huge Dunhuang literature that can be used: the name
list of monks copying scriptures organized by the monastery, the signature list left by all
the monks in the monasteries when they participated in the decision-making of monastic
affairs, and the scripture chanting name list for scripture chanting activities organized by
the monastery.

The three types of source materials have different degrees of accuracy in calculating
literacy rates. The “signature list” has been widely used in research on western literacy,
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but in the view of modern literacy research, signature is just a “functional” expression of
literacy, and cannot fully describe the literacy level of the writer. In contrast, the name list
of monks copying scriptures and the scripture chanting name list are relatively unique
source materials on the literacy rate of the sangha in the Middle Ages of China. Copying
and chanting scriptures are literacy activities that last for a long time and dealing with
more complex texts, so it can indicate that the participants are fully literate, which can
better reflect the education level of the participants compared to signatures.5

Combining the aforementioned three types of source materials pertaining to literacy
with other source materials, not only can we obtain a relatively accurate table for changes
in the literacy rate of monks, but the factors affecting these changes in the literacy rate
of monks in Dunhuang and the impact of these changes on different things can also be
analyzed in depth. The implications of the changes in the number of literate monks for the
local society can then be deeply explored. Moreover, although the form of Buddhism in
Dunhuang during this period was different from the Buddhism of the Central China, it can
still be used as a reference to understand Central Plains’ Buddhism

2. List of Buddhist Scriptures and Signature List

The name list of monks copying scriptures is a list of people who are paid to copy
Buddhist scriptures, and the signature list is a list of all the monks’ signatures regarding
some matters related to the collective interests of the monks in a monastery. These two
types of source materials can reflect the writing ability of the monks, so they can be the
basis for judging their competence in literacy.

First, let us look at the name list of monks copying scriptures. During the periods of
Tibetan and Guiyi Army rule, the monasteries frequently organized Buddhist activities
such as scripture chanting, and the damage and wearing on the scriptures were significant.
As a result, activities for copying scriptures were frequently organized. Each time there
was an organized activity, a name list of monks copying scriptures was made. Among the
Dunhuang documents, there are a lot of source materials regarding copying scriptures,
but only one of them has value for the estimation of literacy rate, namely the document S.
2711 “Name List of People Writing Scriptures in the Jinguangming Monastery and other
Monasteries from the 810s to 820s” (810 zhi 820 niandai jinguangming si deng si xiejing renming
lu, 810至820年代金光明寺等寺寫經人名錄).6

The beginning and end of this document is complete, and it records the name list of
monks and some lay people who participated in copying scriptures at the Jinguangming
Monastery. There are twenty two people who participated. They are: Jieran戒然, Hong’en
弘恩, Rongzhao 榮照, Zhang Wuzhen 張悟真, Fazhen 法貞, Xianxian 賢賢, Sijia 寺加,
Jinshu金樞, Daozheng道政, Fayuan法緣, Liming離名, Dong Fajian董法建, Yizhen義真,
Huizhao惠照, Qikong 空, Fachi法持, Dao’an道岸, Daoxiu道秀, Chao’an超岸, Tanhui
曇惠, Lisu利俗, and Jingzhen淨真. Also related to this document is P. 3205 “Report on
Distribution of Work on Copying the Scriptures,” (chaojing fenpei li 抄經分配曆) which
records the specific tasks of copying the scriptures assigned to everyone on the basis of the
document S. 2711.7 The difference is that in P. 3205, there was an additional monk by the
name of “Xiangyou”像幽 from the Qianyuan Monastery乾元寺. Copying scriptures is
a fairly important source of income for the monks in Dunhuang, so on this occasion, the
Jinguangming Monastery may have tried its best to call upon as many monks as possible
to participate in copying scriptures. Under the circumstance that there was a shortage of
people, some lay people and monks from other monasteries were also gathered. Therefore,
I tend to think that the number of monks involved in writing scriptures here is relatively
close to the number of literate monks in the Jinguangming Monastery at this time. The
most recent data on the number of monks in the Jinguangming Monastery is found in S.
5676V “Number of Monks and Nuns in the Monasteries of Shazhou Around the Year 825”.
At that time, there were 26 monks in the Jinguangming Monastery. Therefore, the literacy
rate of the monks in the Jinguangming Monastery at that time was roughly 84.6% (22/26).
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Next, let us look at the signature list of the monks. The use of a signature list to discuss
literacy rates has been used in the study of literacy rates in the West. For example, François
and Jacques (1982) have used marriage registers to estimate changes in the literacy rate
in France. They believe that in the 100 years from 1680 to 1780, the literacy rate of French
adults increased from 40% to 70%. With the gradual deepening of the discussion on the
literacy rate in recent times, the source materials used to analyze literacy rates have become
more and more abundant, and the number of words people know has gradually become one
of the central issues in the discussion of literacy. Therefore, whether signatures can be used
for the study of literacy have given rise to some controversies.8 Nevertheless, signatures
can at least partly reflect the education level of the writer. Furthermore, as Liu (2017) said,
writing Chinese characters is difficult to master without a long period of training; at the
same time, the main writing utensil in ancient China was the soft brush, which required a
higher level of control. Therefore, written Chinese characters (including signatures) can be
used as evidence of literacy. Of course, some signatures are blunt and immature, indicating
that the writer is not proficient in moving the brush, so such signatures should not simply
be equated with literacy.

The signature lists used in this article are mainly those manuscripts that are collectively
signed by monks in a monastery. The appearance of such manuscripts is related to the
system by which important affairs of the sangha require internal co-determination. During
the Sui and Tang periods, in the selection of the three directors (san gang) responsible for
various affairs in the monastery, the state once stipulated that:

Only those who use virtue and their abilities to transform their disciples, have
the respect of both the clergy and the laity, and maintain the monastic rules can
hold the position of the three directors. For all those who were nominated, their
names need to be signed by themselves in a report and send to the officials.

凡任僧綱,必須用德行能化徒眾,道俗欽仰,綱維法務者. 所舉徒眾,皆連署牒官. 9

During the periods of Tibetan and Guiyi Army rule, although the method of managing
the monks in Dunhuang was adjusted, the system of co-determination within the monastery
was still maintained. When there were matters in the monastery pertaining to the interests
of all the monks, such as the election of monk officials and the settlement of income and
expenditure, it was necessary to convene a general meeting of the whole monastery to
make a resolution, and finally to collectively sign the report documents. This kind of source
material can reveal at the same time the number of people who should have signed and
the number of people who actually arrived. Therefore, this is one of the most ideal sources
pertaining to statistics on literacy rates.

However, it should be noted that because speculations on writing abilities may be
relatively subjective, when analyzing such materials, I do not intend to make a detailed
classification, but simply divides them into two categories: those with writing ability and
those with no writing ability. The ability to write is easy to understand; those without the
ability to write are ones who cannot write names, which is mainly revealed in their clumsy
brushwork. The reason for this determination is that if a person who does not practice
writing often, his “brushwork will be very immature and rusty”. (Liu 2017, pp. 107–8). On
the other hand, if one’s own signature is already very immature and rusty, then it can also
be determined that the signer has almost no ability to write with the brush, and must be
excluded in the estimation of literacy rates. Moreover, according to the following analysis
of the documents P. 2049V (2) “Expenditure Record of the Head of Accountant on duty
during a year (直岁 zhisui) of Jingtu Monastery for the Second Year of Changxing in the
Later Tang (931)” (houtang changxing er nian [931] jingtu si zhisui rupo li後唐長興二年 [931]
淨土寺直歲入破曆 and P. 2680V “Record on Distributing Scriptures Regarding Singing
on the ‘Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra’ by the Jingtu Monastery in the Bingshen Year (936),”
(bingshen nian [936] jingtu si kai ‘da bore’ fujing li丙申年 (936)淨土寺開〈大般若〉付經曆) it
seems that it is more appropriate to exclude them from those who were literate. At the
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same time, there is also the phenomenon of “empty space without writing” in this type of
signature list, the reasons for which need to be analyzed in detail.

In the Dunhuang documents, I have found six such source materials,10 which will be
analyzed below:

(1) P. 3730 “The Report Pertaining to the Karmadāna Huaiying of the Jinguangming
Monastery Inviting the Monk Huaiji to Fill the Position of Elder Along with the Verdict of
Hongbian in the First Month of the Year of the Rooster”. (Tubo younian zhengyue jinguang-
mingsi weina huaiying deng qing senghuaiji buchong shangzuo Zhuang bing Hongbian pan吐蕃
酉年正月金光明寺維那懷英等請僧淮濟補充上座等狀並洪 判)

The beginning of this document is complete whereas the end is incomplete, and it
recorded the Karmadāna Huaiying懷英 of the Jinguangming Monastery inviting the monk
Huaiji淮濟 to fill the position of abbot in the first month of the Year of the Rooster under
Tibetan rule. There was also a verdict of the head monk Hongbian洪 , and there was the
signature of all the disciples agreeing to elect Huaiji and others at the end. According to the
judgment of Tang and Lu (1990, p. 38), the “Year of the Rooster” of this document may be
829 or 841. However, the verdict in this document came from Hongbian, indicating that he
was already the head monk of Dunhuang at that time. According to P. 4640 “Inscription of
the head monk Wu” (wu sengtong bei吳僧統碑) and the Tibetan inscription in Cave 365 of
the Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang, Wu Hongbian was appointed as chief instructor around
832. Therefore, the “Year of You” here should be the year 841.

Analysis of the writings of monks (see Table 1):

Table 1. Calligraphy of monks of Jinguangming Monastery in 841.

1淮濟
Huaiji

2智明
Zhiming

3懷英
Huaiyin

4善惠
Shanhui

5智通
Zhitong

6義藏
Yizang

7神�
Shen � 8�� 9勝�

Sheng �
10法印
Fayin

11談測
Tance

Picture
         

writing
ability yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

12玄秘
13法
憲

Faxian

14法顯
Faxian

15智浪
Zhilang

16靈秀
Lingxiu

17法雲
Fayun

18靈覺
Lingjue

19法�
Fa �

20惠鋼
Huigang

21逈秀
xiu

22法象
Faxiang

23��

            

yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

The end of this document is incomplete, so it is impossible to know for certain the
number of monks in the Jinguangming Monastery at this time, and in the remaining part
still show 23 people. Except for Huaiji and Zhiming, who were elected as monk officials and
did not leave their signatures, the others left relatively nicely written signatures. However,
since the former two were elected as the elder and abbot of the monastery, respectively,
their ability to handle monastic affairs should be evident, and their writing skills should
also be above the level of the typical monk.

The time period closest to this where we have data on the number of monks in the
Jinguangming Monastery is in document S. 5676V “Number of Monks and Nuns in the
Monasteries of Shazhou Around the Year 825”. At that time, there were 26 monks in the
Jinguangming Monastery. However, the two time periods are about 16 years apart, so the
number 26 only has limited value as a reference. If the number 26 is used as the basis for
estimation, then the minimum literacy rate of the Jinguangming Monastery in 841 should
be above 88.5% (23/26).
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(2) P. 3100 “The Report Pertaining to the monks of Lingtu Monastery inviting the
master of Vinaya Shancai to Fill the Position of Abbot Along with the Verdict of Wuzhen in
the the Second Year of Jingfu in the Tang Dynasty (893) (Tang jingfu ernian lingtusi tuzhong
gongying qing lvshi shancai chongsizhu zhuang ji dusengtong wuzhen pan唐景福二年 (893)靈
圖寺徒眾供英等請律師善才充寺主狀及都僧統悟真判)

The beginning and end of this document are both complete. It records that in 893
CE, the disciples offered the master of Vinaya, Shancai to be the abbot of the monastery,
with the head monk Wuzhen making the judgment. Afterwards, there was a signature of
agreement by everyone in the monastery to recommend Shancai. Although this document
does not indicate the monastery’s name, according to P. 3541 “Epitaph to the portrait of Zhang
Shancai” (張善才邈真讚), we know that the abbot Shancai here is a monk of the Lingtu
Monastery, so we know that the monastery in this document is the Lingtu Monastery.

A statistical analysis of the writings of the monks in the monastery is as follows (see
Table 2):

Table 2. Calligraphy of monks of Lingtu Monastery in 893.

1善才
Shancai

2供英
Gongyin

3龍弁
Longmou

4 5
6慶�
Qin

7 8
9靈龍

Linglong
10張

Zhang
11忠信

Xingzhong
12慶�
Qin �

13道�
Dao � 14

15惠通
Huitong

Pictures
         

writing
ability yes yes yes yes yes no no yes no no

In this document, there are generally two monks’ signatures in one column, but only
one monk’s signature was found in the last column, indicating that nothing is missing in
the signature portion; the spaces below some of the “disciples” are left empty. It should
be noted that these reserved spaces were not always at the end, implying that when the
disciples were listed at that time, a certain format was followed (perhaps based on seniority
or the status of the monks in the monastery). Even if some of the monks did not sign,
others could not easily sign in his space. This also shows that this document should have
listed all the disciples who needed to sign at that time; that is to say, at that time, there
were probably 15 monks in the Lingtu Monastery, and 5 of them left empty spaces and did
not write anything. According to the document that is 12 years later than this document,
S. 2575 (3) “The Report Pertaining to the monks of Lingtu Monastery inviting Daxing to
Fill the Position of Abbot in the August of the 5th year of Tianfu (905)” (tianfu wunian [905]
bayue lingtu si tuzhong qin daxing chong sizhu zhuang天復五年 (905)八月靈圖寺徒眾請大行
充寺主状), which will be discussed below, it can be seen that in 905, the five monks “Daxing
大行, Yishen義深, Lingjun靈俊, Linglong靈龍, and Zhengxin政信” are not seen in this
document, and Daxing is the new abbot, whereas Yishen is the elder of the monastery.
They are both respected senior monks and not likely to have been new entrants from 893
to 905, so they are probably the ones with the five empty spots in this document. We also
know from S. 2575(3) that with the exception of “Zhengxin,” although the other four people
varies in their writing abilities, they all had the ability to write their own names.

The writing style of people such as “Zhang張, Zhongxin忠信, Dao �道�, Huitong
惠通” in this document is very crude, which means their writing abilities were relatively
low, maybe even at the level of beginners. The fact that even their own names were written
so awkwardly indicates that their literacy is almost nonexistent. Therefore, the literacy rate
of the monks in the Lingtu Monastery at that time was 66.7% (10/15).
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(3) S. 2575 (3) “The Report Pertaining to the monks of Lingtu Monastery inviting
Daxing to Fill the Position of Abbot in the August of the 5th year of Tianfu (905)” (tianfu
wunian [905] bayue lingtu si tuzhong qin daxing chong sizhu zhuang天復五年 (905)八月靈圖
寺徒眾請大行充寺主状)

The beginning of this document is complete whereas the end is incomplete. It records
that in the fifth year of Tianfu (905), the disciples of Lingtu Monastery asked Daxing to be
the head of the monastery. They send in their report to the director of monks; the back of
the report has the joint signatures of the monks who agreed to nominate D.

A statistical analysis of the writing of the monks in the monastery is as follows (see
Table 3):

Table 3. Calligraphy of monks of Lingtu Monastery in 905.

1大行
Daxing

2義深
Yishen

3靈俊
Lingjun

4
5政信

Zhengxin
6惠
Hui

7
8靈龍

Linglong

picture

     
writing
ability yes yes yes no no no

The text of the report is partially incomplete, but there are no missing parts pertaining
to the signatures of the disciples, so we know that in 905, there may have been eight monks
in the Lingtu Monastery. In the report, there are two monks who left empty spaces and
did not write. According to the above analysis, we know that those who left empty spaces
but not writing do not necessarily mean that they did not have the ability to write. There
is only one monk (Linglong靈龍) from this document that is also seen in P. 3100. If the
“Huitong” in P. 3100 is the “Hui” found in this document, there are still only two monks. In
893, there were still ten people who were literate in the Lingtu Monastery, so it is unlikely
that only the two of them were left. Therefore, the disciples who left empty space with no
writing in this document are probably also found in P. 3100 and had the ability to write.
In the signatures from this report, Zheng Xin’s handwriting is rather crude, implying that
his knowledge is quite limited. Similar to this is the monk “Hui”. The fact that they write
their own names so crudely shows that their literacy level was very low. Excluding the
“Zhengxin” and “Hui”, the ratio of those who are literate would be 75% (6/8).

(4) P. 2049V (1) “Expenditure Record of the Head of the Jingtu Monastery for the Third
Year of Tongguan in the Later Tang (925)”(houtang tongguang sannian jingtusi rupo li後唐同
光三年 (925)淨土寺入破曆)

The beginning and end of P. 2049V are complete, and there are two copies of the
expenditure record, namely P. 2049V (1) and P. 2049V (2) “Expenditure Record of the Jingtu
Monastery for the Second Year of Changxing in the Later Tang (931)”.(houtang changing
ernian jingtusi rupo li後唐長興二年 (931)淨土寺入破曆) Both Expenditure Record keep the
signature list.

A statistical analysis of the writings of the monks based on P.2049V (1) is as follows
(see Table 4):
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Table 4. Calligraphy of monks of Jingtu Monastery in 925.

1保護
Baohu

2淨Jing
3保保

Baobao
4道會

Daohui
5寶Bao 6道Dao 7應Ying

8法深
Fashen

9願達
Yuanda

10保達
Baoda

picture
          

writing
ability yes yes no yes no no no yes yes no

11因會
Yinhui

12功
�Gong�

13願真
Yuanzhen

14淨戒
Jingjie

15古Gu 16 17
18願濟
Yuanji

19紹宗
Shaozong

20 21

       

no no yes yes no yes yes

Therefore, according to the statistics of this document, we know that in 925, there
were probably 21 monks in the Jingtu Monastery, of which four left empty spaces and
did not sign, and eight had crude and clumsy handwriting. If these eight people were
excluded from the literate group, then at this time, the literacy rate of monks in the Jingtu
Monastery is 61.9% (13/21). In fact, according to the following analysis of P. 2680V “Record
on Distributing Scriptures Regarding Singing on the ‘Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra’ by the
Jingtu Monastery in the Bingshen Year (936),” these people were not competent enough for
the activities of reading the scriptures, that is, their literacy is very limited, and they should
be excluded from being considered as part of the literate group.

(5) P. 2049V (2) “Expenditure Record of the Jingtu Monastery for the Second Year of
Changxing in the Later Tang (931)”.(houtang changing ernian jingtusi rupo li後唐長興二年
(931)淨土寺入破曆)

The statistical analysis of the signatures of the monks in the monastery mentioned in
P.2049V (2) is as follows (see Table 5):

Table 5. Calligraphy of monks of Jingtu Monastery in 931.

1願達
Yuanda

2 3 4 5
6道會

Daohui
7寶Bao 8道Dao

9法深
Fashen

10應Ying
11保達
Baoda

12因會
Yinhui

picture
           

writing
ability yes no no no yes yes no yes no no no

13�� 14願真
Yuanzhen

15淨戒
Jingjie

16保護
Baohu

17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24願濟
Yuanji

25紹宗
Shaozong

       
yes yes yes yes no yes yes

According to the statistics of this document, in 931, there may have been twenty five
monks in the Jingtu Monastery, an increase of four compared with the year 925. Among
them, there are fifteen people who also appeared in the previous document. There are
seven people who left spaces and did not sign this document, but the names “Shanhui,
Baohui, Baosheng, Jingsheng, Yuansheng, and Guangjin” contained in P. 2680V (8) that will
be discussed below are not seen in this document. Furthermore, they are all monks who
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are capable of chanting scriptures for a long time and have a high level of literacy. They are
unlikely to be novice monks who were newly ordained during the five years from 931 to
936, so they are probably the six people who have not signed this document. In addition,
the monk “Gong �” in P. 2049V (1) who had very poor hand writing is also not found in
this document, and may also be one of those who did not sign. Including him, there are
nine people whose hand writings are crude at this time. Therefore, overall, the literacy rate
of the monks in Jingtu Monastery at this time was 64% (16/25).

(6)羽52 “Expenditure Record of the Dayun Monastery in the Second Month of the
Third Year of Yongxi of the Song Dynasty(986)”(song yongxi sannian eryue dayunsi rupoli宋
雍熙三年 (986)二月大雲寺入破曆)

This document is incomplete at the beginning and complete at the end. At the end of
the fascicle, there are the signatures of the disciples of the monastery.

The statistical analysis of the writings of the disciples in the monastery is as follows
(see Table 6):

Table 6. Calligraphy of monks of Dayun Monastery in 986.

1定惠
Dinghui

2 3 4 5 6 7祥Xiang 8右You 9 10 11

Picture
          

Writing
Ability yes yes no no yes yes no no no yes

12 13 14 15 16 17
18定惠

Dinghui
19僧正

Sengzheng
20惠Hui

21僧正
Sengzheng

22護戒
Hujie

          
yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

According to the statistics of this document, in 985 CE, there were probably 22 monks
in the Dayun Monastery, of which 2 left empty spaces and did not sign, and 5 had crude
and clumsy handwriting. Excluding them, the literacy rate was 63.6% (14/22). It is worth
noting that at least 14 people in the signature list of this document used huaya畫押 which
is a kind of non-literal signature symbol instead of formal characters, accounting for as
high as 70% (14/20) of the monks who signed. Although some economic documents in
Dunhuang often uses huaya signature rather than standard characters, this signature list is
indeed very unique compared to the previous ones.

3. The Scripture Chanting Name List of the Monastic Members

The monastery’s scripture chanting name list records the list of monks who partici-
pated in the activity of reading scripture with rhythm. Scripture chanting is an activity
of chanting and praying for blessings, and it is one of the most important and frequently
held Buddhist activities of the sangha. When participating in chanting scriptures, espe-
cially when chanting major works such as the 600 fascicles of the Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra,
reading is the most common method, which requires monks to be literate. The scripture
chanting in the Dunhuang region includes the scripture chanting of all the monks of the
Dunhuang sangha, and also the scripture chanting involving mainly one monastery along
with some monks from other monasteries. There are also cases of the chanting of scriptures
within a single monastery, and also cases of several people or even one person participating.
Among the scripture chanting name list, there are only five documents that have value for
estimating the literacy rate.11 The analysis is as follows:
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(1) S.10967 “Record of Scripture Chanting among Monks in the Lingtu Monastery
and Other Monasteries Around the Year 789” (789 nian qianhou lingtusi deng si sengzhong
zhuanjing li 789年前後靈圖寺等寺僧眾轉經歷)

The beginning and the end of this document are both complete, and it is the scripture
chanting record of all of the monks of Dunhuang. According to this document, there were
thirty four people who participated in scripture chanting by the names of Fayou 法幽,
Biankong辨空, Jinding金頂, Weiji維濟, Jieying戒盈, Tanbian曇辯, Baoyi寶意, Rijun日
俊, Jintian金田, Zhiyin志殷, Abbot Ji (寂寺主), Elder Zhan (湛上座), Jianxin堅信, Fajun法
濬, Xiuhui修惠, Rigan日幹, Fa Xing法行, Zhi Cheng至澄, Zheng Qin正勤, Fa Quan法詮,
Hui Guang惠光, Zhi En智恩, Guang Zhao光照, Wen Hui文惠, Xiang Hai像海, Esoteric
Master (mi fashi秘法), Jingu金鼓, Huai’en懷恩, Tanyin曇隱, Jiao faxing交法行, Liming離
名, and Fazhou法舟. Other than “Zhi’en” who can be found in P. 3060 “Record of Scripture
Chanting by the Sangha on the Third Month of the Year 788” and will be discussed below,
the other monks’ names are all found in S. 2729 (1). This indicates that this documents are
also probably dated to around the year 789. Furthermore, except for the “Esoteric master”
whom we cannot determine with certainty whether he is from the Qianyuan Monastery乾
元寺 or the Bao’en Monastery報恩寺, we can determine the monastic affiliation of all the
other monks. Among them, Lingtu Monastery had 13 monks, while the other monasteries
had at most only 3 monks. It can be seen that this activity of chanting scriptures was
organized with the Lingtu Monastery as the center. Among the monasteries, since only the
Lingtu Monastery had a sizable number of monks, so when estimating the literacy rate,
the estimates for the Lingtu Monastery are more valuable. According to P. 3060, it can be
seen that after the third month of 788, the Dunhuang sangha increased by 79 monks and
nuns, and the Bao’en Monastery and other monasteries increased the number of monks by
61. Since we cannot determine the increase in the number of monks in each monastery, it
is not possible to discuss the literacy rate of the Lingtu Monastery and other monasteries
at this time based on S.10967; however, the document can be used to discuss the literacy
rate of the Lingtu Monastery in the third month of 788. According to this document, we
know that the literate monks in the Lingtu Monastery are (the corresponding monk names
in S. 2729 in parentheses):

Fayou (Jing Fayou 法幽), Abbot Song (Song Zhiji 宋志寂), Elder Zhan (Cao
Zhizhan曹志湛), Zhengqin (Song Zhengqin宋正勤), Faquan (Chen Faquan陳
法詮), Guangzhao (Zhang Guangzhao 張光照), Zhicheng (Suo Zhicheng 索志
澄), Tanbian (Ma Tanbian馬曇辯), Wenhui (Zhang Wenhui張文惠), Liming (Cao
Liming曹離名), Guangzhao (Zhang Guangzhao張光照), Jingu (Li Jingu李金鼓),
Zhiyin (Zhang Zhiyin張志殷).

According to S. 2729 (1), it can be seen that in the third month of 788, there were
17 monks in the Lingtu Monastery, so the literacy rate of the monastery at that time was
76.5% (13/17).

(2) P.3060 “Record of Scripture Chanting by the Sangha on the Third Month of the Year
788” (788 nian sanyue Dunhuang sengtuan zhuanjing li 788年三月敦煌僧團轉經歷)

The beginning and end of this document are both complete. It records a scripture
chanting activity that involved the entire sangha. The end of the document recorded that
there were “one hundred and three monks and seventy seven nuns”. This meant that the
total number of people who read scriptures on this occasion is 180.

Among the 180 people who chanted scriptures on this occasion, 100 (44 male monks,
56 nuns) were found in S. 2729 (1) and 80 people (59 male monks, 21 nuns) were not found
in S. 2729 (1), indicating that this scripture chanting should have occurred shortly after the
third month of 788. In the third month of 788, the size of the Dunhuang sangha was 310,
which means that in just a few months, the size of the sangha increased by 25.8% (80/310).
They were probably the result of the Tibetan regime bringing monks from other conquered
areas and concentrating them in Dunhuang. Furthermore, according to S. 2729 (1), it can
be seen that the “Fada”法達 who participated in the scripture chanting died on the first
day of the fourth month of the year of the dragon (788). “Jingfa淨法, Chujing處淨, and
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Zhiming智明” died in the first month and the eleventh month of the year of Horse (790),
so this scripture chanting should have taken place in the third month of 788, and after
the creation of the population statistics book to count the monks. S. 2729 (1) shows that
there were 139 monks and 171 nuns in Dunhuang when the population statistics book
was made. Therefore, during the third month, the number of male monks was about
200 (61 + 139), and the number of nuns was about 189 (18 + 171). In sum, the ratio of male
monks chanting scriptures was 51.5% (103/200), and the ratio of nuns chanting scriptures
was 40.7% (77/189).

However, comparing this document to S. 2729 (1), we can also find that not all the
monks in the latter participated in this scripture chanting. The participation rate of male
monks in S. 2729 (1) is 31.7% (44/139). In regard to the specifics of individual monaster-
ies: Longxing Monastery 龍興寺 21.4% (6/28), JinguangMing Monastery 43.8% (7/16),
Dayun Monastery 43.8% (7/16), Lingtu Monastery 35.3% (6/17), Bao’en Monastery 22.2%
(2/9), Yong’an Monastery 9.1% (1/11), Liantai Monastery蓮臺寺 27.3% (3/11), Qianyuan
Monastery 31.6% (6/19), Kaiyuan Monastery 30.7% (4/13); the participation ratio of nuns
is 32.7% (56/171), and the literacy rate figures for each convent is as follows: Lingxiu
Monastery靈修寺 35.8% (24/67), Puguang Monastery普光寺 31.9% (15/47), and Dacheng
Monastery 大乘寺 38.6% (17/44). According to the analysis of S. 10967, there were as
many as 13 people in the Lingtu Monastery at that time, however, on this occasion, only 6
monks appeared. Therefore, the list here obviously did not include all the literate monks in
each monastery; Dayun Monastery and the Jinguang Monastery had the highest rates, but
even these monasteries only had 43.8%. Compared with the monasteries for monks, the
number of new nuns added to convents was relatively less, with an average of 6 people per
monastery; there were also many people involved in scripture chanting in each monastery,
so the literacy level for document S.10967 may be closer to the literacy level of nuns in the
third month of 788.

(3) P.3947 “Record of Thirty One Monks Chanting Scriptures at Longxing Monastery
in the Year 831 or 843” (831 huo 843 nian longxing si ying zhuanjing sanshi yi ren fenfan lu
831或843年龍興寺應轉經卌一人分番錄)

The beginning and end of this document are both complete, and it is recorded by Cai
Yin蔡殷, the minister of Longxing Monastery. The monks who participated in the scripture
chanting activity are: Abbot Li李寺主, Abbot Zhai翟寺主, Du Falü杜法律, Guizhen歸
真, Zhihai智海, Changxing常性, Huigui惠歸, Zhenyi真一, Faqing法清, Judge Yong顒
判官, Boming 伯明, Shaojian 紹見, Fazhu 法住, Shengui 神歸, Lingzhao 靈照, Ling’e 靈
萼, Guangzan光讚, Huihai惠海, Fuzhi福智, Fazang法藏 Bajie Duan八戒段 (?), Abbot
Duan段寺主, Zhenmin貞凑, Yingxiu英秀, Fazhi法智, Guo Fatong郭法通, Huisu惠素 (?),
Huichang惠常, Zhizhen志真, Bi’an彼岸, Haiyin海印, Weiying惟英, Farong法榮, Fali法
利, Guangxi光 , Shenzang神藏, Lingying靈應, Daozhen道珍, Lingxiu靈秀, Fayin法印,
and Judge Deng鄧判官, 41 monks total. The time of this scripture chanting is in a certain
“year of Pig”.

None of the monks in this document were seen in S. 2729 (1) of 788, so we know that
there is a long gap in time between the “year of Pig” in this document and the year 788.
At the same time, the monks in this document are often found in other documents. For
example, Abbot Li, Du Falü, Guizhen, Zhihai, Faqing, Shaojian, Boming, Lingzhao, Huihai,
Fazang, Zhenju, Fatong, Bi’an, Haiyin Weiying, Farong, Guangxi, Daozhen, Lingxiu,
Fayin,” twenty total, were also seen in P.t. 1261V “Record on Distributing the payment for
performing ritual activities to Monks under the Tibetan Period” (tufan shiqi sengren fenpei
zhachen li吐蕃時期僧人分配齋 曆) (Zheng 2001, p. 129). Therefore, the “the year of Pig”
in this document may be the year 843, 831, or 819. Regarding the size of the sangha of the
Longxing Monastery, among the source materials we have, the ones with the closest time
period are S. 5676V “Number of Monks and Nuns in the Monasteries of Shazhou Around
the Year 825,” and S. 2614V “Monks and Nuns of the Monasteries in Shazhou at the End
of the Ninth Century and the Beginning of the Tenth Century” (jiu shiji mo shi shijie chu
shazhou zhusi sengni mingbu九世紀末十世紀初沙州諸寺僧尼名簿). The number of people in
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the Longxing Monastery in the former is 23, which is much lower than the 41 people in this
document, so the date of this document is unlikely to be the year 819. The number of people
of the Longxing Monastery in the latter is 50, although the date is a little later. Considering
that the number of the monks in the Tibetan and Guiyi Army periods generally showed a
trend of continuous growth, so in the “the year of Pig” when the scripture chanting took
place, the size of the sangha at the Longxing Monastery is unlikely to have exceeded 50.
Therefore, if 50 is used as the base of calculation, then the literacy rate of the Longxing
Monastery at this time is roughly 82% (41/50).

(4) S. 11352 “Board Pertaining to Scripture Chanting of the Anguo Convent from the
End of the Ninth Century to the Beginning of the Tenth Century” (shi shiji mo shi shiji chu
anguo nisi zhuanjing bang九世紀末十世紀初安國尼寺轉經牓)

The beginning and end portions of this document are both complete, and the content
pertains to scripture chanting at a certain monastery. The text is as follows:

1. � 心 政心 延惠

2. � 政惠 妙定 戒乘

3. 忍 堅藏 真惠 圓智 妙林 真如

4. � 嚴 如意 如吾 無性

5. � 政信 朱 (殊)勝過 (果) 真頂 真行 能修 照

6. 心 妙嚴 能寂 政思

7. 第二番: 慈藏 真願 妙行 濟實 朱勝智 如惠

8. 明會 堅忍

9. 右件,國家轉經福田攘災, �宜宿
10. 不得寬�,如有故違,必照重
11. 罰 ��謗 (牓)示
12. 今月廿三日法律道哲

1. � Xin心 政心 Zhengxin延惠 Yanhui
2. � Zhenghui政惠 Miaoding妙定 Jiecheng戒乘

3. Ren忍 Jianzang坚藏 Zhenhui真惠 Yuanzhi圆智 Miaolin
妙林 Zhenru真如

4. � Yan严 Ruyi如意 Ruwu如吾Wuxing无性
5. � Zhengxin Shushengguo Zhending Zhenxing Nengxiu Zhaoxin
6. Xin Miaoyan Nengji Zhengsi
7. Second Part: Cizang Zhenyuan Miaoxing Jishi Shushengzhi Ruhui
8. Minghui Jianren
9. On the right, the state organizes scripture chanting for fortune to avoid disasters,

everyone should strict adherence to the requirements.
10. No leniency is allowed. If there is any violation, there will be serious
11. penalty. � � displays on board.
12. On the 23rd of this month, the Falü Daozhe

According to the recorded text, each line is about 6–7 people when complete, so the
number of people may be around 40. The nuns in this document are all found in the Anguo
Convent in S. 2614V. At that time, there were 100 nuns in the Anguo Convent, 23 śiks.amān. ās
and 16 śrāman. eri, totaling 139 people. In this way, the ratio of those participating in this
scripture chanting is roughly: 28.8% (40/139).

(5) P. 2680V “Record on Distributing Scriptures Regarding Singing on the
‘Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra’ by the Jingtu Monastery in the Bingshen Year (936),” (bingshen
nian [936] jingtu si kai ‘da bore’ fujing li丙申年 (936)淨土寺開〈大般若〉付經曆).

This document is complete at the beginning and incomplete at the end. It was a record
for distributing scriptures pertaining to read the Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra by a certain
monastery in the Bingshen year. It involves monks: the governor of sangha (Du Sengz
heng 都僧正), monastery governor Wu (Wu Sengzheng 吴僧正), Shanhui 善惠, Jingjie 淨
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戒, Yuanzhen願真, Baoda保達, Yuanda願達, Fashen法深, Song Falü宋法律, Baohui保
會, Baosheng保勝, Jingsheng淨勝, Yuansheng願勝, Guangjin廣進, 14 monks total. Of
those, at least 5 monks are “Jingjie, Yuanzhen, Baoda, Yuanda, and Fashen” in P. 2049V (2)
“Expenditure Record of the Head of Farming of the Jingtu Monastery for the Second Year
of Changxing in the Later Tang (931),” so it can be confirmed that this monastery is the
Jingtu Monastery, and the year of Bingshen here is the year 936, so this document titled
“Record on Distributing Scriptures Regarding Lecturing on the ‘Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra’
by the Jingtu Monastery in the Bingshen Year (936)”.

The size of the Mahāpranjāpāramitā Sutra is 600volumes, and since 14 monks read
310 volumes, so although this document is not complete, we know that there should only
be 14 monks responsible for chanting on this occasion. According to P. 2049V (2) which
recorded the signatures of the disciples of the Jingtu Monastery, we know that in 931, the
number of monks in the Jingtu Monastery was 25. The size of the monastic establishment in
936 did not change significantly from that. Therefore, the proportion of those participating
in the scripture chanting is about 56% (14/25).

In comparison, when analyzing the notes in the signature list of P. 2049V (2) above, at
least seven monks with crude writing, such as “Bao”, “Dao”, “Ying”, and “Yinhui”, did not
appear in the scripture chanting list on this occasion. This shows that their literacy level is
indeed limited, and they are not competent enough for the religious activities that require a
long time to read the scriptures. The monks who had a high level of hand writing in the
Jingtu Monastery in 931 and the monks who were able to read the scriptures in 936 should
be of the same group. This is no coincidence, and it also shows that they should be all the
literate people in the Jingtu Monastery at that time.

(6) P. 3365 “Record on Distributing Scriptures to the Monks of the Jingtu Monastery
for the Minor Illness of the Great King, Lord of the Prefecture on the Tenth Day of the Fifth
Month of the Jiaxu Year (974)”(jiaxu nian wuyue shiri jingtusi sengzhong wei fuzhu dawang
xiaohuan fujing li甲戌年 (974)五月十日淨土寺僧眾為府主大王小患付經歷).

The beginning and end of this document are both complete. It records the distribution
of scriptures to the monks of a certain monastery praying for the Great King for his well
being. The monks involved in the scripture chanting include Monk Zhou周和尚, Monk
Li李和尚, Suo Falü索法律, Wang Falü王法律, Li Falü李法律, Jie Falü捷法律, Master Tan
譚法師, Master Gao高法師, Gao Falü高法律, Tan Sheli譚闍梨, Fuman福满, Luo Laosu
羅老宿, Sengnu僧奴, Jieyong戒顒, Jieguang戒光, Jiesong戒松, Baofu保福, Yingqi應啟,
Zhangsan章三, Fajin法進, Zhifa智法, monastery governor Zhou (Zhou sengzheng周僧正),
21 monks total.

In 974, Cao Yuanzhong曹元忠, the Military Commissioner of the Guiyi Army, died of
illness. Before his death, the Dunhuang monasteries held a scripture chanting activity to
pray for him. This document is a record of the distribution of scriptures for the monks of a
certain monastery who chanted the scriptures for Cao Yuanzhong in 974. Among them,
“Monk Zhou (monastery governor Zhou), Tan Falü, Li Falü, Suo Falü, Jie Falü (Choujie),
Zhangsan” are also found in S. 6452 “Expenditure Record of the Jingtu Monastery from the
Xinsi Year to the Renwu Year (981–982)”. Therefore, the monks in this document should be
the disciples of the Jingtu Monastery. S. 6452 records the economic activities of the Jingtu
Monastery from the twelfth month of the Xinsi year to the twelfth month of the Renwu year.
Based on this, we can find the people who have economic relations with the monastery. In
the expenditure record, if monks in other monasteries were recorded, the simplified name
of the monastery to which the monk is affiliated will be added before the monk’s name. For
example, on the sixth day of the third month of the Renwu year, some millet “were loaned
by Baotong保通 of the Dacheng Monastery,” so those monks who did not add the name of
their monastery should have been the monks of the Jingtu Monastery. According to my
estimates, there are at least 33 monks in the Jingtu Monastery who were involved.

There are a total of 21 monks in this case, so if the 33 people are used as the benchmark,
the ratio of those who read the scripture is 63.6% (21/33).
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We obtained 16 pieces of data based on the 13 source materials above. Here, taking
the monastery as the unit, arranged by order of time, is as follows (see Table 7):

Table 7. The literacy rate of monasteries and convents in Dunhuang.

Monastery Time Literacy Rate Source Type of Source

Lingtu Monastery

788 76.5% S. 10967 name list for scripture chanting

893 66.7% P. 3100 Signature list

905 75% S. 2575 (3) Signature list

Jinguangming Monastery
Around 810s–820s 84.6% S. 2711 name list of monks copying scriptures

841 88.5% P. 3730 Signature list

Longxing Monastery 831 or 843 82% P. 3947 name list for scripture chanting

Dayun Monastery 985 63.6% 羽52 Signature list

Jingtu Monastery

925 61.9% P. 2049V (1) Signature list

931 64% P. 2049V (2) Signature list

936 56% P. 2680V (8) name list for scripture chanting

974 63.6% P. 3365 name list for scripture chanting

Lingxiu Convent 788 34.3% P. 3060 name list for scripture chanting

Puguang Convent 788 31.9% P. 3060 name list for scripture chanting

Dacheng Convent 788 43.2% P. 3060 name list for scripture chanting

Total for Nuns 788 32.7% P. 3060 name list for scripture chanting

Anguo Convent
End of 9th Century to
the Beginning of the

Tenth Century
28.8% S. 11352 name list for scripture chanting

Here, we also need to discuss two issues. The first is the reliability of the data, and the
second is how representative are the data.

First, let us look at the reliability of the data. Judging from the above statistical table,
although the literacy rate data of a specific monastery within a short period were obtained
from different source materials, the data were still very similar. For example, in the relevant
data of Jinguangming Monastery, S. 2711 and P. 3730 were the name lists of copying the
scriptures and the signatures respectively. The figures we obtained are relatively close,
being 84.6% and 88.5% respectively; in the ten years from 925 to 936, in the three sets of
data from Jingtu Monastery (61.9% in 925, 64% in 931, and 56% in 936), two of the sets were
gotten from the signature and one set of data from the name list for scripture chanting,
which belong to different types of source materials, but the data are also relatively similar.
The similarity of the data obtained from different source materials shows that the above
statistics are relatively reliable.

It should be pointed out that signature is only a kind of “functional” literacy, while
copying and reading scriptures is “full literacy”. There are more monks who have the ability
to sign than those who can copy and read scriptures. This explains why the data obtained
from different materials in the same period are relatively close, but the data obtained from
the signature list is higher than the data obtained from the name list of monks copying
scriptures and the name list for scripture chanting. For example, regarding the three sets of
data from the Jingtu Monastery, the data for the years 925 (61.9%) and 931 (64%) obtained
from the signature lists were higher than the data for 936 (56%) obtained from the name list
for scripture chanting.

Second, we will take a look at how representative are the data. Among the 16 pieces
of data obtained, only 1 is the data pertaining to all the nuns, and the others are all
data of individual monasteries; and the distribution of data for different monasteries
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is also unbalanced. During the Tibetan and Guiyi Army periods, there were as many
as 18 monasteries and convents in Dunhuang. However, this paper only used the data
for 6 monasteries, especially the Jingtu Monastery (4 data) and the Lingtu Monastery (3
data). The discussion in this article is based on a specific monastery, so, can the data of a
single monastery represent the literacy level of the entire Dunhuang sangha during the
same period?

Among the data obtained from different materials, there are four sets of data involving
Lingtu Monastery (76.5%), Jinguangming Monastery (84.6% and 88.5%), and Longxing
Monastery (82%) in the middle and early stages of the Tibetan rule. They are very close
in number and were all around 80%. This shows that the literacy level of monks in all the
monasteries at that time was very high, and it also shows that 80% may also be the basic
level of most of the monasteries with monks. During the Guiyi Army period, the seven
data figures of different monasteries were all around 60%, which also showed that the
literacy levels of these monasteries were very close to each other.12 Therefore, if the overall
literacy rate of male monks in Dunhuang during the same period is estimated based on the
literacy rate of one monastery, even though there might be some deviation, the deviation
may not be very large.

On the basis of the above analysis, the literacy rates of male monks in Dunhuang in
the late Tang, Five Dynasties and early Song periods are arranged as follows (see Table 8):

Table 8. The literacy rate of Dunhuang monks in the period of Tibetan occupation and the period of
the Guiyi Army.

Time Literacy Rate

Period of Tibetan Occupation

1 788 76.5%

2 Around 810s–820s 84.6%

3 831 or 843 82%

4 841 88.5%

Period of the Guiyi Army

5 893 66.7%

6 905 75%

7 925 61.9%

8 931 60%

9 936 56%

10 974 63.6%

11 985 63.6%

Regarding nuns, we have also only collected 6 pieces of data, of which there are fairly
numerous data from 788, including the data on the Lingxiu Monastery, Puguang Monastery
and Dasheng Monastery. If the overall figures of the three monasteries are taken, they can
be arranged in chronological order as follows (see Table 9):

Table 9. The literacy rate of Dunhuang nuns in the period of Tibetan occupation and the period of
the Guiyi Army.

Time Literacy Rate

Period of Tibetan Occupation 1 788年 32.7%

Period of the Guiyi Army 2 End of 9th Century to the Beginning
of the Tenth Century 28.8%

And We can put the above data in a chart (see Chart 1):
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Chart 1. The literacy rate of Buddhist monks and nuns in Dunhuang during the late Tang, Five
Dynasties, and early Song Period.

Although there may be deviations between the estimations of specific years and the
real situation, and the specifics may be adjusted with further research, while the general
trend is very clear: that is, the literacy rate of the sangha during the Tibetan period was
significantly higher than that of the Guiyi Army period, and the literacy rate of the monks
was higher than that of the nuns. At the same time, no matter how the state policy
changed, the sangha could guarantee a certain number of literate monks, and this ratio was
fairly high.

4. Reasons That the Literacy Rate of the Sangha in Dunhuang Declined under the
Guiyi Army Period

During the Tibetan occupation period and the Guiyi Army period, the environment for
the development of Buddhism was very different. During the Tibetan occupation period,
Buddhism in Dunhuang was isolated from the Central Plains and was relatively closed off,
gradually showing a different development from Buddhism in the Central Plains. During
the Guiyi Army period, with the return of Dunhuang to the Tang Dynasty, communication
between Dunhuang and Central China became intensified, and Dunhuang Buddhism
gradually converged more and more with Buddhism in the Central Plains. The changes
in the literacy rate of the sangha should be considered under this historical context. Here,
we focus on three factors. The first is the change in the policy of ordaining monks and the
expansion of the size of the sangha. The second is the change in the number of eminent
monks, and the third is the change in the Buddhist ethos.

(1) The Change in the Policy of Ordaining Monks and the Expansion of the Size of
the Sangha.

To a great extent, the state’s Buddhist policy, especially the policy of ordaining monks,
determines the education level of the Sangha. For example, in the early Tang period, the
policy of “test on the sutras to ordain the monks” (shijing試經) was widely implemented.13

That is, monks were required to read hundreds of scriptures to obtain the qualification of
ordination. Furthermore, from the time of Emperor Gaozong, daily examinations were
often practiced (Meng 2009, pp. 136–43). When the policy is effectively implemented, the
official can guarantee the quality of the Sangha. If monks were ordained indiscriminately,
especially when monk identifications were sold excessively, the education level of the
Sangha will drop sharply.

Although it is not clear what the local policy pertaining to ordaining monks in Dun-
huang was during the Tibetan occupation period and the Guiyi Army period, it can still
be inferred from the analysis of the changes in the size of the Dunhuang sangha that the
government of the Tibetan period strictly controlled the monks, while the Guiyi Army

112



Religions 2022, 13, 992

gradually loosened the control. Before the third month of 788, the size of the sangha was 310.
Later, due to the immigration of monks outside of Dunhuang, the size may have reached
389; by 825, it was 427 (218 male, 209 female). Although the size was also increasing at the
time, it was not a very large increase. During the period of the Guiyi Army, the size of the
sangha expanded rapidly. The size was 1169 at the beginning of the 10th century. Among
them, there were 392 male monks, which almost doubled in the size compared to the year
825. The number of nuns reached 777, an increase of more than three times. In 933, the size
of the sangha had reached 1500, 3.5 times that of 825. During the period of the Guiyi Army,
it was obvious that the quality of the sangha could not be effectively controlled through the
policy of the ordination of the monks.

The relaxation of restrictions on the size of Buddhist sangha meant that the quality of
the sangha at the institutional level cannot be guaranteed. At the same time that this caused
the expansion of the size of the sangha, education within Buddhist institutions would have
taken a huge hit. During the period of the Guiyi Army, the expansion of the size of the
sangha far exceeded the speed of growth in the other various fields of the monasteries’
construction. This increasingly limited the resources of the monastery for matters such as
Buddhist practices and monks’ livelihood.

For example, in terms of monastic education, the educational resources of monasteries
may not have achieved the same growth as the size of the sangha. Although some monks
in Dunhuang received a good family education before they became ordained, for the vast
majority of monks, their education training in aspects such as reading and writing was
completed in the monastery. During the Tibetan and Guiyi Army periods, there were some
male monks’ monasteries, such as temple schools (sixue 寺學), which could be open to
some male monks, and the new monks, śrāman. eri, and śiks.amān. ās, could learn from older
monks and nuns, but many source materials show that during the Guiyi Army period, the
cultural training received by many monks was very inadequate. The document P. 6005,
“Announcement About the Summer’s Three-month Retreat During the Guiyi Army Period”
(guiyi jun shiqi shimen tie zhusi gangguan ling xiaanju tie歸義軍時期釋門帖諸寺綱管令夏安
居帖) mentioned that many monks, śrāman. eri, and śiks.amān. ās “did not have teachers yet”
(weiyou qing yizhi未有請依止) at that time, that is, there was no elder monks to guide
them in their cultivation. In such an environment, the condition of their training in cultural
matters can be imagined. In the signature lists of the later periods of the Zhang family’s
Guiyi Army and the Cao family’s Guiyi Army period analyzed above, there are a lot of
crude signatures, and this phenomenon is not seen in the signature lists of the Tibetan
period. In another example, for the year 925, six monks in the Jingtu Monastery, including
“Bao”, “Dao”, “Ying”, and “Yinhui” have their own signatures in the document P. 2049V
(1). At this time, their hand writing was very crude, and they were obviously beginners.
Judging from their signatures on P. 2049V (2) in 931, in six years, only the hand writing
of “Bao” has improved slightly, and the writing ability of the five other people did not
improve compared to before. Some of their writing abilities even regressed, which means
that these five monks had little to no writing training in the past six years. (See Table 10).

Table 10. A comparative table of calligraphy by Bao and five others in 925 and 931.

Bao寶 Dao道 Ying應 Baoda保達 Yinhui因會 Gu古(?)

925
      

931
      

The rapid expansion of the size of the sangha has also far exceeded the construction
speed of the basic infrastructure of the monastery such as dormitories. As a result, a
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large number of monks cannot live in the monasteries and can only return to their secular
families (Hao 1991, pp. 836–37; 1998, pp. 74–112; Wu 2018, pp. 14–21). Staying at secular
home meant that the studies in the Buddhist subjects of sutras, vinaya, and Buddhist
treatises were in a very bad situation. S. 371 and P. 3092V are “An Announcement about
the Examination from the Monastery Education Establishment in the Tenth Month of the
Wuzi Year (928)” (wuzi nian [928] shiyue shibu tie戊子年 (928)十月試部帖), which recorded
that in 928, the monastery education establishment ordered the monastery managers to
supervise their disciples twice a month (the first and last day of the month) in reading and
reading sutras, vinayas and Buddhist treatises. In order to ensure these requirements are
carried out, regulatory measures such as setting up “teaching masters” to teach, having
“Karmadāna making reports” and having “examination on scriptures” were implemented.
Even so, the chanting that resulted from the remaining 20 people found in P. 3092V show
that 8 people participated in all the activities, 3 people participated in half of the activities,
and 9 people did not participate. Nearly half of the disciples ignored the announcement.
The appearance of this phenomenon indicates that the monks at that time might not take
this kind of scripture examination very seriously. This attitude will inevitably lead to a
sharp drop in the monks’ education level compared to the past. At the same time, it is worth
noting that the proportion of monks who participated in chanting in 928 was 55% (11/20),
which is almost the same as the above statistics of 56% (P. 2680V [8]) of the proportion of
those chanting in the Jingtu Monastery in 936.

(2) Decrease in the Number of Eminent Monks and the Transformation of the Bud-
dhist Ethos

The literacy rate of the monks in Dunhuang during Tibetan rule was much higher
than that during the Guiyi Army period, which was also closely related to the level and
atmosphere of Buddhist studies in Dunhuang.

The rulers of Tibetans placed great emphasis on Buddhism, and once adopted the
policy of besieging and not attacking the city of Dunhuang for more than ten years. This
allowed Buddhism in Dunhuang to avoid a military disaster to the greatest extent. At the
same time, Dunhuang also obtained a large number of Buddhist scriptures and Buddhist
monks from places such as Ganzhou. It was also during this period that famous monks such
as Tankuang曇曠, an eminent Vijñānavāda monk from Ximing Monastery in Chang’an,
retreated to Dunhuang to spread the Buddhist teaching. As Rong (2015) has already pointed
out, “during the period of Tibetan rule (786–848), Buddhism in Dunhuang developed
rapidly. The number of monasteries, monks and nuns continued to increase. Organized
scripture copying led to the enrichment of scriptures stored in monasteries. Eminent Han
and Tibetan monks such as Tankuang, Mahayana Hoa-San摩訶衍, and Facheng法成, either
concentrated on writing, on spreading meditation methods, or on translating scriptures and
lecturing, which lifted the level of Buddhist teaching in Dunhuang to an unprecedented
level”. (Rong 2015, p. 268). In the early period of the Zhang family’s Guiyi Army, under
great monks such as Facheng, Hongbian, Wuzhen, and Fajing 法鏡, Buddhist studies
in Dunhuang were maintained at a relatively high level. Examples include Cheng’en’s
Commentary on the Mahāyāna-śatadharma-prakāśamukha-śāstra, (baifa lunshu百法論疏) which
was even approved by the great monks of Chang’an. However, during the period of the
Cao family’s Guiyi Army, there was never another eminent monk who could compare with
Tankuang and Facheng, and there was never another work that could be compared with
the Commentary on the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra (yujia shoui瑜伽手記) and Commentary on the
Mahāyāna-śatadharma-prakāśamukha-śāstra, and even the scene where “one monk taught the
Dharma, and all the monks gathered together (to listen)” was rarely seen.

There may also be some connections between the decline of the education level of
monks and the strength of the influence of different Buddhist schools in the Dunhuang
region. Monks like Tankuang and Facheng took Vijñānavāda learning as their doctrine, and
with their passing away, Vijñānavāda learning gradually declined. At the same time, during
the Guiyi Army period, with the strengthening of the connection between Dunhuang and
the Central Plains, the influence of Buddhism from the Central Plains became increasingly
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prominent. The more simple and easy to practice Pure Land Buddhism from the Central
Plains, featuring chanting rhythmic Buddhist songs and the name of Buddha, is increasingly
becoming the mainstream teaching in Dunhuang.

Compared with the Vijñānavāda school’s emphasis on knowledge of Buddhist theories,
the Pure Land school pays more attention to the mastery of techniques such as lecturing and
singing. Such as many hymns collected in S. 2945 “Rituals of Pure Land on Chanting Buddha,
Chanting Scriptures through Five Pronunciation Techniques” (jingtu wuhui nianfo songjing
guanxing yi 淨土五會念佛誦經觀行儀) are marked with harmony terms such as “How
happy the pure land is (jingtu le淨土樂)”. From this, it can be seen that in the ritual of
Pure land Buddhist, the great master leads the singing, and the disciples sing harmonious
terms along in unison. In this way, ordinary monks only need to memorize some simple
words for chanting. Furthermore, the Pure Land rituals used mostly Buddhist songs. They
have rhythms and rules, which are catchy when chanted, and their theories are easy to
understand and convenient to memorize. Therefore, it is easier for the monks to operate
this, and they only need to listen and sing constantly without the need to read the texts
to master it. In reality, for some performing monks, though they may not be literate, they
can still master enough performance songs to meet the needs of the Buddhist rituals. This
reduces their demand for profound knowledge of Buddhism, which also lowers their level
of education.

5. The Significance of the Decrease in the Literacy Rate of the Sangha during the
Period of the Guiyi Army from the Perspective of the Monks Staying at Home

During the Guiyi Army period, the decrease in the literacy rate of the Dunhuang
sangha obviously had huge negative consequences. For example, it would cause the
sangha’s status in the relationship between the government and religion to further decline,14

and the gap between the rich and the poor within the sangha would widen.15 However,
under the background of the rapid expansion and the secularization of Buddhism, the
number of literate monks was also increasing. They were more closely integrated with
the secular society, and the literate monks were obviously of positive significance to the
regional society.

When the policy of “test on the sutras to ordain the monks” failed, and it was impossi-
ble to ensure the education level of the monks from the administrative system of the state,
the maintenance of the literacy rate of the monks at a certain level was largely the result
of the self-sustaining effort of the monks themselves. The sangha is a religious group as
well as a cultural group. Internally, there was an educational system that crossed over with
ancient secular education, but is quite independent of it. Even if the state could no longer
guarantee the quality of the sangha from the outside, this system can still ensure that some
illiterate groups can grow into qualified monks after entering the monastery. The cultural
resources of the monasteries can even meet the needs of many secular scholars. Even up
to the middle and late Tang period, there were still many secular scholars who went to
study in monasteries (Yan 1969, pp. 367–424). Dunhuang was even more obvious in that
the monastic schools opened by monasteries even became the most important education
center in the prefecture at one point (Li 1986, pp. 39–47; Gao 1986, pp. 231–70). Therefore,
even when the sangha group was viciously expanded and the overall education level of
the ordained monks was very low, the monastery could still support the development of a
considerable number of disciples. Specifically in Dunhuang, the resources of monasteries
with monks can also maintain the development of a good half or more of the monks, and it
is reflected in the fact that the literacy rate of the monks was still about 50–60%. Although
the resources of convents were more limited, it could also ensure that about one-third of
the disciples obtained a certain degree of knowledge.

Therefore, although the size of the Dunhuang sangha during the Guiyi Army period
was expanding rapidly, the number of literate people was also increasing; furthermore,
in the context of the decline in the total population coupled with the expansion of the
sangha at this time, the proportion of literate monks in the total population is actually also
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rising. In the early days of Tibetan rule, Dunhuang had a total population of more than
30,000 people (Qi 1989, pp. 73–97), although there were only 180 literate monks (including
103 monks and 77 nuns), accounting for 0.6% of the total population. By the Guiyi Army
period, this proportion continued to rise. At the end of the ninth century and the beginning
of the tenth century, the literacy rate of monks mostly remained at about 50–60%, and even
the literacy rate of nuns, whose growth had been out of control by the beginning of the
tenth century, was about 28.8%. If the literacy rate of the monks in 893 was 66.7%, and the
literacy rate of the nuns in the early tenth century was 28.8%, based on the data on the size
of the Buddhist establishment of Dunhuang in the early tenth century (392 monks and 693
nuns) obtained from S. 2614V, the number of literate people in the Buddhist establishment
may be 261 (392 × 66.7%) + 224 (777 × 28.8%), which is 486. Compared with the early days
of Tibetan rule, the number of literate monks increased by 158, and the number of nuns
also increased by 142; both of them more than doubled. At the end of the ninth century, the
population of Dunhuang under the rule of Zhang Chengfeng was more than 10,000, and the
literate people in the sangha accounted for nearly 5% of the total population! Considering
that before modern times, the literacy rate of the total population was only about 10%
(See Jack 1963, pp. 304–5; John 1983, pp. 572–99), this figure is very high. Of course, the
reason why this value looks so surprising is due more to the frequent wars during the
Zhang Chengfeng period, which resulted in a large loss of population. However, even
using the population of 30,000 during the Cao family Guiyi Army period for estimation,
the proportion of literate monks can still reach about 1.5%, which is much higher than that
during the Tibetan period. Erik Zürcher once described the ancient Buddhist sangha as
“the Secondary Elite” (See Erik 1989, pp. 19–56). From the scale of the literacy rate, his
description is very accurate. The increase in the number of literate monks and their increase
in proportion in the total population means that the size and proportion of the population
they can influence with their knowledge has also increased.

Although the literate monks of the sangha during this period were likely to increase
in quantity rather than in the level of their literacy, it can not be denied that these literate
monks played the dual role of holding religious authority and cultural authority at the
same time. In local societies, they are among the most important users of knowledge. In
fact, judging from the contents that were studied daily by the Dunhuang monks, in addition
to Buddhist knowledge, they also actively learned and mastered knowledge related to
secular affairs. From the writing practice texts of the monks in Dunhuang, scholars like
Pei Changchun裴長春 and Shen Shoucheng沈壽程 found that those documents of social
organizations (sheyi wenshu 社邑文書), contract documents, and letters accounted for a
large proportion of the monks’ daily learning (Pei and Shen沈壽程 2020, pp. 29–37).

The lifestyle of many monks is to live in secular families, which will allow what they
learn in the monastery to influence many secular people who live outside the monastery.
So the monks would then play an important role in maintaining the normal operation of
the regional society.

For example, the sheyi 社邑 was a kind of community organization where people
came together voluntarily to help each other in religious and social activities, which played
an important role in maintaining the normal operation of rural society. Many of them
had the participation of monks. There are 18 sheyi articles (shetiao社條) included in the
“Compilation and Commentary on the Documents of Dunhuang Sheyi”, (dunhuang sheyi
wenshu jixiao敦煌社邑文書輯校). Their dates are concentrated after 855, and 10 of them
contain the members’ name. Furthermore, 7 out of the 10 documents contain the monks
or nuns’ names. This also means that about 70% of the community organizations have
monks or nuns in them. Moreover, many monks often play important social roles, not
just as ordinary members, but holding the most important position as the “three officials”
in a sheyi (head of she社長, official of she舍官, and the recorder錄事). P. 4960 “Articles
on Building the Buddhist Hall she Concluded after Selection of the Three Officials on the
Twenty First Day of the Fifth Month of the Jiacheng Year [944]” (jiacheng nian [944] wu yue
ershiyi ri xiu fotang she zaiqing sanguan yue甲辰年 (944年)五月廿一日修佛堂社再請三官約)
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are new articles concluded by the Buddhist Hall Association (fotang she) after the re-election
of the three officials. Among them, the three elected officials were all monks: “Qingdu慶度
is the official of she, Fasheng法勝 is the head of the she, and Qingjie慶戒 is the recorder”.
In S. 6005 “Supplementary Treaty of a She in Dunhuang” (Dunhuang moushe buchong tiaoyue
敦煌某社補充條約), which was written in the first half of the tenth century, the two elders
of the she (shelao 社老), “Xici 喜慈, Wenzhi 文智”, and others were all monks. Being an
official of she shows that the monks had prestige in society. On the other hand, it also shows
that these monks had sufficient ability, which of course also included knowledge. This is
especially true in the position of “recorder”, which was mostly “held by those who are
capable, smart and upright. They take care of the daily tasks of the organization, such
as posting articles, organizing Buddhist gatherings, managing funerals, and supervising
members to abide by the regulations and enforce penalties”.16 As a result, the knowledge
required of them is even more evident.

Monks also played an important role in economic activities that are closely related
to the local community such as the establishment of contracts. In the Compilation and
Commentary on Dunhuang Contract Documents (dunhuang qiyue wenshu jixiao敦煌契約文書
輯校), in the “buy and sale category”, there are 17 documents which contain information
on things such as signatures, among which 8 documents mention monk participants (not
buyers and sellers), making up 47.1% of the total documents (See Sha 1998, pp. 1–81). The
monks would act as middlemen (zhongren 中人) or witnesses (jianren 見人) and would
undertake the task of writing contracts. In P. 3394 “Land Contract Between the Monk
Zhang Yueguang and Lü Zhitong in the Sixth Year of Dazhong of the Tang (852)” (tang
dazhong [852] seng zhang yueguang, lüz zhitong yi diqi唐大中六年 [852]僧張月光,呂智通
易地契), the first witness listed is “Monk Zhang Fayuan僧張法源,” followed by “Monk
Shanhui僧善惠”. Furthermore, Fayuan also signed the contract, indicating that he has a
certain level of education. The “contract writing person” (shuqi ren 書契人) in S. 1475V
“Contract Pertaining to Wheat With the Resident of the Stong sar Tribe, Zhai Milao in the
Year of The Year of the Rabbit (823) (maonian [823] xidongsa buluo baixing zhai milao bian mai
qi卯年 [823]悉董薩部落百姓翟米老便麥契), is “Monk Zhizhen僧志貞”. The document BD
3925V (11) “Contract Pertaining to the Resident of the township of Mogao, Zheng Chouda
Selling Houses in the Ninth Years of Kaibao (976)” (kaibao jiunian [976] mogao xiang baixin
zheng chouda mai zhaishe qi開寶九年 [976]莫高鄉百姓鄭丑達賣宅舍契) was also written by
Monk Zhijin僧志進.

In addition, in the Dunhuang documents, there are also many monks’ writings on
documents on releasing wives (fangqi shu放妻書), documents on releasing slaves (fangliang
shu放良書), wills, documents on brothers dividing property (xiongdi fenjia shu兄弟分家
書), texts on rituals for childbirth, and texts on divination, which seem to have covered all
aspects involving writing in the daily lives of ordinary people. We can see that although
the knowledge of many literate monks was obtained through the Buddhist education
system, they can use this knowledge for the livelihood of the people in the local society, and
their influence was so comprehensive and deep that they became the maintainers of the
normal operations of the local society. When considering this, although the development
of Buddhism in Dunhuang during the late Tang and Five Dynasties was relatively bleak,
the role the sangha played in regional society, especially the secular society, may have been
much greater than that in the early Tang period.

6. Conclusions

Through the signature list of monks, the name list of monks copying scriptures and the
name list of monks chanting scriptures, this paper has made a relatively detailed statistics
on the literacy rate of the Dunhuang monks in the late Tang, Five Dynasties and the early
Song period. Although these data are based on local texts in Dunhuang, they can also serve
as reference for the literacy of Buddhist sangha in the Central Plains. For example, in the
early days of the Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang, especially when the S. 2729 (1) was
created in the third month of 788, the Dunhuang sangha was actually completely inherited
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from the Tang period. This also means that after the An-Shi Rebellion安史之亂, the literacy
rate of the monks in Dunhuang should have been around 76.5%. Before that, Dunhuang
was still a standard prefecture of the Tang Dynasty. Zhang Yichao張議潮 later overthrew
Tibetan rule and brought Dunhuang back under the Tang Dynasty. Although the Guiyi
Army regime was quite autonomous, the Buddhist policies, trends of Buddhism, and the
living situation of the sangha at that time were actually similar to those of the Central Plains.
Therefore, the literacy rate of the Dunhuang sangha at this time should also serve as an
important reference for understanding the development of Buddhist in the Central Plains.

On this basis, we can put forward a new understanding of the role the sangha played
in the development of regional society in the late Tang, Five Dynasties and the early Song
period and the development trend of Buddhism after the Song Dynasty.

The rapid expansion of the sangha in the Tang Dynasty appeared after Emperor
Daizong代宗, and reached a size of 260,000 monks and nuns before the Huichang Persecu-
tion of Buddhism (huichang fanan會昌法難). This is over twice the size of the 126,000 monks
and nuns in the twenty-fourth year of Kaiyuan (736) under Emperor Xuanzong玄宗.17

In the period of Xuanzong’s reign, even if all monks and nuns were literate, they only
accounted for 0.25% of the total population; and even if the 260,000 monks and nuns under
Wuzong’s reign only had a literacy rate of 50%, the number of literate monks and nuns still
reached 130,000, and their proportion in the total population increased to 0.5%.18

Similar to Dunhuang, throughout the Tang period, the living situation of monks in the
Central Plains also experienced great changes. In the early Tang period, the government
had strong control over the development of the sangha. The literacy rate of the sangha
might have been relatively high, but its scale was limited, and the monks mainly lived
in monasteries. Even though there appeared the phenomenon of monks who “lived in
the secular disciples’ family”, (侍養私門)19 it was quickly rectified. Overall, the degree of
integration between the sangha and the life of the secular people was not very frequent and
deep. Before Wuzong武宗 persecuted Buddhism, there were also many monks who lived
in secular homes and were neighbors with ordinary secular people in many places in the
Central Plains. In a petition during Tang Dezong’s唐德宗 time, it was mentioned that many
monasteries were occupied by military personnel at the time. The monasteries also stopped
providing food to the monks (所在伽藍,例無飯僧). Furthermore, a lot of monasteries even
did not have a canteen (the content of the petition can be seen in P.3608V and P.3620). In
monasteries without a canteen, monks obviously cannot stay there long term, and had to
make a living themselves to survive. This is consistent with the characteristics of Dunhuang
monasteries where they only “provide food when they have an event”, (有事供粮) (Hao
1998, pp. 123–63). During the reign of Emperor Wenzong文宗, Ennin圓仁 also saw the
phenomenon of “monks all living in secular homes” (僧盡在俗家) in the Beihai County of
Shandong and other places.20 When Wuzong persecuted Buddhism, almost all monks and
nuns were forcibly returned to laity, allowing literate monks to return to the secular society.
There were many highly knowledgeable people among them. The Biography of Eminent
Monks in the Song宋高僧傳 records that many eminent monks “wrapped their heads to
become commoners” (裹首為民) when Buddhism was persecuted, and lived in secular
society for several years, and many monks never returned to the monasteries even after
Buddhism was restored in the period of the reign of Emperor Xuanzong宣宗.

Compared with the previous time when they lived in monasteries and devoted them-
selves to Buddhist affairs, after walking out of the monastic gates and returning to the
secular society again, the monks would also apply the knowledge they learned in the
monasteries to their everyday secular life when they were at secular home. This is the
background under which there was an increase in the secularization of Buddhism during
the Song and Ming Dynasty, in which there was more and more involvement of Buddhism
in the daily lives of the secular masses (Zhang and Ren 2015, pp. 119–30; Chen 2019, pp.
157–63).
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Notes

1 T 396: 1119a.
2 T 2103, 24: 279a-b.
3 For a study, see Cheng (2019, p. 40).
4 Regarding the size of the sangha, please refer to Akira (1959, pp. 285–338). Chuguyevsky (2000, pp. 116–39). Zheng (2004a,

pp. 20–30).
5 For functional literacy and full literacy, see Evelyn (1979).
6 In the entire list, only 8 monks, “Jinshu金樞, Lisu利俗, Liming離名, Jieran戒然, Fayuan法緣, Qikong 空, Chao’an超岸,

Tanhui曇惠” are found in S. 2729 (1) and P. 3060. It can be seen that the time here might have been about twenty or thirty years
from the records in S. 2729 (1). Therefore, overall, the age of this document is roughly from the 810s to the 820s.

7 For the relationship between these two written scrolls, see Zhao (2013).
8 For related controversies, see Liu (2017).
9 Ryō no shūge 8. 232–33. When Zheng (2004b) recovered the article “holding the position of the three directors” in Regulations of

Buddhist Monks and Daoists’ (seng dao ge僧道格), he did not recover the text “their names needs to be signed by themselves in a
report and send to the officials”. However, according to the Dunhuang documents, the disciples did jointly sign it.

10 In addition to the 6 pieces analyzed in this article, P. 5587 (4) “The Report from Kaiyuan Monastery on the Fourth Month of the
Year of Ox (809 or 821)” (chounian [809 huo 821] siyue kaiyuan si die ji du sentong pan丑年[809或821]四月開元寺牒) and the羽 64
“Contract of Li Shanshan Selling His Houses to the Dayun Monastery in the Early Tenth Century” (shi shiji chu li shanshan mai she
yu dayun si qi十世紀初李山山賣舍於大雲寺寺契), S. 6417 (20) “The Report Pertaining to the Elder Shenwei and Others of the
Jinguangming Monastery Inviting the Shanli to Fill the Position of Elder in the Third Month of the Second Year of Qingtai in the
Later Tang Dynasty (938)” (houtang qingtai er nian [935] sanyue jinguangming si shangzo shenwei deng qin shanli wei shangzui zhuang
後唐清泰二年 (935)三月金光明寺上座神威等請善力為上座狀),” S. 1625 “Report on the Estimation of the Expenditure Record
of the Dasheng Monastery in the Sixth Day of the Twelve Month of the Third Year of Tianfu” (tianfu sannian [938] shi’er yue liu
ri dasheng si suan hui die天福三年 (938)十二月六日大乘寺入破曆算會牒) and BD 14670 “Report of the Disciples of the Lingtu
Monastery Nominating the Head of Registry in the Second Year of Guangshun (952)” (guangshun errnian [952] lingtu si tuzhong ju
gangshou die廣順二年 (952)靈圖寺徒眾舉綱首牒), also had signatures from the monks, but the number of signatures are few or
there were too many incomplete ones, and they have no reference value, so this article will not discuss them for the time being.

11 P. 3060 “Record of Scripture chanting by the Sangha on the Third Month of the Year 788” (788 nian sanyue dunhuang sengtuan
zhuanjing li 788年三月敦煌僧團轉經曆), BD 16453 “Record of the Scripture chanting Rearding by the disciples of Lingxiu
Monastery in the Early 11th Century” (shiyi shiji chu lingxiu si zhuanjing li十一世紀初靈修寺轉經曆) also recorded the number of
people who chanted scriptures in the monastery, but compared with the size of the monks in the monastery at that time, the
number of participants was very small, and they do not have much reference value. Therefore, they will not be discussed here.

12 In the Tibetan and the Guiyi Army periods, the implementation of various policies might have maintained a relative equilibrium
in the development of the monasteries in Dunhuang, such as the distribution policy regarding newly ordained novice monks.
These newly ordained novice monks will all be given the dharma name and the same group of monks often had the same
generation name. This can be seen from P. 3423 “Record of the Mitzvah for the Newly Ascended Monk in the Qianyuan
Monastery,” (bingxu nian [926] qianyuan si xindeng jieseng cidi li丙戌年 (926年)乾元寺新登戒僧次第曆). However, they could
not choose a monastery based on their own preference, but were most likely uniformly distributed to different monasteries
by the government. Therefore, in S. 2729 (1), monks such as “Jinluan金鸞, Jinyun金雲, Jingu金鼓, Jinzhen金振, Jinye金液,
Jindong金洞,” were probably also ordained in the same year, but were distributed to different monasteries later. The distribution
mechanism is not clear, but this mechanism should not lead to much disparity between different monasteries. In addition to
this, the flow of monks between different monasteries also guaranteed to a certain degree of balance in the development of the
different monasteries. An example is found in the document P. 4660 (45) “Praise-Text of the Atcharya Xuan,”(shazhou shimen
dujiaoshou Xuan sheli zanbingxu沙州釋門都教授炫闍梨讚並序) where Zhang Jinxuan, who already had “many disciples,” when
young, resided in the Jinguangming Monastery. Later he was invited by the Qianyuan Monastery and played an important role
in the development of that monastery.

13 See discussions in Zhou (2008, p. 15).
14 Rong Xinjiang once observed that since the time of Tibetan rule, due to the increase in the power of Buddhism, the highest monks

officials had great power, often ruling Dunhuang society together with local rulers, until the time of Zhang Chengfeng張承
奉, when the Guiyi military regime had completely surpassed the power of the clergy. He also believes that the emergence of
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this phenomenon is not unrelated to the termination of the Buddhist teaching activities in Dunhuang, the reduction of the self
education of monks and nuns, and the expansion of the size of the sangha. See: Rong (2015, p. 275).

15 Participating in ritual activities such as scripture chanting is an important means for monks to obtain an income. Hao (1998,
pp. 332–66) has found that the largest number of monks who participated in these activities were often those from the upper
echelons of the monastic community. Although this phenomenon may be related to the fact that the older monks have some power
to deprive other newer monks of opportunities, it is also likely to be the result of the inability of the sangha to provide enough
literate monks. In 936, there were 25 monks at the Pure Land Monastery, but only 14 monks, including the supreme Buddhist
chief monk, participated in scripture chanting. Only 14 monks were responsible for reading the 600-fascicle Mahāprajāpāramitā
Sutra, which was a very heavy task. So why were the monks such as “Bao”, “Dao”, “Ying”, and “Yinhui” not able to participate?
An important reason is that they were illiterate. After all, many ritual activities, such as scripture chanting, require the chanting
of texts in sutras, and those who are illiterate were excluded. Therefore, the supreme Buddhist chief monk and others had to take
turns. Therefore, from this perspective, the reduction of the overall education level of the sangha will also cause the stratification
of the rich and poor within the sangha to be more serious to a certain extent.

16 For related discussions, see Ji (1998, p. 426).
17 Tang liudian 4: 125.
18 During the time of Wuzong’s武宗 reign, the number of households was 4,955,151, and the population was about 20 million. See:

Cefu yuangui 159: 5515.
19 Cefu yuangui 159: 1775.
20 Nittō-guhō-junrei-kōki no kenkyū入唐求法巡禮行記の研究, pp. 228–349.
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Secondary Studies
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Hongzan’s Maitreya Belief in the Context of Late Imperial
Chinese Monastic Revival and Chan Decline

Xing Wang

History Faculty, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China; xingwang@fudan.edu.cn

Abstract: This paper shows that the early Qing Chinese Buddhist monk Zaisan Hongzan’s belief in
Maitreya and Tus.ita Heaven pure lands, as reflected in his collection of miracle tales and biographies,
should be understood in a broader socio-religious context of Chan decline and monastic revival in
late imperial China. It is important to notice that instead of advocating for the combination of Chan
and Amitābha’s Pure Land of Bliss practice, Hongzan proposed the most severe criticism of the
Chinese Chan tradition since the Song dynasty. Through both his personal doctrinal writings and
the narrative strategies applied in his Tus.ita Heaven miracle tales, Hongzan vividly displayed his
concerns about literary Chan practice and argued for the pivotal and urgent need for Vinaya among
monastic communities. Hongzan’s personal anti-Chan sentiment and his intention to reestablish the
study and practice of Buddhist Vinaya disciplines in a time of alleged “crisis” of Chinese Buddhism
strongly influenced how he composed and transcribed eminent monks’ biographies related to the
cult of Maitreya and Tus.ita Heaven. A “hagiographic” reading of Hongzan’s miracle tale collections
is necessary to understand his religious discourse in this special historical stage in China.

Keywords: Zaisan Hongzan; Doushuai guijing ji; Maitreya; Tus.ita Heaven; Chan Buddhism; Qing
dynasty Buddhism

1. Introduction

The tradition of pursuing ascendance to Bodhisattva Maitreya’s (Mile pusa彌勒菩
薩) Tus.ita Heaven (Doushuai tuo tian兜率陀天) has a long history in Chinese Buddhism.
Originally, certain Theraveda and Mahāyāna Buddhist texts depict Maitreya, probably a
member of Buddha’s monastic sangha community, as the future Buddha after Śākyamuni
(or Siddhartha Gautama, the original Buddha and founder of Buddhism). It is believed that
Maitreya will descend to the human realm of the Sahā world (Suopo shije娑婆世界) to preach
the teaching of Dharma when Śākyamuni’s teaching completely diminishes. When this
happens, the average lifespan of the people in this world will increase to more than eighty
thousand years (Lancaster 2005, pp. 5618–19). In the Mahāyāna belief system, Maitreya
is worshipped as a powerful deity like similar Bodhisattvas such as Avalokiteśvara and
Mañjuśrı̄. The early cult (in its broadest sense as an ensemble of collective religious worship)
of Maitreya resulted in numerous iconographic traditions in India and Central Asia (Kim
1997, pp. 9–32; Granoff 2010). In the later development of the worship of Maitreya the
inner pure realm of Tus.ita Heaven, where the “Buddha-to-be” Maitreya resides before his
final enlightenment, gradually became a paradise-like “pure land” (jingtu 淨土) where
believers would reincarnate. These believers would thus avoid the disastrous period of the
decline of Dharma and wait for the “golden age” of humanity, during which Maitreya will
descend and gain final enlightenment (Nattier 1988, pp. 23–47). South and Southeast Asian
Maitreya cults never showed the tendency to treat Tus.ita Heaven as a place of rebirth after
a believer’s death, however; rather, this aspect of the Maitreya belief system was perhaps
confined to Mahāyāna texts and traditions transmitted to the north (Jaini 1988, pp. 54–90).

Matsumoto (Matsumoto 1911, pp. 2–9) suspected that the pure land belief of Tus.ita
Heaven was only peripheral in the Maitreya cult before it arrived in China. He believed

Religions 2022, 13, 890. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13100890 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions122



Religions 2022, 13, 890

that it was the Chinese Buddhists who established this pure land understanding of Tus.ita
Heaven on a doctrinal level and developed complex practices based on this understanding.
Two particular kinds of scriptures translated into Chinese during the Northern and South-
ern Dynasties period (220–589 CE) initiated the cult of Maitreya in China. The first kind,
scriptures like the Sūtra of Visual Contemplation of Ascendance to Maitreya’s Tus. ita Heaven
(Foshuo guan Mile pusa shangsheng doushuai tian jing佛說觀彌勒菩薩上生兜率天經) (T14,
418b–420c), promoted the idea of a paradise-like Tus.ita Heaven as a place for meritorious
rebirth. On the other hand, scriptures of the second kind, like the Sūtra of Maitreya’s Descen-
dance to [the Human Realm] and Attainment of Buddhahood (Foshuo Mile xiasheng chengfo jing
佛說彌勒下生成佛經) (T14, 423c–425c), accentuated Maitreya’s role as the future Buddha
during a golden age of humanity (Chen 1964, p. 405; Kitagawa 1981). One can say that early
canonical literatures and sources from indigenous communities do not show a unanimous
narrative of Maitreya; however, a strong focus on the pure land of Tus.ita Heaven is already
present in these early works (Anderl 2016).

Maitreya worship in China can be understood as divided into two strands: a more
orthodox one limited to the educated monastic and lay believers, and a more “popular” and
trans-stratum one with conspicuous messianic and eschatological themes (Zürcher [1980]
2013b). The unorthodox strand’s influence can be noted in many later Chinese religious
“rebellions” and millenarian movements. Scholars have generally paid more attention to the
unorthodox, millenarian aspect of the Chinese Maitreya cult (Overmyer 1976, pp. 225–26;
Ownby 1999). Some may argue, however, that rather than representing an essentially
unorthodox religious symbol the messianic image of Maitreya was only domesticated into
the Chinese political cosmology of dynastic change. This argument holds that those who
failed their politico-military campaign in the name of Maitreya were labelled “unorthodox”
by the establishment (Hughes 2021, pp. 44–60).

Similarly, the religious practice of the orthodox and more monastic-oriented Maitreya
cult—and, in particular, the belief of Tus.ita Heaven as a pure land for rebirth—drew interest
from both monastic elites and lay believers. Lee (2010, pp. 139–202) argues that based
on the visual representations of Tus.ita Heaven in Dunhuang murals, we can assume that
the belief in rebirth in Tus.ita Heaven was particularly welcome by lay communities in
medieval China. A strong emphasis on monastic practice and systematic doctrinal study
can also be detected in some aspects of the medieval Chinese Maitreya cult. The eminent
monk of the Eastern Jin dynasty (317–420 CE), Daoan道安 (312–385 CE), was one of the
earliest recorded believers in Tus.ita Heaven in Chinese Buddhist historiography. He saw
ascending to Tus.ita Heaven as a way to solve doubts about Buddha’s teachings, and was
famous for fervently advocating for monastic rules, professional dhyāna meditation, and
the understanding of Mahāyāna wisdom (Zhang 2009). Many medieval Chinese and
Korean monastic elites—including the master of Chinese Yogācāra, master Kuiji窺基(632–
682 CE)—linked Tus.ita Heaven to Mahāyāna doctrines and practices. This made belief
in the Tus.ita Heaven pure land a contested tradition against Amitābha’s (Ami tuofo阿彌
陀佛) Western Pure Land of Bliss (Sukhavati; Xifang jile shijie西方極樂世界) (Wang 2016,
pp. 84–88; McBride 2016). In some scholars’ views, however, the monastic Maitreya cult,
especially monastic Tus.ita Heaven practice, suffered from gradual decline after the Tang
dynasty (618–907 CE). According to these scholars, this decline was due to multiple political
and religious changes; as a result, belief in Tus.ita Heaven was never as competitive as
Amitābha’s Pure Land belief among monastic communities (Hou 2014; Wang 1992).

Moreover, unlike Amitābha’s Pure Land tradition, the Tus.ita Heaven cult in China
lacked an exclusive “rebirth biography” collection (wangsheng zhuan 往生傳) until the
early Qing dynasty (1636–1912 CE). Although stories of monastic figures’ rebirth in Tus.ita
Heaven are scattered throughout historical records from different periods, these stories
were never collected and edited in the manner of a Tus.ita Heaven hagiography similar to
the long and influential textual tradition of Sukhavati rebirth biographies. Only during the
early Qing dynasty was a collection of Tus.ita Heaven rebirth miracle tales, The Anthology of
Exemplary Tales of Tus. ita Heaven Rebirth (Doushuai guijing ji兜率龜鏡集) (X88, pp. 50a–74a)1,
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compiled. The Anthology was compiled by a monastic elite, Zaisan Hongzan 在 弘贊

(1611–1686 CE), from Guangdong. One chapter of this text is exclusively dedicated to
the stories of monastic figures who were believed to have successfully attained rebirth
in Tus.ita Heaven and to accounts of their miraculous signs before death. This Anthology
was unprecedented, and it also has had no succession in the history of Chinese Buddhism.
Thus, it is the only Tus.ita Heaven rebirth hagiography written in Chinese.

At first glance, one may see this text as a creatio ex nihilo—a “creation out of nothing,”
produced without reference to the extant religious and cultural tradition—and thus misfit
to the broader religious landscape of late Ming (1368–1644 CE) and early Qing dynasty
Buddhism. Before and after Hongzan, the cult of Tus.ita Heaven was seldom mentioned or
advocated for by monastic and lay authorities. Why would Hongzan attempt to produce
such a text? What is so special in his understanding of the Maitreya cult that he had to
accentuate and establish it in an early Qing Buddhist context? In this article, I argue that
the Anthology should not be regarded simply as an isolated creation of Hongzan. Instead,
this text should be understood in the context of Hongzan’s “revisionist Chan” sentiment.
It reflects Hongzan’s intention to restore Chinese Buddhist monasticism in late imperial
China, in contrast to two competing Buddhist schools: the so-called “declining” Chan
school and the all-encompassing, lay-oriented Amitābha’s Pure Land belief.

Shinohara (1988) was the first to argue that miraculous stories and biographies of
eminent monks in China should not be treated simply as objective historical records or
trivial hearsays. Rather, he showed that these works served as a platform for their editors
to display their own intentions and religious beliefs, as well as political motives, via
meticulous narrative instruments (Shinohara 1988, pp. 94–128). Kieschnick (1997, pp. 1–8)
also believed that works like biographies of medieval Chinese eminent monks should
be regarded as writers’, editors’, and compilers’ active constructions of ideal images of
these eminent figures. Even the less systematic and elitist, more “event-oriented” early
Chinese Buddhist miracle tales, as Campany (2012, pp. 17–30) points out, are narrations
of memories and ideals instead of mere recordings of empirical facts. Chen (2007), in his
study of the hagiographic narrative of the famous Tang Chinese Buddhist Huayan school
patriarch Fazang法藏 (643–712 CE), similarly concludes that

The biography-hagiography dilemma is determined by an intrinsic feature of
discursive activity: any description implies a certain kind of prescription, no
matter how subtle; and vice versa, any prescription cannot avoid taking on a
certain degree of detail. (Chen 2007, p. 3)

This idea was also proposed by Jorgensen (2005, pp. 9–31) in his earlier investigation of
the hagiographic construction of the Chan master Huineng 惠能 (638–713 CE). Similar
literary and religious strategies can be seen in Hongzan’s Anthology. What is particularly
interesting in Hongzan’s compilation in late imperial China of this miracle tale collection is
the intentions and pursuits behind the work. In this paper I wish to explore how narratives
of the stories in the Anthology carry certain prescriptive features and how these stories are
used by Hongzan as reactions to the “crises” in late imperial Chinese Buddhism. Linking
Hongzan’s personal writings to the formation and narrative strategy of the Anthology, I aim
to show how Hongzan delineated an independent monastic “lineage” of the Maitreya cult
to compete with Chan and Amitābha’s Pure Land traditions.

2. Disputes over Chan and the Pure Land in Late Imperial China

It is generally believed that the Southern Sect of Chinese Chan Buddhism established
by the Tang patriarch Huineng was gradually divided into five different strands (zong
宗) in late Tang and early Song (Linji臨濟, Caodong曹洞, Fayan法眼, Yunmen雲門 and
Weiyang溈仰), and Linji and Caodong became the two most influential Chan traditions
during the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE) as recorded in Song dynasty Chan historiographies
(Dumoulin 1994, pp. 211–42). In Ming dynasty, Chan Buddhism received more and
more negative comments from inside and outside Chinese Buddhist communities. The
late Ming/early Qing Neo-Confucian literati Huang Zongxi黃宗羲 (1610–1695 CE) once
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commented that “before the Wanli period [1573–1620 CE], the wind of Chan was dying out”
(Wanli Yiqian, zongfeng shuaixi萬曆以前，宗風衰息) (Huang 1993, p. 513). The “decline”
of Chan Buddhism in Ming and early Qing China had been repeatedly mentioned by late
imperial Chan masters; some pointed to the intertwined relationship between Buddhist
enlightenment and the practice of Chan meditation using texts and words as a reason for
this decline (Wu 2008, pp. 33–45). The famous late Ming dynasty Caodong Chan master
Zhanran Yuancheng湛然圓澄 (1561–1626 CE) reprimanded Chan communities of his time
in his well-known critical work Lament of the Tradition (Kaigu lu慨古錄), as he believed that
the “authentic” practice of Chan had been lost:

The ancient [Chan] masters respectfully held previous Chan patriarchs’ mind
seals [印] [of wisdom]2, and flexibly and subtly utilized them. [They] used
Buddha’s uppermost methods as the ultimate instruction for all sentient beings
[to attain wisdom]. When their disciples did not contemplate sufficiently, [the
ancient masters] encouraged their disciples to work hard [on understanding the
mind seals] day and night, and to [practice incessantly] regardless of months and
years, then [the disciples] could successfully be enlightened. Nowadays, Chan
masters only talk about Chan according to their own lineage styles, and only
speak of the critical commentaries [written on the Chan records]. [They] look like
performers in a theatre. Although they wish to add on only half of a character
[of their own to the commentaries], [they] fail in the end. Their disciples cannot
discern right and wrong [in what these masters say]. They listen to [their masters’
lecture] once, and they claim that they have exhausted the teaching of Chan. If
the teaching of Chan is that easy, [then] what were those ancient masters’ decades
of study and contemplation for? Is it because people’s intelligence today is better
than [that of] the ancient masters? Therefore, today those who talk about Chan
are possessed by the devil Māra.3

古之為宗師者，高提祖印，活弄懸拈，用佛祖向上機關，作眾生最後開示。學

者參叩不及處，勸其日夜提持，不記年月，然後悟入。今之宗師依本談禪，惟講

評唱，大似戲場優人。雖本欲加半字不得，學者不審皂白，聽了一遍，己謂通

宗。宗果如是易者，古人三二十年參學，竟為何事。豈今人之根，利於古人耶？

由是而推，今之談宗者，是魔所持耳。 (X65, 371c)

Yuancheng did not attribute the decline of Buddhism solely to the loss of an “authentic”
Chan tradition in his writing. It is clear, however, that in his eyes “crises” from inside the
Chan religious community played a major role in diminishing the monastic authority of
Chan in addition to the treats posed by the sociopolitical climate. He is not alone in blaming
Chan monks for abusing Chan literature and meditation. Other late Ming Caodong masters
like Wuming Huijing無明慧經 (1548–1618 CE) and Yongjue Yuanxian永覺元賢 (1578–1657
CE) also strongly criticized the “degenerate” Chan communities of the period and the loss
of “authentic” Chan practices and teachings (Guo 1982, pp. 119–61). The Linji臨濟 (a Chan
sect) Chan master Hanyue Fazang漢月法藏 (1573–1635 CE) was another monastic elite
who held a negative attitude towards the practice of Chan, lamenting on the loss of the true
meaning of Linji and other Chan clans (X65, 106c).

These problems, as listed by Yuancheng, include the obsession with Chan texts and
words, contempt for other Chinese Buddhist teachings and practices, and the neglect of
Vinaya disciplines, a set of “discipline of Buddhist monastics and the associated literature
that guides and regulates those who cultivate that discipline” (Hallisey 2007, p. 807). This
led to a kind of “ludicrous Chan” (kuangchan狂禪) that denied the efficacy of any gradual
effort toward attaining enlightenment, holding that only “instantaneous epiphany” or “sud-
den enlightenment” (dunwu頓悟) could lead to enlightenment (X65, 371c–374c; Jiang 2006,
pp. 11–20). The strict, abusive use of Chan masters’ enlightening “public cases” (gongan
or kōan公案) and “critical phrases” (huatou話頭) in Chan meditation had, according to
several Chan masters during the Ming dynasty, partially caused problems that led to the
decline of Chan and monasticism in China (Chen 2007, pp. 38–60). These literary tools were
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traditionally short stories, encounter dialogues between masters and students or phrases
used as a meditation tool in literary Chan practice. The cases consisted of recording sayings
of Chan masters, which were typically not understood literally since a plethora of these
sayings are nonsensical or illogical (Buswell 1991, pp. 321–80; McRae 2003, pp. 74–100).
Rather, public cases and critical phrases used allusions, paradoxes, or wordplay to en-
courage contemplation. Students of Chan were encouraged to reflect on the enigmatic
cases, or on a single critical word or phrase from the cases, to transcend mental duality and
attain wisdom. Starting from the Song dynasty Linji tradition, this “literary Chan” (wenzi
chan文字禪), which focused on the enigmatic and ineffable meaning of prominent Chan
patriarchs’ dialogues and words in Chan literature, transformed Chan into an exclusive,
“anti-intellectual” practice that was at the same time highly performative and ritualistic. It
seems that final enlightenment or “epiphany” became the only priority in this tradition
(Schlütter 2008, pp. 107–16; Sharf 2007, pp. 205–43).

Dissatisfactions with the status quo of Chan grew rapidly, and this understanding
gradually became unanimous among prominent monks during the late Ming dynasty.
Prominent monastic masters without clear Chan lineage, such as Zibai Zhenke紫柏真可
(1543–1603 CE) and Hanshan Deqing 憨山德清 (1546–1623 CE), also saw the late Ming
period as a time when Chinese Chan Buddhism was in urgent need of reform. These masters
attempted to transform and revive Chan in combination with Tiantai/Huayan, Yogācāra,
and Pure Land of Bliss teachings, with a strong focus on monastic Vinaya disciplines (Cleary
1985, pp. 137–63; Fan 2001, pp. 223–72; Leong 1994, pp. 95–96). Although many masters
offered their criticisms in order to stimulate reform and restore Chan, one consequence of
their ruthless attacks was that Chan practice as a whole, and monastic Chan community in
particular, became a target attracting more criticism. This vicious circle further sabotaged
the very foundation of Chan practice since the Song dynasty: that is, the pursuit of perfect
wisdom via understanding the ineffable meanings of Chan literature (Chen 2012, pp. 41–69).
Admittedly, the monastic elites’ view of a declining Buddhism might be subjective, given
that lay Buddhist movements, the synthesis between Buddhism and Confucianism, and
the so-called “unorthodox” Buddhist sects prospered in contrast to the decline of Chan
Buddhism (Araki 1979, pp. 11–12; ter Haar 2014, pp. 7–10). Yet these masters’ belief in a
declining Chan tradition reflects their strong emphasis on monasticism, monastic authority,
and the “authentic” Chan Buddhism of the past (Wu 2015, pp. 21–52).

Because of the long-lasting pessimism and debates in Chan Buddhist communities, as
well as criticism from both inside and outside Buddhism, many prominent monastic figures
began to seek a revival and transformation of Chan Buddhism from different directions.
During the late Ming period, Yunqi Zhuhong 雲棲祩宏 was one of the pioneers who
established Amitābha’s Pure Land tradition as a remedy for Chan. He saw rebirth in the
Pure Land as the ultimate goal for Chan practitioners, writing:

Therefore [one] could know that although a Chan practitioner should constantly
investigate into one’s original heart in one’s mind, it is better that [one] also
make of vow of rebirth in the Pure Land of Bliss. What is the reason for this?
[Because] although enlightenment could be attained via Chan meditation, [the
enlightened one] could not stay in the realm of Eternal Light of Tranquility
like Buddha. [One] also could not terminate Sam. sāra like an Arhat.4 Therefore,
after the death of one’s reincarnated body in this life, there must be a place of
rebirth [in the next life]. Instead of being born as a human and learning from
the enlightened masters, why not attain rebirth in the lotus [of Pure Land] and
learn from Amitābha Buddha? Thus, not only does the nianfo [Buddha Name
Invocation] not serve as an obstacle to Chan meditation, it is beneficial to Chan.

故知參禪人雖念念究自本心，而不妨發願，願命終時往生極樂。所以者何？參禪

雖得個悟處，倘未能如諸佛住常寂光，又未能如阿羅漢不受後有。則盡此報身，

必有生處。與其生人世而親近明師，孰若生蓮花而親近彌陀之為勝乎？然則念佛

不惟不礙參禪，實有益於參禪也。 (J 33, 51c)
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According to Zhuhong, the Buddha Name Invocation (nianfo 念佛) practice is highly
compatible with the practice of Chan. In nianfo practice, from the Pure Land tradition,
practitioners repeat the name of Amitābha Buddha in pursuit of rebirth in the lotus of Pure
Land of Bliss for non-regression on the Bodhisattva path. Araki (2001, pp. 191–200) points
out that in Zhuhong’s conscious combination of Chan and Pure Land, he came to believe
that Chan practices are of secondary importance compared to those of Pure Land, and that
Chan practices should thus never be separated from Pure Land practice. Yü (1981, p. 69)
argues that in Zhuhong’s time Chan was seen as almost “incurable” and that, for this
reason, Zhuhong tried to replace traditional Chan meditation with nianfo practice.

Similarly, Zhuhong’s spiritual Dharma heir, Ouyi Zhixu藕益智旭 (1599–1655), made
the most extreme comments criticizing Chan of his day. He turned to Tiantai and Pure
Land traditions for salvation, detaching himself from the Chan lineages of his time. Shi
(2007, pp. 141–89) argues that Zhixu’s critical and “revisionist” sentiment may have been
inherited from certain Caodong masters. Zhixu did not refute all Chan traditions and
practices, but he clearly expressed his disappoint with the incorrigible (in his view) Chan
community during the Ming dynasty. He intended to exclude this type of Chan from his
synthesis of Buddhist doctrines; instead, he reinvented and advocated for a type of Chan
meditation in light of the influential Śūraṅgama Sūtra (Lengyan jing楞嚴經) (Zhang 1975, pp.
355–56). Considering the “authentic” Chan practices from the Tang and Song dynasties to
have completely died out by the Ming period, Zhixu believed that Amitābha’s Pure Land
nianfo practice combined all Chinese Buddhist traditions into one.5 So, there was no need
to recognize a Chan tradition independent from Pure Land. In this sense, Chan meditation
is only a part of nianfo (J 36, 342a; Nakayama 1973; Xiao 2013). In the Qing period, the Pure
Land monk Chewu Jixing徹悟際醒 (1741–1810 CE) claimed that Pure Land nianfo was a
better version of Chan than any other Chan meditations. This means that, for Jixing, there
was no need to maintain an autonomous Chan tradition (X62, 333c–334a).

These criticisms of Chan in late imperial China and the endeavors to replace Chan
with Pure Land Buddhism did not solve the alleged problem of declining monasticism,
however. It is well known that the Chinese Pure Land doctrine does not particularly
emphasize monasticism (Andrews 1993). On the contrary, Amitābha’s Pure Land of Bliss
tradition is famous for its all-encompassing and “easy” aspects when compared to other
Buddhist traditions. This doctrine holds that Amitābha receives sentient beings of all
kinds of “capacities” and monastic identity, and that being enlightened is not necessary
for the rebirth in the Pure Land of Bliss (Jones 2019, pp. 101–7). Accordingly, a Pure Land
authority does not need to be a monastic member. In fact, Yunqi Zhuhong largely relied
on the southern lay literati and female Buddhists in the construction of his Pure Land
community (Eichman 2016, pp. 219–38). In Zhuhong’s compilation of rebirth biographies,
he even compared accomplished lay female Pure Land practitioners to male monks and
lamented the regression of monastic males, clearly elevating the position of laity in his
Pure Land discourse (Wang 2021). That is to say, if the alleged decline of Chan is closely
related to the decline of monasticism in late imperial Chinese Buddhism, the rise of Pure
Land tradition as a solution does not guarantee the revival of monasticism. The rise of the
double cultivations of Pure Land nianfo and Chan practices also attracted certain criticisms,
since the combination of the two does not mean that the tension between the belief in a
concrete Pure Land and the teaching of emptiness and mind-only wisdom is automatically
dismantled (Jones 2019, pp. 143–66).

In addition to the issues of declining monasticism and tensions between Pure Land
and Chan beliefs, other monastic masters’ attempts to revive and reform Chan from the
inside also created new problems. As mentioned before, since the Song dynasty Chinese
Chan practices had been dominated by the Linji tradition. This sect largely depends on the
flexible use of Chan literatures. Alleged “crises” of late imperial Chinese Chan practice were
believed to have been caused by exactly this kind of Chan meditation. As scholars have
shown, Hanyue Fazang’s reforms on the practice of Linji Chan deepened the fissure within
the Linji clan, and even caused the later Manchu ruler Yongzheng’s strong opposition to
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Hanyue’s lineage (Ma 2007; Wu 2008, pp. 163–82). This made the position of Chan in the
early Qing period more sensitive than before. Caodong masters during the late Ming and
early Qing dynasties tried to criticize the declining Linji clan and restore the old Song-style
Caodong Chan. However, some prominent figures supported Pure Land beliefs as well;
and, because of the long disagreement between the Caodong and Linji sects, Caodong
masters usually denounced any contemporary use of Chan literature for meditation, finding
any verbal interpretation of these literatures suspicious (Cai, pp. 146–269).

This left Chan religions leaders with an embarrassing dilemma. Apart from the
Linji style of Chan, there seemed to be no predominant methods of practice that looked
“purely” Chan. If this style of Chan is incorrigible and the solution is to replace Linji
Chan with something that does not look typically Chan at all, how is talking about and
teaching “authentic” Chan still possible? Moreover, since Chan Buddhism (in particular,
the prominent Linji tradition) became the “culprit” in this discourse of decline and fall,
should Chan become a part of monastic revival and the reform of Chinese Buddhism at all?
Is Chan still relevant in general monastic practices of Vinaya disciplines, doctrinal study,
and meditation? As we shall see, Hongzan’s writings reflect a more extreme dimension of
this revisionist sentiment to Chan that Chan as a performative act should be excluded from
the narrative of monastic revival.

3. Hongzan’s “Revisionist” Chan and Monastic Revival Sentiments

Zaisan Hongzan’s biographic literatures are included in the Records of Dinghu Mountain
(Dinghu shan zhi 鼎湖山志). This work was compiled by Chengjiu 成鷲 (1637–1722 CE),
the remote Dharma heir of Hongzan. Qingyun Temple (Qingyun si 慶雲寺) in Dinghu
Mountain was the main location where Hongzan resided and preached. According to the
Biography of Monk Zaisan (Zaisan heshang zhuan在 和尚傳), Zaisan (birth name Zhu Ziren
朱子仁) was born in Guangdong during the late Ming dynasty to a Confucian literati family.
After the death of his parents at an early age, he felt the emptiness of worldly life and
started his religious pursuit as a Buddhist (Chengjiu 1717, juan 3, 2). He later founded the
Hall of Qingyun (Qingyun an慶雲庵) on Dinghun Mountain, which then developed into
Qingyun Temple. Hongzan later met with the Caodong Chan master Qihe Daoqiu棲壑道
丘 (1586–1658 CE) in Guangzhou and was officially ordained by Qihe. Just before the fall
of the Ming dynasty, Hongzan invited Qihe to become the abbot of Qingyun Temple. After
Qihe’s death during the early Qing dynasty, Hongzan became the second official abbot of
Qingyun Temple.

As a prolific writer and Buddhist authority, Hongzan left 24 works. These included
works on Buddhist teachings and about his personal experiences (Xian 2016, pp. 183–208).
Interestingly, there is a discrepancy between Hongzan’s biography and his own works. As
Hongzan received his Dharma lineage from a Caodong master, his official identity should
have been a Caodong monk. In his biography, it is recorded that during Qihe’s period
at Qingyun Temple Hongzan travelled to Zhejiang and Jiangsu area to study Chan with
several Caodong patriarchs. This indicates that Hongzan was an industrious Caodong Chan
disciple (Chengjiu 1717, juan 3, 4–5). His biography mentions nothing about Hongzan’s
other religious experiences. However, among his 24 works, only four of them look relevant
to the study of Chan. Rather, the majority of his works are about the study of Vinaya
disciplines and tantric rituals, despite his biography including nothing about his experience
studying Vinaya and tantric Buddhism. This might be explained in terms of the tension
between the formal Caodong Dharma lineage of Qingyun Temple and Hongzan’s personal
attitude towards Chan.

Chengjiu saw Hongzan as a member of Qingyun Temple’s legitimate abbot line,
the actual founder of Qingyun Temple and Chengjiu’s own Dharma ancestor. In this
sense, the Records is compiled to reflect the exploits and glory of Dinghu Mountain and
Qingyun Temple as Chan “holy lands” in Guangdong, as well as the intactness of Chengjiu’s
own Chan lineage (Zhou 2009). This might be seen as Chengjiu’s reaction to certain
criticism of the loose Dharma inheritance system of Caodong and its legitimacy (Zhou 2009).
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Although Hongzan’s biography is originally written by one of his lay literati followers, Huo
Zonghuang霍宗瑝 (n.d.), the only version accessible today is the one edited by Chengjiu,
in which nothing outside Hongzan’s life as a Chan master is mentioned.

Despite Chengjiu’s efforts to depict Hongzan as a Chan master, it is clear that during
his life Hongzan did not put much effort into preaching Chan teachings. At least according
to what is reflected in his writings, it seems that Hongzan spent most of his time working to
reconstruct the study of Vinaya disciplines and spread tantric rituals. Hongzan’s advocacy
of Vinaya disciplines is a result of his concerns about the fall of monasticism—he believed
when most of the monastic members did not obey Vinaya disciplines, the root of Buddhism
is endangered. Hongzan once wrote:

What is the Canon of Monastic Disciplines [Prātimoks.a]? It is Buddhist monks’
established standard, and the essence of [the path to] nirvana. If the rules are
lost, then [one’s] heart and mind are in disarray. If the essence is muddled, then
the realm of full liberation is difficult to reach. Therefore, the Buddha had been
inculcating [the importance of disciplines] from the beginning [of his teaching] in
Mr.gá-dāva to the end [of his teaching] between the śāla trees to make [Buddha’s
disciples] treat Prātimoks.a as a teacher and see them in the same way [they see]
Buddha. Buddhists today betrayed Buddha’s final instructions and slandered
Vinaya rules. How is that different from a rebellious son’s fight against his
compassionate father? [If one] practices [the Buddhist path] in contrast to [the
disciplines], then even if [one] attains subtle enlightenment and dhyāna, it is in
the end the conduct of the devil Māra.

夫戒本者何？乃比丘之規矱，涅槃之津要。規矱失則心慮無整，津要迷則彼岸難

到。故如來首自鹿苑，終乎鶴樹，諄諄誨囑，俾依木叉為師，視同如佛。今人

背遺囑，詆毗尼。何異逆子而抗慈父 . . . 違此而修，縱得玅悟禪定現前，終是魔
業。 (X40, 192b)

Hongzan believed that during the Ming dynasty Vinaya was almost forgotten by
monastic communities and that there were few fully ordained monks who did not violate
Vinaya disciplines. He claimed that monks in his time were “falsely named bhiks.u [Bud-
dhist monastics]” (jiaming biqiu假名比丘) at most (X60, 703a). He even planned to travel to
India to invite Buddhist practitioners there to import a full Vinaya system to China again in
order to revive Chinese monastic Buddhism. Unbeknownst to him, Buddhism had almost
died out in India at that time (X60, 703a). Moreover, the majority of Hongzan’s works is
dedicated to the study of translated Chinese monastic Dharmagupta-Vinaya (sifen lü四分
律) texts and relevant rules. In his Precise Illustration of Dharmagupta-Vinaya (Sifen jieben
rushi四分戒本如釋), he explicitly claimed that monastic communities obeying full Vinaya
disciplines, especially monks, are the most noble according to Buddha’s teachings, and all
sacred Buddhist teachings and practices are generated by Vinaya:

Bhiks.u’s Vinaya is utmost superior. [It] can be the benevolent protection and
bless for human beings and celestial beings [who respect and make offering to
Vinaya practitioners]. How could [one says] that [Vinaya] only [guarantees]
an individual [practitioner’s] own salvation from reincarnation? . . . Vinaya is
the essence of dhyāna meditation, and [non-dual] wisdom is the function of
dhyāna meditation. If the essence is not set up, then the function will not work.
Therefore, all the [Buddhist] sages and saints accomplished [their cultivation]
via [the practice of] Vinaya, and the seven kinds of [Buddhist] communities6 are
established based on [different kinds of] Vinaya. This is why after the Southern
Chan patriarch Huineng gained enlightenment, [he] still needed to ascend to
the monastic ordination platform to receive full monastic Vinaya codes.7 The
[Huaya school master] Qingliang Chengguan was actually [the incarnation of]
Bodhisattva Huayan, [and he still] strictly regulated himself with the Ten Precepts
[based on Pran. idhāna Bodhisattva Precepts].8 Among all the patriarchs in history,
is there [anyone] who liberated other people as a lay master? All Buddha from
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the past, at present and in the future treated Vinaya [and Bodhisattva Precepts]
as the primary rules [among Buddhist teachings]. Therefore, immediately after
our Buddha Śākyamuni attained Buddhahood under the Bodhi tree, [he] made
the vow of Bodhisattva Prātimoks.a with numerous Bodhisattvas.

比丘之戒極尊，能為人天而作良祐福田，豈但自出生死而已 . . . 戒是定之體，慧
乃定之用。苟體不立，用無從施。是故一切聖賢咸從戒成，七眾法子悉由戒立。

故南宗得法之後，猶須登壇稟受。清涼國師，乃華嚴菩薩，自以十律嚴身。歷代

祖師，何有白衣度人？三世如來，皆以戒為首約。故我釋尊初坐菩提樹下，即與

諸菩薩結波羅提木叉。 (X40, 193b)

Here Hongzan emphasized the absolute authority of monastic community and Vinaya. By
saying that no accomplished Buddhist patriarch in history preached Buddha’s teaching
and taught their students as lay persons, he seemed to deny the possibility of becoming a
Buddhist authority only by obeying lay disciplines. Interestingly, he also tried to reconcile
Vinaya and Chinese Pran. idhāna Bodhisattva Precepts (pusa jie菩薩戒) in the context of
monastic superiority. The last sentence in the quoted text actually refers to the establishment
of Bodhisattva Precepts from a famous Chinese Buddhist canon Brahmajāla Sūtra (Fanwang
jing梵網經).9 The famous Tang dynasty Huayan School master Chengguan’s Bodhisattva
Precepts vows are also regarded as an evidence of the superiority of monasticism and
monastic codes. Both monastic Vinaya and Bodhisattva Precepts are treated as “Bhiks.u’s
Vinaya” (biqiu zhi jie比丘之戒) here. In Hongzan’s view, the Brahmajāla Sūtra Bodhisattva
Precepts seem not to contrast the Vinaya system but homogeneous to Dharmagupta-vinaya.
However, in the Brahmajāla Sūtra, the Buddha clearly stated that for those Bodhisattvas’
who vowed to follow this Mahāyāna Precepts system on their Bodhisattva Path, they
are forbidden to follow the so-called Hı̄nayāna Vinaya, and the most popular version
of Vinaya in China the Dharmagupta-Vinaya is certainly a part of the so-called Hı̄nayāna
Vinaya system.10 In addition, the Brahmajāla Sūtra Precepts system and similar Bodhisattva
Precepts in China are sometimes seen as “upgrading” laity and blurring the boundaries
between the monastic and lay, since this kind of Mahāyāna Precepts, unlike monastic
disciplines, is open to both monastic members and lay practitioners (Zürcher [1980] 2013a,
p. 297). But Hongzan saw no contradiction between the two, and at the beginning of
his annotation and explanation of Dharmagupta-Vinaya, he deliberately juxtaposed these
two systems as homogeneous to support his argument on Buddhist monastic members’
authority. Hongzan was indeed aware of the discrepancies between the two systems, and
made his own apologetic comment to assimilate these two systems. In Hongzan’s Brief
Annotation to the Bodhisattva Precepts in Brahmajāla Sūtra (Fanwang jing pusa jie lueshu梵網經
菩薩戒略疏), he composed a long comment to the saying in the canon that Bodhisattvas
should not obey Hı̄nayāna Vinaya; he argued that Buddha’s saying only means that a
Bodhisattva should not agree with Hı̄nayāna perspectives and beliefs when obeying those
disciplines, but ought to hold on to the Mahāyāna beliefs and perspectives and treat the so-
called Hı̄nayāna Vinaya as fundamental and preparatory path to Mahāyāna cultivation.11

If someone is a monastic Bodhisattva, then one should never abandon and calumniate
monastic Vinaya but see it as equal to Bodhisattva Precepts. In other words, Hongzan
believed that monastic Vinaya is a “subset” of Bodhisattva Precepts as well as an inevitable
“first lesson” for the Bodhisattva Path. As both could systems be called “disciplines” (jie
戒), it is impossible that the full Mahāyāna Precepts could be completed by a lay Buddhist
without fulfilling the requirements of Vinaya. The particular case of Huineng mentioned in
the quoted passage above manifests exactly this kind of logic of Hongzan: Huineng could
not start his transmission of Chan teaching before becoming a monk, since without Vinaya
and a proper monastic identity, Huineng could not commence his Bodhisattva enterprise.

Hongzan was apparently deeply concerned with the loss of Vinaya among monastic
communities. The study of Vinaya disciplines was, for him, the foundation of monastic life
and required for successful Buddhist practice. Wen Jinyu argues that based on Hongzan’s
well-known prose “Instructions on Chan and Vinaya” (Shi chanlü示禪律), Hongzan aimed
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at establishing a discourse in which Chan and Vinaya disciplines were inseparable from
each other (Wen 2020). Wen’s evidence is that, in this prose, Hongzan claimed that

Chan without Vinaya means that the subtle path is difficult to practice; Vinaya
without Chan means that the ineffable [wisdom] cannot be revealed. [If] Chan
denies Vinaya then the monastic and the lay are confused; [if] Vinaya denies
Chan then who could transmit the Chan masters’ lamp [of wisdom]?

禪無律，則妙行難操；律無禪，則玄微莫徹。禪非律，而僧俗渾淆；律非禪，祖

燈誰續。 (J 35, 481c)

It seems that, according to the quotation above, Hongzan wished to treat Chan and Vinaya
as equal and indispensable to each other. However, if we continue to read his short prose,
we can find that rather than advocating the combination of Chan and Vinaya “practices”
as two equal practices, Hongzan explicitly expressed that the wisdom of Chan cannot be
practiced at all. Later in “Instructions on Chan and Vinaya,” Hongzan writes the “but the
heart [of Chan] cannot be manifested, and ordinary sentient beings cannot see [it with
dual mind], whereas the conduct [of Vinaya] can be seen by the eyes [of ordinary sentient
beings], and [they will] revere [Buddha’s teaching henceforth]” (然心無表示，人天靡睹。
行可目觀，起生敬仰。) (J 35, 482a). Therefore, Hongzan concludes that Vinaya teaches
all sentient beings how to become enlightened without explicitly verbalize enlightenment,
which is exactly what Chan is about. In his view, since Chan is about the status of the mind
and this status cannot be “manifested” (biaoshi表示) by anything, the only way to attain
wisdom is through the practice of Vinaya. This means that, to Hongzan, the only way
to practice “authentic” Chan is to cultivate oneself in accordance with Vinaya disciplines.
Thus, any exterior “manifestation” of Chan, namely Chan as a sectarian tradition, is highly
problematic.

Admittedly, Hongzan did not completely abandon the practice of literary Chan. In the
collection of his personal writings and dialogues Reminiscent Manuscripts of a Wooden Man
(Muren shenggao木人剩稿), however, we see that the majority of Hongzan’s Chan commu-
nication occurred between him and his lay literati followers; the monastic community was
obviously not his major Chan audience.12 This is the only extant text of Hongzan’s own
Chan instruction to others, and we can assume that Hongzan’s use of Chan literature for
meditative instruction might have been a reaction to cater late Ming and early Qing literati
Buddhists’ passion for Chan literature and philosophy (Zhou 2009) rather than his own
voluntary choice. Another saying of Hongzan shows a similar attitude

In my life [whenever I] received and instructed students, [I] only followed the
instructions left by Master Yunqi Zhuhong and Master Wuyi Yuanlai, [Which
means that I] usually used Vinaya to discipline my disciples, and [I did not let
them] practice the flexible meditation of literary Chan. For the occasional and ran-
dom guidance [on Chan teachings], [I] also [only followed] fixed interpretations
and not my personal understanding.

. . . 平生接待學人，一稟棲和尚與雲棲、博山遺教，多以戒律繩束後學，不事拈
椎竪拂。間有隨機指點，亦本分鉗錘，不以自見也。 (Chengjiu 1717, juan 3, 5)

Hongzan explicitly expressed that he did not favor the instruction of Chan, especially liter-
ary Chan; he preferred to use Vinaya disciplines to educate his disciples. Among his works,
he also seemed to neglect the discipline and ritual system within the Chan tradition “Rules
of Purity” (qinggui清規) as the principal leading rules for Chan communities. Moreover,
whenever he had to use Chan literature for instruction he only used stipulated interpreta-
tions of these texts and added absolutely none of his own understandings or interpretations
to them. Hongzan even tried to create conflict between Chan and Vinaya communities,
and to construct Chan practice in his time as an “enemy” of monastic disciplines. In his
biography, one of his criticisms is recorded:

[I] painfully worry that Vinaya is [established] to bring life to wisdom, and [in
this time when] the grand Dharma has declined and [become] rare, ludicrous and
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blind people are everywhere. Followers of the devil Māra [practicing] blind Chan
are blotting out the sky and covering the sun.

痛念戒律為生慧命，大法垂 ，狂瞽交織，盲禪魔民，彌天障日。 (Chengjiu
1717, juan 3, 4)

In Hongzan’s letter to Bhiks.u (or Monk) Zongfu宗符, he wrote that he often saw Chan
monks of his time ridicule and express contempt toward Vinaya disciplines (J 35, 492b).
Hongzan criticized this behavior by pointing out that in the famous Chan legend of
the origin of Chan, the Buddha did not entrust the “real teaching” of Chan to Mañjuśrı̄
(Manshu shili曼殊室利) but to Kasyapa (Jiashe迦葉) because of Kasyapa’s well-known
ascetic practice and strict abidance by the Vinaya disciplines. Thus, even according to Chan
legend Vinaya is the only way to achieve enlightenment.13 In this sense, Hongzan claimed
that Vinaya rather than any performative Chan practice is the provenance of Buddha’s
wisdom. Based on what we have mentioned above, we can see that in Hongzan’s discourse
he subtly demarcated two kinds of Chan: Chan as a status of ineffable wisdom, and Chan
as a performative practice (especially literary Chan). Hongzan believed that Chan as a
performative practice in his time had nothing to do with the ineffable wisdom of “authentic”
Chan. Moreover, if Vinaya is the only path to wisdom and performative Chan is irrelevant,
then Chan as a socio-religious as well as monastic entity is pointless.

Apart from the fact that most of his works are about Vinaya and tantrism, Hongzan’s
four works traditionally classified as Chan literature are problematic.14 Annotations on
Master Weishan’s Admonition Mottos (Weishan jingce ju shiji溈山警策句釋記) does appear
Chan-relevant based on its title, yet its content contains almost no Chan elements—only
the Chan master Weishan Lingyou’s溈山靈佑 admonitions and tips on monastic life and
karmic retribution (X63, 232a–259b). Another work of Hongzan’s, A Concise Interpretation
of the Perfect Enlightenment Sūtra (Yuanjue jing jinshi圓覺經近釋), is solely dedicated to the
discussion of Huayan and Yogācāra doctrines and related meditation practice. Hongzan’s
interpretation particularly highlights the importance of gradual cultivation (jianxiu 渐
修), in opposition to Chan’s “instantaneous cultivation” (dunjiao 頓修).15 In this work,
Hongzan pointed out that contemplating on Chan literature and using the Linji Chan
clan’s “sentiment of doubt” (yiqing疑情) to understand enlightened wisdom is nothing
but a detour to Buddhahood. This is because, according to the Perfect Enlightenment Sūtra’s
tathāgatagarbha doctrine, all sentient beings are essentially Buddha and already possess
full Buddha wisdom (X10, 521c). We can see that this Interpretation is at most an inclusive
discussion of tathāgatagarbha and does not emphasize or promote Chan at all. Two
of Hongzan’s other ostensibly Chan works are exegeses of the Heart Sūtra: Additional
Understandings on the Heart Sūtra (Bore xinjing tianzu般若心經添足) (X26, 868b–875b) and
Comprehensive Meanings of the Heart Sūtra (Xinjing guanyi心經貫義) (X26, 876a–878b). Yet,
again, neither of these works distinctly explains the Heart Sūtra from a Chan stance or
mentions any Chan element. These two exegeses aim at elucidating the Mahāyāna concept
of “emptiness” (kong空) from a Chinese tathāgatagarbha perspective. Thus, it is obvious
that the literary Chan tradition is almost absent even in Hongzan’s four purportedly
Chan works.

We can conclude that, in spite of the narrative of Hongzan as a Chan master in
his biography and his recorded Caodong lineage, his works show that he went beyond
many sectarian boundaries. In fact, the textual evidence suggests that Hongzan was not
passionate about the Chan tradition and the literary Chan practice at all. We can even
assume that, based on his scattered criticism of Chan practices in his time, Hongzan
doubted the effectiveness and necessity of performative Chan practices. To him, Chan as a
goal of ultimate enlightenment and Chan as a path of religious cultivation are two different
notions; moreover, the latter is not the only or even “correct” path to the former.

At the same time, Hongzan argued that Vinaya discipline is the foundation of Buddhist
practice and the only way to attain the full revival of Chinese Buddhist monasticism.
Vinaya is, in short, the “correct” understanding of Chan as Buddha’s ineffable wisdom. In
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Hongzan’s religious discourse, Vinaya is the practice of Chan; and, inevitably, monastic life
is central to Chan cultivation. This means that Hongzan’s “revisionist Chan” sentiment and
discourse did not allow for a Chan religious life independent of strict Vinaya disciplines,
nor an autonomous Chan tradition without the study of Vinaya. He strongly disagreed
with certain Chan practices in the late Ming and early Qing dynasties. Furthermore, if
any verbal expression of Chan is “deviant”—as he believed was the case—this means that
there should not be any form of Chan cultivation beyond monastic life. As we shall see,
Hongzan’s “revisionist Chan” and monastic revival sentiment strongly influenced how the
Anthology and Hongzan’s Maitreya belief were constructed.

4. Constructing the Lineage of Maitreya Cult in Hongzan’s Hagiographic Writing

In the preface of the Anthology written by Hongzan’s disciple Kaijue開覺, he men-
tioned that one day he asked his master Hongzan why there are multiple rebirth biographies
of Amitābha’s Pure Land, but no Tus.ita Heaven rebirth biography in spite of numerous
scattered records of cases of successful rebirth (X88, 50a). Kaijue then invited Hongzan to
write a biography solely dedicated to Tus.ita Heaven rebirth. Hongzan agreed to Kaijue’s
invitation, and said:

Your question is indeed [like] the effective remedy to cure a disease, and the
merciful ferry to carry [all sentient beings] across the sea of affliction. The reason
is that an ordinary person’s one [troubling] thought could confound true [enlight-
enment] and delusively creep along unreal images. [Thus, a person will] wander
between life and death and [there will] hardly be a day for [this person’s] return
[to true enlightenment]. [How could one] be liberated from the three worlds
of reincarnation [trayo-dhātava] [when one] sinks and floats in [the sea of] six
realms of karma? [How could one] be exempt from discursive life and death
[when one] has not yet stepped into the stages of three worthies and ten sages?16

Moreover, in this time of the end of Dharma, madcaps [kuangwang狂妄] often
take [their own] shade of the heart of consciousness as seeing the Buddha nature
and enlightened by the way [of wisdom]. [They] mistakenly take fire between
flints and crackles of lightening as the termination of life and death.17 [These
madcaps] indulge their minds and speak of empty [words], and [they] loudly
claim the nonexistence of the karmic chain of cause and effect. [These madcaps]
calumniated the Vinaya followers as obsessed with appearances and defamed
those who study Buddhist doctrines as mindlessly repeating the obsolete books.
[They] degraded those who were reborn in the Pure Land as of poor disposi-
tion and low intelligence. [These madcaps] never remember that Bodhisattva
Aśvaghosa and Nāgārjuna wished to present themselves to Amitābha and Bod-
hisattva Asanga and Vasubandhu vowed to meet Maitreya. How could [these
masters] be of poor disposition and low intelligence? [These madcaps] defamed
the saints and arrogantly slandered the scriptures and Vinaya disciplines. Who
could be their surrogate in their sins? Although [they] speak of “instantaneous
enlightenment,” their habitual delusion is not yet removed. Once [they] enter
[other women’s] wombs [and are reincarnated], their ignorance in [their] new life
form cannot be avoided. [Examples of] the Chan masters Jie of Wuzu Temple,
Qing of Caotang Temple, the Elder Xun and the Chief Monk Yan are important
lessons.18 [These madcaps’] consciousnesses and minds flutter, [but they] con-
sider [themselves as] ancient saints’ equals; [their] vexation is burning, [but they]
claim that [they have] superseded the Buddha. [These madcaps] do not attain
the anutpattika-dharma-ksānti of non-duality19, and consequently [they] will
drift along [their] karma and mind. Amitābha and Maitreya are truly [our] grand
mentors, [but these madcaps] abandoned them and do not [wish] to join them.
[If] Avalokiteśvara, Mahāsthāmaprāpta, the Tiantai master Zhiyi智顗, and Pure
Land master Wengu聞谷 are truly helpful friends, [then] why should [we] not
befriend with them [in the Pure Land]?20
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子之問也，誠為救病之良藥，渡苦海之慈舟。盖以凡夫一念迷真，妄緣塵影，流

浪生死，渺無返期。六趣升沉，三界奚出？未階三賢十聖，寧免分段生方？況茲

末世，狂妄多以識心影子，為見性悟道，錯認石火電光，為了却生死。肆志空

談，撥無因果。毀持戒者為執相，詆看教者為鑽故紙，貶往生者為小根下愚。不

思馬鳴龍樹願覲彌陀，無著天親誓見彌勒。其為何根何愚哉？妄譏賢聖，輕謗經

律，罪將誰代？雖云頓悟，習惑未除，一入他腹，隔陰之昏難免。五祖戒、青艸

堂、遜長老、嚴首座，足為前鑒。識想紛飛，擬齊先哲，煩惱熾炎，言超佛祖。

未證無生，終隨業識流轉。彌陀彌勒真大知識，捨而不參。觀音勢至天台淨慈，

誠為良友，胡不親哉？ (X88, 50a)

This is probably one of Hongzan’s most straightforward and severe criticism on his con-
temporaneous Chan communities. The “madcaps” (kuangwang狂妄) here apparently refers
to Ming and Qing period Chan practitioners. He used four cases of Chan masters’ failure
to terminate the circle of reincarnation to demonstrate that the so-called “instantaneous
enlightenment” of Chan teachings is not the ultimate liberation for ordinary people. Ac-
cordingly, Hongzan believed that only via successful rebirth in the pure land or Tus.ita
Heaven could one continue the path to Buddhahood.

Although here Hongzan presented the Pure Land of Bliss and Tus.ita Heaven as equally
extraordinary destination for Buddhists, when Kaijue asked him which land Hongzan
preferred, he replied “The blue sky! The blue sky!” (cangtian cangtian蒼天蒼天). Kaijue
claimed that he did not grasp the true meaning of Hongzan’s reply, and Hongzan refused
to explain further. We can infer here that Hongzan is implying his preference of Tus.ita
Heaven, since it is believed that Tus.ita Heaven is a pure land in the heaven realms of
this world, i.e., in the sky. That is not to say that Hongzan disapproved of Amitābha’s
Pure Land. In many cases he praised the practice of nianfo and the importance of praying
for rebirth in the Pure Land of Bliss.21 In a text called “Admonition to the Monastic and
Lay”(Jingce zisu警策緇素), Hongzan stressed the inclusiveness and “easiness” of nianfo
practice regardless of its practitioners’ gender and identity (J35, 486b). This is a trait that
many Pure Land of Bliss apologists used to promote the practice. Moreover, Hongzan
mentioned several times that nianfo is also an effective way to replace Chan meditation,
and that Chan and nianfo are essentially the same.22 Yet, as we shall see, in the Anthology
Hongzan intended to establish an alternative Pure Land belief exclusively for monastic
communities in the absence of Chan.

The Anthology is divided into three Chapters. Chapter I is named “Resonating Trans-
formations and Incarnations”(Yinghua chuiji應化垂跡), and includes 25 stories connected
to the cult of Maitreya or miracle tales of Maitreya statues. 17 stories of Chinese indigenous
miracles are included in this chapter. Among the Chinese miracle stories, 15 are about Chi-
nese monastic masters and two about lay Chinese figures. Chapter II is named “Ascending
to the Inner Court [of Tus.ita Heaven]” (Shangsheng neiyuan上升內院). This chapter has
two sections and is altogether made up of 46 miracle tales Hongzan collected of rebirth in
Tus.ita Heaven. Apart from six stories directly extracted from Buddhist scriptures and one
story of Vasubandhu (an Indian Buddhist monk and founder of the Yogācāra school), in
the remaining 39 stories of Chinese rebirth practitioners only two lay figures are recorded:
the famous Tang poet and Maitreya believer Bai Juyi白居易(also Bo Juyi), and Hongzan’s
mother Lady Zou. Chapter III contains 11 ritualistic texts and spells of the Maitreya cult,
which Hongzan collected from different translated scriptures and Chinese works for his
readers to use in their religious cultivation. Compared to Zhuhong’s Pure Land of Bliss
biography, Collection of Pure Land Rebirth (Wangsheng ji往生集), and the mid-Qing collection
Compendium of Pure Land Sages (Jingtu shengxian lu 淨土聖賢錄) compiled by lay literati
Buddhist Peng Shaoseng彭紹升, Hongzan’s Anthology clearly does not aim at lay audience.
Hongzan’s work focuses on stories of monastic masters. Both Pure Land of Bliss biography
collections, by contrast, contain a significant number of stories of lay figures of both genders
in separate chapters.23 Zhuhong is particularly keen on praising exemplary lay Buddhists
as equals to monastic figures (Wang 2021).
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The first chapter of the Anthology can be seen as a hagiography for the construction of a
legitimate Maitreya cult “lineage” as well as a history of the prominent figures in this belief
system. In the preface to the Anthology, Hongzan wrote that with Maitreya’s miraculous
power he could incarnate in numerous forms, and that many famous Buddhist masters,
monastic and lay, are actually avatars of Maitreya (X88, 51a). Classifying important and
legendary figures without a clear Chan background as unorthodox Chan practitioners is a
literary tradition in Chan historiography/hagiography initially seen in The Jingde Record
of the Transmission of the Lamp (Jingde chuandeng lu景德傳燈錄) during the Song dynasty.24

Later, in another Song dynasty Chan history, Compendium of the Five Lamps (Wudeng huiyuan
五燈會元), a collection of the biographies of unorthodox Chan figures is named “Saints of
Resonating Transformations” (yinghua shengxian應化聖賢) (X80, 65b).

Huang (2016) argues that these kind of “peripheral” masters in Chan histories are,
on the one hand, absorbed into Chan hagiography to enhance the legitimacy of Chan
practice because of their fame and influences. On the other hand, they also represent the
“transgressive” and iconoclastic characters of Chan outside the orthodox lineage (Huang
2016). As Huang points out, these figures’ unconventional, mysterious, and transgressive
behaviors, especially their violation of Vinaya disciplines and the Chan-style poems they
composed, are important literary symbols of Chan’s flexibility in Song texts. These unortho-
dox figures shared no Chan identity, but they are constructed in these works as patriarchs
teaching Chan in a secretive manner. Hongzan obviously borrowed this literary category
of “Saints of Resonating Transformations” in the first chapter of the Anthology since the cult
of Maitreya in China does not have a continuous and accepted Dharma lineage. However,
the transgressive style of the unorthodox Chan masters contradicts Hongzan’s intention
of monastic revival and his argument that Chan was declining. Therefore, most of the
Chinese figures of the Maitreya cult that Hongzan chose to include in this chapter had no
connection with Chan tradition at all. In the stories of medieval Chinese monks Huilan慧覽,
Zhiyan智嚴 (X88, 55a), Huashou華手 (“Flower Hand”) (X88, 55b), and Zhenbiao真表(X88,
57c), Hongzan highlighted the themes of receiving Vinaya ordination from Maitreya and
Maitreya’s wisdom to judge the effectiveness of a monk’s ordination and Vinaya practice.
For example, he writes in regard to Huilan:

Huilan’s family name is Cheng, and he was from Jiuquan. Once he traveled to
the Western Region and [he had the chance to] put Buddha’s alms bowl on his
head [for reverent worship]. He received the gist of dhyāna meditation from
monk Damo in the kingdom Kophen.25 Damo once entered the dhyāna realm
and ascended to Tus.ita Heaven. [He] received Bodhisattva Precepts ordination
from Maitreya. Later he passed the way of the Precepts to Huilan. When [Huilan]
returned to Khotan, he also transmitted the way of the Precepts to the monas-
tic members there. After he returned to the eastern land [of southern China],
Emperor Wen of Song asked [Huilan] to reside in the Dinglin Temple in Mount
Zhong. [When] Emperor Xiaowu [of the Song] established the Zhongxing Temple
[in the capital, he asked Huilan to move to Zhongxing Temple].26 [The emperor]
then ordered the dhyāna monks in the capital city to follow [Huilan] to receive
the Precepts ordination.

覽姓成，酒泉人。曾遊西域，頂戴佛鉢。仍於罽賓，從達摩比丘，諮受禪要。達

摩曾入定，往兜率天，從彌勒受菩薩戒，後以戒法授覽。還至于填國，復以戒法

授彼方諸僧。乃歸東土，宋文帝請住鍾山定林寺。孝武帝起中興寺，復敕令京邑

禪僧，皆隨踵受業。 (X88, 55a)

This is a story Hongzan extracted from the well-known medieval Chinese text Biographies of
Eminent Monks (Gaoseng zhuan高僧傳) (T50, 399a). Hongzan tried to highlight Maitreya’s
specific role in transmitting Bodhisattva Precepts in order to show that the Mahāyāna
ordination and the effectiveness of a monastic member’s practice have their own “divine”
legitimacy and supervision. This kind of narrative also implies that, although one may
consider the cult of Maitreya to lack a clear and continuous lineage in China, Chinese Bod-
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hisattva Precepts itself could have been traced to Maitreya. Considering Hongzan’s view of
the consistency between Bodhisattva Precepts and Vinaya in terms of monastic superiority
mentioned above, it is evident here that this story reiterated the close connections between
monastic communities, Bodhisattva Precepts as a part of monastic code, and Maitreya’s
role in maintaining the integrity of the two. It suggests that the monastic community is,
moreover, continuously supervised and protected by Maitreya.

In the story of Bhiks.u “Flower Hand,” when Emperor Wen of Wei hosted a Dharma-
Assembly of Equal Almsgiving無遮大會, the emperor asked the elder monks to prove that
Chinese monastic members could receive effective ordination of Vinaya. The elders could
not answer the question, and one monk asked the emperor to allow him to travel to India
so he could consult an enlightened saint on this question. After this monk arrived at India,
he encountered an Arhat, and, as the Arhat could not provide the answer, he ascended
to Tus.ita Heaven to further consult Maitreya. Maitreya answered that both monks and
nuns in China had received effective Vinaya ordination, and the proof is that a golden
flower will enter the Arhat’s hand and stay in full blossom. Maitreya asked this Arhat to
travel to China to show Maitreya’s answer and this vision to the monastic communities
there. Before the Arhat arrived at China, there was a golden flower floating in the sky in
front of the palace of Emperor Wen. The emperor asked the Imperial Historian (taishi太
史) the meaning of this vision, and the Historian replied that this is because the authentic
teaching of the West is approaching the emperor. After a month, the Arhat arrived at
the palace of Wei, and the original text ends with “therefore the bless of Vinaya is passed
down forever” (gu jiefu yongchuan ye故戒福永傳也).27 Hongzan’s reiterations of this story
and similar ones pr a specific picture of Buddhist Vinaya in China: a sacred religious
landscape, in which this system of monastic codes are not simply “lifestyles” of monks and
nuns in Buddha’s time, but also a special lineage of Dharma teaching passed down from
Maitreya, the “second” and future Buddha. We can hardly imagine that this narrative is
not intentionally constructed by Hongzan as a religious apology of Vinaya discipline and
an admonition to his monastic peers.

From the selection of stories and main figures pertaining to the cult of Maitreya we
can see Hongzan’s endeavor to exclude the practice of Chan in medieval China. However,
there are two figures in Chan literature Hongzan could not avoid: Fu Xi 傅翕 (or the
Grand Master Fu傅大士, also known as the Grand Master of Benevolent Wisdom善慧大
士) and Monk Qici契此和尚 (or the Cloth Sack Monk布袋和尚). Both the Jingde Record
(T51, 430a–431a, 434a–434b) and Five Lamps (X80, 66c–67b, 68a) contain biographies of
these two figures and labeled them as both incarnations of Maitreya and unorthodox Chan
masters. Fu Xi had been known in China as a famous lay Buddhist master in the Liang
dynasty (502–557 CE) and was worshiped as Maitreya himself, descended to China to
spread Buddha’s teaching. Zhang Yong’s (Zhang 2012, pp. 68–91) comprehensive study
of the history of Fu Xi’s biography and poems shows that texts about and by Fu Xi were
edited and extended several times by the end of the Tang dynasty, and that when they were
recorded in Song dynasty Chan histories these texts were drastically modified according to
Chan doctrines at that time. In this way, an early medieval legendary lay Buddhist master
and alleged Maitreya incarnation was established as a Chan icon during the Song period.

One of the most famous and problematic texts for Hongzan was Fu Xi’s Maxims of
the Heart King (Xinwang ming心王銘). This poetic text was perhaps derived from one of
Fu Xi’s works as seen in Tang dynasty anthologies, but a more common version in Chan
histories is one obviously influenced by Song dynasty Chan elements (Shiina 1968; Zhang
2012, p. 124). Fu Xi’s biography in the Jingde Record also contains several other poems that
later became popular literary Chan “public cases”. Most of Fu Xi’s stories and works in
Song dynasty Chan literatures are extracted from the most comprehensive anthology of Fu
Xi’s teachings, called The Collection of Master Shanhui’s Sayings (Shanhui dashi yulu善慧大士
語錄) (X69, 104a–130c), which was completed in the late Tang and early Song dynasties.
Compilers of Chan literature were apparently highly selective when choosing information
from this long collection (Zhang 2012, pp. 42–82). In both the Jingde Record and Five Lamps
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Fu Xi’s biographies are much shorter than they are in the Collection, and only poems and
sayings resembling Chan teachings are included. This is despite the fact that the meaning
of Chan禪 (dhyāna) in Fu Xi’s time and the time of the Collection is distinct from the later
school of Chan (Hsiao 1995, pp. 177–85). For this reason, Fu Xi is often remembered in
Chan texts as an unorthodox Chan master who already preached Chan teachings even
before the southern school of Chan emerged.

This “anachronistic” situation is utterly reversed in Hongzan’s biography of Fu Xi. As
the first alleged incarnation of Maitreya in Chinese history, Fu Xi’s biography was included
as the first text in Chapter I of the Anthology, separate from other Chinese figures and
even before Indian figures. Monk Qici is the second figure whose story is recorded, and
then come Indian figures. This means that Hongzan completely betrayed the taxonomic
tradition of Chan histories, which always put Indian figures before Chinese ones. It also
means that, to Hongzan, the images of Fu Xi and Monk Qici share a higher importance
than the Indian figures and serve special functions in his Anthology. Here in Hongzan’s
discourse of the Maitreya cult, without the need to accommodate the orthodox Chan
historical narrative, Fu Xi should stand at the very beginning of the history of Maitreya
incarnation and miracles—for he is the earliest recorded incarnation of Maitreya in both
Indian and Chinese texts. Therefore, right after Hongzan’s preface in which he introduced
Maitreya himself in different Buddhist scriptures, Fu Xi appears as the first incarnation.
This organization also implies that, in Hongzan’s view, Fu Xi is fully qualified as the
first “orthodox” master of the Maitreya cult, even before miracle tales in India, since this
is the only figure in Chinese Buddhist historiography who directly preached Buddha’s
“orthodox” teaching as Maitreya in this world.

In Hongzan’s biography, however, all Chan-style poems are removed from this first
Maitreya incarnation’s teachings, including Maxims of the Heart King. This means that
the most significant aspect of Fu Xi in the literary Chan tradition, namely Fu Xi’s Chan-
style teachings, is absent in Hongzan’s construction of Fu Xi’s religious image. Moreover,
biographies of Fu Xi in Chan literatures are not the only source Hongzan used to compose
his own biography. Instead, Hongzan consulted the original texts in the Collection and
selected texts missing in Chan biographies as the major works quoted in his version.

In particular, Hongzan’s biography of the Grand Master of Benevolent Wisdom in-
cludes the vow Fu Xi made at the beginning of his fasting practice (X69, 107b; X88, 52a). But
this vow in Hongzan’s biography is not a single text directly taken out from the Collection;
rather, it is a combination of Fu Xi’s sayings during his fasting practice and his disciples’
vows in response. Hongzan merged two texts into one and put it under Fu Xi’s name. This
vow mainly focuses on the merit of abstention and how the Bodhisattva’s conduct of suffer-
ing for all sentient beings could lead to Buddhahood. This contrasts with the Chan-style
understanding of the non-duality of one’s heart as represented in poems like Maxims of the
Heart King. As the only major work of Fu Xi quoted in Hongzan’s version that did exist
in other contemporaneous Chan biographies of the figure, this demonstrates Hongzan’s
major intention in constructing a “new” image of Fu Xi. Hongzan aimed to show that Fu
Xi’s teachings are were not germane to Chan practices, but to Buddhist ascetic life.

In addition, two further details Hongzan added from the Collection that are absent
in the biographies of Chan literatures are worth our attention. One is that master Fu Xi
“transcribed more than one thousand scrolls of scriptures and Vinaya codes. [He] prayed
that all sentient beings could break away from afflictions and attain liberation”(躬寫經律，
千有餘卷。願諸眾生，離苦解脫。) (X69, 106b; X88, 52a). Hongzan specifically stressed
here that Fu Xi copied Buddhist scripture and Vinaya texts, which hints that even an
accomplished master like him—indeed, an incarnation of Maitreya himself—still held great
respect for scriptural texts and Vinaya. The other added detail is that Fu Xi once said to
his disciples:

If those who learn the way [of Buddha] do not encounter a teacher [who has
attained] anutpattika-dharma-ksānti of non-duality, then they will eventually be
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unable to gain the way. I am [the one who has] attained anutpattika-dharma-
ksānti of non-duality in this life

學道若不值無生師，終不得道。我是現前得無生人。 (X69, 105a; X88, 52a).

According to the Chinese translation of Mahāprajñāpāramitā (Mohe bore boluomi jing摩訶
般若波羅蜜經), anutpattika-dharma-ksānti of non-duality (wusheng faren 無生法忍) is a
type of wisdom that only a “seventh stage” Bodhisattva could accomplish (T8, 259a). At
this stage, the Bodhisattva has transcended all the realms of Arhat (Shi 2019). Here, by
highlighting Fu Xi’s warning about the necessity of an accomplished teacher in the success
of Buddhist cultivation, Hongzan seems to suggest that if one does not study the way
of Buddha under a teacher like Master Fu Xi, then this person’s claim of enlightenment
is dubious. We may assume that this short sentence Hongzan chose to add in Fu Xi’s
biography served as a poignant criticism of the “madcaps” he referred to in the preface of
the Anthology mentioned above. Also, as we have seen, in the preface Hongzan explicitly
expressed that anutpattika-dharma-ksānti of non-duality is a fixed requirement of true
termination of reincarnation for an enlightened Bodhisattva. This suggests that even true
Chan enlightenment is not enough for a Buddhist to be absolved from reincarnation. In the
biography, Hongzan reiterated his opinion through Fu Xi’s voice.

Similar narrative preference also appears in Hongzan’s biography of Monk Qici. Qici
was an influential figure from the Song dynasty onward not only to Chan communities,
but also to unorthodox and sectarian religions in China as the incarnation of Maitreya
(Lin 1975). He was known for his iconic image: a laughing, chubby monk carrying a
cloth sack. The earliest biography of Qici seen in elitist Chinese Buddhist text is the one
included in Biographies of Song Eminent Monks (Song gaoseng zhuan宋高僧傳) (T50, 848b).
In this biography, Qici is depicted as an eccentric wandering monk but no distinct Chan
background or teaching is mentioned. The only poetic saying recorded here is “Maitreya,
the veritable Maitreya, but people naturally do not recognize him” (彌勒真彌勒，時人皆不
識。).28 Later, in the Jingde Record biography, four literary Chan-style dialogues and two
poems are added. One of the dialogues is

Monk Bailu asked [Qici]: What is [your] cloth sack? Qici then put down [his]
cloth sack. [Monk Bailu] asked again: “Why did you put down the cloth sack?”
Qici [then] put [it back on his shoulder] and left.

白鹿和尚問：如何是布袋？師便放下布袋。又問：如何是布袋下事？師負之而

去。 (T51, 434b)

In the Five Lamps biography, two more poems are included. The two new poems appear less
mysterious; contrary to the typical Chan style, they are more oral and direct in preaching
moral cultivation as well as tathāgatagarbha doctrine. In later Chan masters’ sayings and
public cases, the “cloth sack” (budai布袋) became an important symbol. For example, the
cloth sack appeared more than 20 times in the famous founder of literary Chan Dahui
Zonggao’s大慧宗杲 discourse record. Moreover, Dahui Zonggao even composed a poem
called “Monk Cloth Sack” (Budai heshang布袋和尚) to explain the enigmatic Chan meanings
in Qici’s words and behaviors (T47, 859a).

In Hongzan’s biography of Qici, two poems added in Five Lamps are kept, but all the
Chan-style dialogues and one longer poem from the Jingde Record are omitted. Once more,
we see Hongzan’s deliberate avoidance of any involvement with literary Chan practice
when adapting these biographies. As the second publicly recognized Maitreya incarnation
in orthodox Buddhist historiography in China, Qici is put next to Fu Xi in the Anthology
not as a peripheral and unorthodox Chan teacher but as a legitimate patriarch in the cult
of Maitreya.

5. Hongzan’s Miracle Tales of Ascending to Tus.ita Heaven

The second chapter of the Anthology has two parts. Both are dedicated to ascending
miracle tales from historical records that Hongzan himself collected. As mentioned in
the previous section, all the figures included in this chapter are monastic members apart
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from the Tang poet Bai Juyi and Hongzan’s own mother. Like in the first chapter, these
ascending stories are frequently linked to monastic Vinaya practices and repentance of sin.
Twenty-two ascending stories mention the element of Vinaya disciplines and repentance.
In these stories, phrases like “holding the rules of Vinaya and never missing any [one of
them]”(執持律範，曾無缺焉) (X88, 68b) or “obeying [all] the Vinaya codes without any
violation” (戒律軌儀，有持不犯) (X88, 69a) link these representative monastic figures’ strict
Vinaya practice to their successful rebirth in Tus.ita Heaven. In two stories of Hongzan’s
disciples Shi Kaizhe釋開晢 and Kailuo Qiuji開犖求寂, the priority of Vinaya and proper
monastic demeaner are more vividly exhibited than ever:

[Kaizhe] was never daunted by hard labors and affairs [in the temple]. [He al-
ways] served the master in absolute respect and discretion; [he always] practiced
dhyāna meditation and chanted scriptures day and night. [Kaizhe’s] literary
talent and intellectual insight share the same quality of the mirror-like reflection
on the water’s surface. [His eyes] do not see with skewed sight, and inspect like
a king elephant. [He] lies down like a lion. [He] does not easily speak, and [he]
does not [expose] his teeth when laughing.

執勞服役，未甞少憚。事師則必敬必慎，禪誦則夜以繼旦。稟識才藻，質同水

鏡。目不邪觀，顧如象王，臥類師子。不易言，不齒笑。 (X88, 70b)

[Qiuji] served the master kindly and discreetly, and [he] studied and practiced
industriously. If [he] was admonished by the master, [he] never [showed] dis-
pleasure [on his face]. His daily dignified manner was like a bhiks.u [who] had
practiced Pure Conduct [Brahmacaryā] for a long time.

事師淳謹，習學彌勤。倘被師責，迥無不悅之色。進止威儀，若久修梵行之比

丘。 (X88, 70c)

To Hongzan, these exemplary tributes to proper monk conduct provide examples of Vinaya
discipline necessary for ascending to Tus.ita Heaven. Monastic virtues and Vinaya propriety
do not merely transform a monastic member’s mind, but also his or her exterior appear-
ance and bodily traits.29 This is accompanied by the miraculous physical signs of these
figures’ death scenes, which are regarded as tangible proof of their genuine cultivation and
successful rebirth. For example, in Kaizhe’s story, Hongzan wrote: “[After] the cremation
[of his body], [his] teeth were like pristine snow, [and his] śarı̄ra bone relics were of four
colors”(茶毗，牙如珂雪，舍利四色。).30

As Shinohara (Shinohara 2007, pp. 47–72) notices in his study of the miraculous
death scenes of eminent monk biographies in medieval China, miraculous death scenes,
especially pure lands rebirth scenes, can be seen as a collective literary creation by the
main figure’s monastic relatives out of their concerns or anxiety about an eminent monk’s
result of cultivation. Hongzan employed the same literary strategy to show his audience
how merits and effects of Vinaya and Maitreya practices could be embodied in a monastic
member’s physical transformation and miraculous signs. This affirmation of the connection
between Vinaya, the Maitreya cult, and somatic miracles again opposes the idea that
active endeavors in Buddhist practice (in particular, rebirth pursuits) is merely a kind of
“obsession”. This idea had already been disputed in the medieval period (Shinohara 2007,
pp. 47–72). Even in the story of the famous lay Buddhist and Tang dynasty poet Bao Juyi,
Hongzan utilized Monk Weikuan’s惟寬 instruction to Bai to reiterate the importance of
Vinaya:

Master [Weikuan] said: the supreme Bodhi wisdom is embodied as Vinaya,
expressed as Dharma, and cultivated in the heart as Chan. Vinaya is dharma, and
Dharma is not apart from Chan.

師曰：無上菩提者，被於身為律，說於口為法，行於心為禪。律即是法，法不離

禪。 (X88, 68c)

139



Religions 2022, 13, 890

This quote is originally from the Jingde Record, but the second half of the original instruction
dialogue contain a teaching of non-duality and inactiveness of Chan cultivation. This
portion of the dialogue is deleted by Hongzan:

[Bai Juyi] asked again: “If [Vinaya, Dharma and Chan] have no differences, then
how [does one] fix the heart?” Master [Weikuan] said: “The heart is essentially
intact, why [do you] said that [it] needs to be fixed? Do not differentiate your
mind no matter [whether it is] filthy or pure”.

[Bai Juyi] asked again: “If [one] does not [actively] fix [the mind] or [use] the
mind, the how is this [Chan practice] different from being an ordinary sentient
being?” Master [Weikuan] said: “Ordinary sentient beings are obsessed with the
ignorances of duality [Avidyā] and Hı̄nayāna, and moving away from these two
kinds of illness [of the mind] means genuine cultivation. Those who genuinely
cultivate [the mind] should neither be assiduous nor indolent. Being assiduous is
close to obsession, and being indolent means falling to ignorance. This is what is
called the gist of mind [cultivation].

又問：既無分別何以修心？師云：心本無損傷，云何要修理？無論垢與淨，一切

勿起念。又問：無修無念又何異凡夫耶？師曰：凡夫無明二乘執著，離此二病

是曰真修。真修者不得勤不得忘。勤即近執著，忘即落無明，此為心要云爾。

(T51, 255a)

Hongzan replaced this second half of Weikuan’s Chan instruction with depictions of Bai
Juyi’s active and industrious practice of Tus.ita Heaven beliefs. If we read the original
Chan instruction dialogue between Bai Juyi and Weikuan, Weikuan clearly did not try to
stress the importance of Vinaya disciplines and strict Vinaya practice when he claimed that
Vinaya and Chan are “homogeneous”. On the contrary, Weikuan defied industrious Vinaya
practice and tried to elaborate on the Chan mediation of non-duality and inactiveness of
the mind in order to defend Chan masters’ ostensibly unconventional lifestyles (Poceski
2018). Hongzan’s narrative completely reversed the original meaning of Weikuan’s words.
By deleting the actual Chan part of Weikuan’s teaching and adding Bai Juyi’s industrious
practice of Maitreya name chanting and Tus.ita Heaven visualization31, Hongzan seemed to
indicate in this story that—as Vinaya, Dharma, and Chan are essentially the same—active
practices like Maitreya name chanting and Tus.ita Heaven visualization are already Chan
practices, not the opposite. Therefore, by presenting Chan elements as obsolete in this story,
Hongzan attempted to twist Weikuan’s teaching in order to make the narrative of this story
coherent with the overall link between Vinaya disciplines and active ascending practices
established in the Anthology.

Monastic dhyāna meditation is also something Hongzan emphasized in the second
chapter’s ascending stories. As mentioned above, dhyāna meditation was also translated as
chan禪 before the school of Chan gained prominence and essentially monopolized this term
in later periods. Before the enigmatic and flexible Chan School emerged, as Eric Greene
(Greene 2021, pp. 21–54) argues, dhyāna chan referred to a more normative, concrete,
monastic and scriptural meditative technique. In the Anthology, the word禪 predominantly
refers to this kind of dhyāna meditation rather than the sectarian Chan practice. In this
work, moreover, dhyāna meditation seems to be construed as a vital technique for ascending
to Tus.ita Heaven. Hence, the meaning of chan as the Chan School is completely absent in
the Anthology. It seems that, to Hongzan, the only legitimate “technique” of chan worth
exhibiting is not the sectarian one that became almost iconoclastic in Ming and Qing
dynasty but the one that predates the Chan School. Only this type of strict and miraculous
meditative technique should be established as a valid method of monastic cultivation.

For example, in Hongzan’s transcription of the biography of the early Tang dynasty
Tiantai Buddhist master Zhixi 智晞 (who was also the patriarch Zhiyi’s 智顗 disciple),
Hongzan omitted the major part of the original story of Zhixi’s miraculous communication
with local mountain gods, and extracted the less significant beginning and ending of his
biography in the Extended Biographies of Eminent Monks (Xu gaoseng zhuan續高僧傳) (T50,
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582a) to weave an image of a dhyāna virtuoso who successfully ascended to Tus.ita Heaven
via strict meditation:

Zhixi of the Chen clan was originally from Yingchuan . . . [Zhixi] first heard [the
reputation] of Zhiyi and sincerely admired [Zhiyi] . . . At the age of twenty he
finally fulfilled his longtime wish [to meet with Zhiyi]. After [his] encounter
[with Zhiyi], [Zhixi] determined [to follow Zhiyi] as [his] mentor. [Zhixi] was
sufficiently equipped with Vinaya and monastic demeaners. [He] received secret
teachings of dhyāna and further practiced the [meditation] of tranquil fixity [寂
定]32 industriously as if [his] head were burning and [he] needed rescue. [One day
he] heard the loud echo of a bronze bell from the east mountain [that] shook the
valley, and he said: “Alas! It is calling me!” Several days after the disappearance
[of the echo], [Zhixi] said to his disciples: “My life is coming to the end”. In the
night of the seventeenth day of the twelfth month in the first year of [the reign of
Emperor] Zhenguan [627 CE], [Zhixi] sat up straight with legs crossed . . . and
told his disciples: “You and I encountered [each other] in the order of karma.
Now it is time to say farewell and [there is] not a day that [we will] meet again.
After saying [this], [Zhixi] remained silent without a word. After a while, his
disciples [started] weeping. [Zhixi] opened his eyes again and admonished that:
“Human beings [experience] life and death, and everything has its beginning and
inevitably its termination. This is just a vision of this world, why [do you feel]
sad about this? [You] can leave and stop disturbing me”. [Zhixi] also said: “I
have practiced dhyāna for forty-nine years until today, and not [once] did my
back touch a bed. I did not disappoint my patrons’ alms and I did not disappoint
[people’s] incense offerings. If you wish to meet me [again], [you] should practice
the way [of Buddha] diligently, and the power [of dhyāna] will not let people
down”. His disciples consulted him and said: “[We] do not know where [our]
monk will be reborn”. [Zhixi] replied: “My karma will retribute in Tus.ita Heaven.
Its palaces are turquoise in color and located in the northwest in the sky” . . . In
the morning of the eighteenth day, he told his disciples: “You should be prepared
for the fasting ritual as soon as possible, [since the end] of my life [is getting] very
close”. At noon [Zhixi] sat in a cross-legged position upright and elegantly. [His]
breath became weaker, as if [he] entered the realm of dhyāna and henceforth [he]
would not return [to this world]. [He died] at the age of seventy-two. At that
time [there was] music of strings and pipes from the sky, and all the gathered
audience heard [that] it lasted for a long time before it receded. [Zhixi’s body]
stayed in public for several days before it was moved into a stone shrine. [His]
face and complexion looked full of joy. [His] hands and feet were supple just like
[when he was] alive.

… … …

…
…

…

(X88, 66a) 

In Hongzan’s narrative, Zhixi’s lifelong devotion to dhyāna meditation apparently led
directly to his successful rebirth. By omitting stories of other aspects of Zhixi’s miraculous
conduct, it is as if Zhixi’s lifelong dhyāna practice only aimed at a “magical” death and
rebirth in Tus.ita Heaven. More than 10 stories in the Anthology mention the practice of
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dhyāna as an indispensable practice of eminent monastic figures in Chinese rebirth stories,
and no Chan practice is present. The only Chan School figure included is the Song dynasty
Yunmen clan patriarch Shanben善本, but Hongzan did not mention any detail of Shanben’s
Chan teaching. Instead, Hongzan emphasized Shanben’s study of the Lotus Sūtra (聽習
毗尼妙法蓮華), practice of Vinaya, and miraculous dreams (X88, 69b). Since the sectarian
meaning of Chan is absent in this collection, it is obvious that Hongzan intended to reinstate
the so-called “original” meaning of chan as a highly monastic-oriented and concrete skill
in the context of the Maitreya cult. This could also be read as an indirect criticism on the
“declining” Chan School in Hongzan’s discourse, and an implicit argument that this term
should return to its older, more skillful and strict meaning.

Meanwhile, other details in Hongzan’s ascending stories also imply that Hongzan
held different attitudes toward Maitreya’s Tus.ita Heaven and Amitābha’s Pure Land of
Bliss. Although we saw in the previous section that Hongzan praised Amitābha’s Pure
Land and the practice of nianfo as the easy way to gain wisdom and as inseparable from
Chan, this is not the whole picture of his religious view on rebirth in pure lands. It seems
that, to Hongzan, Tus.ita Heaven is superior to the Pure Land of Bliss in that Tus.ita Heaven
is not open to sinful believers but only to virtuous practitioners. For this reason, the speed
of cultivation in Tus.ita Heaven is much faster than in Amitābha’s Pure Land of Bliss. In fact,
which of the two pure lands is superior has been a long-lasting argument in the History of
Chinese Buddhism (Wang 1992). As previously mentioned, translated scriptures of the Pure
Land of Bliss, especially The Sūtra of the Visualization of Amitāyus (Amitāyur-dhyāna-sūtra;
Guan wuliang shou jing觀無量壽經), present the openness of the Pure Land of Bliss even
to extremely sinful people as its advantage—in spite of the unspeakably long time before
such a person actually attain enlightenment (T12, 345c). Authorities in the Ming period
often stressed this low requirement of rebirth in the Pure Land of Bliss as evidence of the
suitability of Pure Land belief in an era of the end of Dharma, while at the same time
receiving criticisms of Pure Land beliefs as inferior and against the Buddhist dogma of
emptiness (Jones 2019, pp. 103–7).

In his story of Bai Juyi’s pure land practices Hongzan provides an intriguing detail of
his own view on the two pure lands. He mentioned that although Bai Juyi was dedicated
to Tus.ita Heaven, in his final years, after a severe illness, he changed his pursuit to the Pure
Land of Bliss due to his physical suffering. This is evidenced by Bai’s poetry.33 Hongzan
acrimoniously commented that:

Bai Juyi did not understand that filth and purity come from the heart, and
inflictions and joy are [both] delusions. So, he raised the emotion of differentiation
and did not concentrate on one aspiration. If [he had] comprehended [the dogma]
of heart/mind only, then [he would have known that] the [Tus.ita] Heavenly
Palace and the Pure Land of Bliss are both dream-like realms [created by the
heart] and [they are] lands located in the same dimension.

易未達淨穢由心，苦樂皆妄，故起取捨之情，志願不一。若悟惟心，天宮淨土，

並是化境，皆一同居之土。 (X88, 68c)

Therefore, in Hongzan’s view, Bai Juyi should not have differentiated between the pure
lands and instead have only concentrated on one destination, since his suffering was the
consequence of his own differentiating mind. This is obviously an apologetic reaction to
Bai Juyi’s change of practice in his late years in order to defend Tus.ita Heaven. Hongzan
thus suggests that, ultimately, Tus.ita Heaven and the Pure Land of Bliss are the same and
that there was therefore no need for Bai to change his pursuit.

Does this then mean that Hongzan tried to advocate for the equality of the two
pure lands and that he genuinely believed that they are the same? Interestingly, in the
98 biographies of monastic figures in Zhuhong’s Biographies of Rebirth [in the Pure Land
of Bliss] (Wangsheng ji 往生集), there is no mention of these monastic members’ Vinaya
practice and, in fact, no positive comments about Tus.ita Heaven at all (T51, 127a–137c).
Since Hongzan was significantly influenced by Zhuhong and had read his works, the
narrative of Vinaya practice conspicuously contradicts with Zhuhong’s omission of this
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important aspect of monastic life. As mentioned before, Zhuhong’s biographies targeted
at both monastic and lay readers and to him, the all-encompassing character of the Pure
Land of Bliss means that one could “easily” be reborn in this land even without obeying
strict monastic regulations. This “easiness” of Pure Land of Bliss practice might have
led to the omission of Vinaya practices in Zhuhong’s storytelling strategies. However, in
contrast to Zhuhong’s narrative, Hongzan’s connection between Tus.ita Heaven rebirth and
monastic figures’ Vinaya practices indicates that the standard for entering Tus.ita Heaven is
apparently higher than the Pure Land of Bliss. Thus it is an “uneasy” pure land and more
suitable for monastic members.

In another story, of Hongzan’s female disciple the Nun Chengci成慈尼, this expert of
nun Vinaya whose “Vinaya virtue resembles ice and snow” (jiede bingxue戒德氷雪) (X88,
70a), namely, whose Vinaya practice was clear and pure, heard that those who were reborn
in the Pure Land of Bliss on the lowest level could not see Buddha for numerous eons.
Upon hearing this, she concluded that based on the scriptures Tus.ita Heaven is a better
choice since there are not different levels of rebirth in Maitreya’s pure land. Chengci raised
this question to Hongzan, and Hongzan confirmed what she said and bestowed one scroll
of the Sūtra of Visual Contemplation of Ascendance to Maitreya’s Tus. ita Heaven to her. Later,
during her dhyāna meditation, Chengci saw a series of miraculous signs and foresaw her
successful rebirth.

Chengci’s detailed question in this story and Hongzan’s positive confirmation subtly
reveals Hongzan’s own preference between the two pure lands, and indicates that he too
believed Tus.ita Heaven to be a better choice than the Pure Land of Bliss. According to
Chengci’s logic, because there are no different levels of rebirth in Tus.ita Heaven—unlike
in the Pure Land of Bliss—anyone who successfully ascends to Tus.ita Heaven should see
Maitreya immediately. Therefore, the speed of cultivation in Tus.ita Heaven is considerably
faster than in the Pure Land of Bliss. By presenting Chengci’s question in detail, Hongzan
consciously exhibits his own intention to establish the cult of Maitreya as a competitive
belief with the Pure Land of Bliss. In this way, Hongzan aimed to address the decline of
monasticism. If Chan was not a sensible choice for Buddhist practitioners of his time in
general, and for monastic communities in particular, the revival of dhyāna meditation and
Vinaya discipline was inevitable. Furthermore, because the all-encompassing Pure Land
of Bliss tradition could not address the decline of Buddhist monasticism—insofar as the
tradition deemphasized the importance of Vinaya disciplines—then belief in Maitreya’s
Tus.ita Heaven must serve as a new unifying dogma to prevent monastic communities from
losing their distinctive identity and religious lifestyle.

6. Conclusions

Ritzinger (Ritzinger 2017, pp. 145–46) points out that the Republican Chinese Buddhist
master Taixu’s 太虚 (1890–1947 CE) so-called “modernized” belief of Maitreya’s Tus.ita
Heaven should not simply be regarded as a reconciliation between Buddhist faith and
the modern world; instead, Taixu tried to call back the “traditional” monastic rituals
and religiosity in Chinese Buddhism. It is arguable whether this “tradition” ever existed
in Chinese history, but Taixu is certainly not the first to turn to the cult of Maitreya for
help when facing “crises” of Buddhism in China. In this article, we have seen how the
early Qing dynasty Caodong Chan master Zaisan Hongzan’s Maitreya and Tus.ita Heaven
beliefs reflect his own Chan revisionist and monastic revival sentiment. Hongzan faced
a time similar to Taixu, when numerous Chinese Buddhist elites lamented the fall of the
most influential and predominant Buddhist school in China, the Chan School, and were
concurrently deeply troubled by the alleged decline of monasticism. Certain monastic
authorities introduced the double cultivation of Chan and Pure Land nianfo practice, but
this “reinvented” means of meditation caused new problems and constantly sparked doubts
and disagreements. Prominent late Ming dynasty figures within the Chan community also
recognized the “declining” of this tradition, especially the literary Chan tradition from the
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Song period, and endeavored to save Chan practices and communities. However, their
actions only put Chan in a more precarious position by the time of the early Qing dynasty.

Some voices started to question the legitimacy and necessity of Chan both as a sectarian
Buddhist faith and as a means of meditation. Caodong masters in the Ming period were the
most radical internal Chan critics, criticizing the degeneration of literary Chan and trying
to reinstate the ancient, “authentic” teaching of Chan. They were also interested in using
Pure Land of Bliss practice as a supplementary instrument to reform Chan meditation.
Zaisan Hongzan, the ordained Caodong monk from Guangdong, proposed the most
severe criticism on Chan. He went beyond his contemporary Chan critics to question the
fundamental validity of the edifice of Chan School. To Hongzan, Chan itself is not a specific
form of teaching or dogma but a realm of non-duality, and Hongzan believed that the
sectarian Chan tradition of his day could not lead to enlightenment only by playing with
Chan words. In this way, Buddha’s teaching of Vinaya disciplines and gradual practice
such as dhyāna meditation could lead to the attainment of Chan wisdom, rather than any
concrete Chan words. Therefore, Hongzan believed that only by reviving monasticism
and replacing the current dogmatic Chan teachings with Vinaya and gradual meditative
practice could Chinese Buddhism be saved from annihilation. For this reason, Hongzan
avoided any systematic teaching of Chan practices in his works and instead wrote primarily
about Vinaya codes and tantric practices.

This sentiment also influenced his construction or “reinvention” of the Maitreya and
Tus.ita Heaven cult. Hongzan’s Anthology of Exemplary Tales of Tus. ita Heaven Rebirth, as the
only Maitreya pure land rebirth biography in traditional China, served as a platform for
Hongzan to exhibit his own religious preferences and beliefs via hagiographic narratives of
idealized monastic figures. Sectarian Chan elements are removed from the stories included
in this collection, and the term chan exclusively refers to dhyāna meditation in Hongzan’s
vocabulary. Moreover, famous unorthodox Chan patriarchs like Fu Xi and Qici are no
longer labeled Chan teachers in Hongzan’s biographies. By linking successful ascent to
Tus.ita Heaven and Maitreya’s miraculous power to eminent monastic figures’ Vinaya
practices, Hongzan deliberately depicted a religious landscape of Tus.ita Heaven faith as
most suitable for strict monastic practitioners in contrast to the Pure Land of Bliss tradition.
This should also be seen as a motivation Hongzan provided to his peers to encourage the
return of Buddhist monasticism. In this way, Hongzan’s Maitreya belief is nothing but a
cogent reaction to his own observation of Chinese Buddhism in crisis.
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Notes

1 Hereafter referred to as Anthology.
2 This is an established metaphor in Chan literature to describe the “correct” and ineffable transmission of true wisdom from

a master to a disciple, as if the transmission of wisdom and the verification of a disciple’s accomplishment are validated by a
carved insignia. See Foulk (2007, p. 450).

3 Māra is often depicted as an evil celestial being who disturbed Buddha’s meditation and vowed to destroy dharma. He is usually
recognized as the archenemy of Buddhism. See Boyd (1971).

4 Arhat, in Sanskrit the “Worthy One”, refers to those Buddhist saints who have terminated the afflictions of reincarnation and
possibility of future rebirth and the highest level of sagehood in Hı̄nayāna tradition (Buswell and Lopez 2014, p. 62). Sam. sāra
refers to the chain of rebirth in different realms or forms of life (Buswell and Lopez 2014, p. 758).
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5 One of the most compelling case is his categorization of Buddhist practices of Five Schools (wuzong五宗). Zhixu proposed that
there are four distinct methods of meditation whose traits resemble four seasons, and Chan echoes with winter as a formless,
tranquil and iconoclastic practice. But all practices that can be categorized according to this four seasons theory are inferior to
and inseparable to Pure Land nianfo practice, since Pure Land nianfo practice is the most superior king of all Mahāyāna teachings
(J36, 369c).

6 These include two kinds of fully ordained monastic communities (monks [bhiks.u] and nuns [bhiks.un. ı̄], two kinds of novice
monastic communities (male novice monk [sāman. era] and female ones [śrāman. erikā]), one kind of senior female novice nun
(śiks.amān. ā), and male lay Buddhist (upāsaka) and female lay Buddhist (upāsikā).

7 This refers to Huineng’s full monastic ordination in the Sixth Master’s Platform Sutra (Liuzu tanjing六祖壇經) circulated in Ming
and Qing. According to the text, Huineng could not preach Chan’s teaching before he was fully ordained with full Vinaya. See
T48, 349c08–350a2.

8 Chengguan’s biography records that he made ten vows by himself immediately after he officially received Bodhisattva Precepts.
See Fajie zong wuzu lue ji法界宗五祖略記 (X77, 623a).

9 See T24, 997c. Elements of this canon are perhaps transformed from Huayan jing華嚴經, and considered by Chinese authorities as
a part of the special teachings Buddha made to high level Bodhisattvas immediately after his enlightenment before preaching to
his human disciples. See Groner (1990, pp. 252–57).

10 “ ” (T24, 1005c) 
11 “

” (X38, 724b) 
12 In the section of Answers to Questions in the Chamber (Shizhong dawen室中答問), there are sixteen Chan dialogues and only five of

the questioners are monks (J 35, 482a–483b). Among these five monk questioners, only one of them is registered with a specific
name while others are only recorded as “a monk” (seng 僧). In contrast, all of the eleven lay literati questioners’ names are
recorded.

13 This story has been transmitted in Chan historiography since the Tang dynasty. See Adamek (2007, pp. 129–31) and Gregory (2019).
14 For this kind of traditional classification, see Zheng (2017).
15 See “

” (X10, 533c).  
16 The “stage of three worthies and ten sages” (階三賢十聖) refers to the Arhat and Bodhisattva stages in the teachings of Tiantai

Buddhism. See A. Charles Muller’s translation of Outline of the Tiantai Fourfold Teachings (Tiantai si jiaoyi 天台四教儀) (T46,
773c–78c), http://www.acmuller.net/kor-bud/sagyoui.html.

17 Fire between flints and crackles of lightening refers to the mirage in afflicted minds.
18 As Kaijue noted in his annotations, this refers to famous stories of four well-known Chan masters in the Song dynasty who,

despite their Chan cultivation, still fell into reincarnation and were born as ordinary people.
19 Anutpattika-dharma-ks.ānti (wusheng faren 無生法忍) is a kind of wisdom that the “nonretrogression” stage Bodhisattva

started to learn in Mahāyāna, in which Bodhisattvas begin to understand the deep meaning of emptiness and truly realize the
unrealness of self and others, reincarnation and even nirvana, that “all dharmas . . . are originally and eternally ‘unproduced’ or
‘tranquil’”(Buswell and Lopez 2014, p. 55).

20 In Zhiyi’s biography, it is recorded that at his death he claimed that he would be reborn in the Pure Land of Bliss (T50, 196a). The
Ming Pure Land master Wengu’s nianfo temple was named Jingci an淨慈庵, an apparent reference to the Pure Land (淨土) (X61,
819b).

21 For example, see斐然宋元戎初入法門求示修心法要 (J35, 478b),警策緇素 (J35, 486b) and與尹瀾柱銓部 (J35, 495c).
22 See the three articles mentioned above. This perhaps indicates Yunqi Zhuhong’s influence. See掃雲棲大師塔文 (J35, 505c) for

Hongzan’s intellectual and social liaison with Yunqi Zhuhong.
23 As there are more than half of the stories dedicated to lay practitioners in Wangsheng ji and more than a third dedicated to lay

figures in Jingtu shengxian lu.
24 See禪門達者雖不出世有名於時者 in Jingde chuandeng lu (T51, 429c).
25 This is not the Chan master Damo but a central Asian monk.
26 Hongzan perhaps missed a sentence from the original text. See T50, 399a.
27 The original story is seen in the Tang Buddhist encyclopedia Fayuan zhulin法苑珠林 (T53, 945a).
28 Here I consulted Chapin’s translation of Qici’s biography. See Chapin (1933).
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29 In fact, Janet Gyatso has shown that the Vinaya codes are primarily concerned with bodily behaviors and acts prior to the status
of the mind, and Hongzan’s narrative here seems to stress this somatic dimension of Vinaya. See Gyatso (2005, pp. 271–90).

30 These kind of bone relics were usually understood as remains of Buddhist “saints” and a proof of their accomplishment. They
were enshrined and venerated for their miraculous power, but very often this kind of veneration of bodily relics was limited to
monastic figures. See Ritzinger and Bingenheimer (2006).

31 These two methods are established Maitreya devotional practices since medieval China aiming at ascent to Tus.ita Heaven, and
they are very similar to Pure Land of Bliss practices. See Sponberg (1988, pp. 94–109).

32 Another name for Buddhist dhyāna meditation.
33 See Utsuo Shoshin‘s (Utsuo 1950) discussion of Bai Juyi’s pure land beliefs.
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Matsumoto, Bunzaburō松本文三郎. 1911. Miroku jōdo ron弥勒浄土論. Tokyo: Heigo shuppansha丙午出版社.
McBride, Richard D., II. 2016. Shifting Contexts of Faith: The Cult of Maitreya in Middle and Late Silla. The Eastern Buddhist 47: 1–28.
McRae, John R. 2003. Seeing through Zen: Encounter, Transformation, and Genealogy in Chinese Chan Buddhism. Berkeley and Los Angeles:

University of California Press.
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Zhang, Yong張勇. 2012. Fu Dashi Yanjiu傅大士研究. Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chuban she上海人民出版社.
Zheng, Xingzhong鄭興中. 2017. Zaisan Hongzan shengping yu zhuzuo shulüe在 弘讚生平與著作述略. Zhaoqing Xueyuan Xuebao

肇慶學院學報 38: 47–50.
Zhou, Jun 周軍. 2009. Dinghu shan zhi yu mingqing zhiji lingnan chanzong 《鼎湖山志》與明清之際嶺南禪宗. Zhaoqing Xueyuan

Xuebao肇慶學院學報 30: 36–39.
Zürcher, Erik. 2013a. Buddhism and Education in Tang Times: The Buddhist Ideal of Moral Trainning. In Buddhism in China: Collected

Papers of Erik Zürcher. Translated and Edited by Jonathan A. Silk. Leiden: Brill, pp. 295–338. First published 1980.
Zürcher, Erik. 2013b. “Prince Moonlight” Messianism and Eschatology in Early Medieval Chinese Buddhism. In Buddhism in China:

Collected Papers of Erik Zürcher. Translated and Edited by Jonathan A. Silk. Leiden: Brill, pp. 187–241. First published 1980.

148



religions

149



150



151



152



153



154



155



156



157



158



159



160



161



162



163



164



·

·

· ·

ṅ
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Techniques of the Supramundane: Physician-Monks’ Medical
Skills during the Early Medieval China (220–589) in China

Dawei Wang

Institute of Taoism and Religious Culture, Sichuan University, Chengdu 610065, China; wdw1168@163.com

Abstract: Hagiographical tales tell us that some Buddhist monks who lived during the Early Medieval
China (220–589) possessed considerable medical skills. Some were proficient in foreign medicine,
while others had mastery over traditional Chinese medicine. The outstanding medical practitioners
among these monks included Yu Fakai于法開, Zhi Facun支法存, Sengshen僧深, and Shi Daohong
釋道洪. In addition to having a background in traditional Chinese medicine, these individuals are
said to have had access to foreign medical knowledge due to their status as monks. However, the
literature on these physician-monks’ medical skills is limited, which is why the present paper aims to
explore this matter further, especially by introducing and elaborating upon some modern Chinese
research which has generally gone unnoticed in international scholarship. To this end, this paper
critically analyzes various historical records detailing these monks’ lives. It shows that, in addition
to having extraordinary medical skills, some of these physician-monks mastered methods to cure
specific diseases (such as beriberi [jiaoqi bing腳氣病] (This is the name of the disease in traditional
Chinese Medicine. It refers to a disease characterized by numbness, soreness, weakness, contracture,
swelling, or muscle withering in the legs and feet.)). It also shows that they were usually more
accurate in syndrome differentiation, while the treatments they prescribed were unique. However,
given the lack of information, further research is required to clarify how these physician-monks
learned methods as well as the impact of their foreign medicine knowledge on their methods.

Keywords: Early Medieval China (220–589); physician-monks; medical skill

1. Introduction

In his famous essay, “Hufang kao”胡方考 [An Examination of Foreign Prescriptions],
Fan Xingzhun范行准 (1906–1998), a prestigious expert of medical history in modern China,
states the following:

Culture is inherently fluid. Anything that is not fluid will never advance. Con-
cerning Chinese medicine, if not for the flow and contact between the ancient
Chinese and Western cultures, I am afraid that Shennong’s Herbal Classic (Shennong
bencao jing神農本草經), which documented 365 kinds of medicaments, and the
Treatise on Cold Pathogenic Diseases (Shanghan lun傷寒論) which has 113 recipes
would not have been published around the period of the Han dynasty. 文化本屬
富有移動性之物，凡事無移動即無進步，中國醫學，若非古代中西文化之移動解

除，吾恐三百六十五種本草之《神農本草經》，一百一十三方之《傷寒論》，在

漢季尚難出世也。 (Fan 1936, p. 1235)

Fan posited that the development and dissemination of Chinese medicine were influenced
by its contact with foreign cultures. In the latter part of his essay, he mentioned that “the
Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern dynasties, during China’s Three period, were the
peak of the spread of Brahmanical [Indic] medicine into the country, as it was during this
time that Brahmin monks and Buddhists were most active in China.”當我國兩晉南北朝
三方鼎峙，正印度婆羅門醫術傳入極盛時代，因其時婆羅門僧與佛教徒在中國最為活曜也

(Ibid., p. 1242). The “Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings” (“Jingji zhi”經籍志) of
the Book of Sui (Suishu隋書) (hereafter Suishu’s Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings)
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documented 12 medical books introduced from India and the Western Regions. There are
as follows:

(1) Mohe chu huguo fang摩訶出胡國方 [Foreign Prescriptions by Mahā] in 10 juan.
(2) Xiyu zhuxian suoshuo yaofang西域諸仙所說藥方 [Prescriptions Taught by the Sages of

the Western Regions] in 23 juan.
(3) Xiyu boluoxianren fang西域波羅仙人方 [Prescriptions of the *Para Sages of the Western

Regions] in 3 juan.
(4) Xiyu mingyi suoji yaofang 西域名醫所集要方 [Important Prescriptions Collected by

Famous Physicians in the Western Regions] in 4 juan.
(5) Longshu pusa yaofang龍樹菩薩要方 [Nāgārjuna Bodhisattva’s Important Prescriptions]

in 4 juan.
(6) Longshu pusa hexiang fa 龍樹菩薩和香法 [Nāgārjuna Bodhisattva’s Incense Blend

Recipes] in 2 juan.
(7) Longshu pusa yangxing fang龍樹菩薩養性方 [Nāgārjuna Bodhisattva’s Spiritual Culti-

vation Methods] in 1 juan.
(8) Qipo suoshu xianren minglun fang 耆婆所述仙人命論方 [Sagely Knowledge of Life

Conveyed by Jı̄vaka] in 2 juan.
(9) Qiantuoli zhigui fang乾陀利治鬼方 [Methods of Exorcism in Kantoli] in 10 juan.
(10) Xinlu Qiantuoli zhigui fang新錄乾陀利治鬼方 [Newly Documented Methods of Exor-

cism in Kantoli] in 4 juan.
(11) Poluomen zhuxian yaofang婆羅門諸仙藥方 [Prescriptions of Brahmin Sages] in 20 juan.
(12) Poluomen yaofang婆羅門藥方 [Brahmin Prescriptions] in 5 juan.

These foreign medical documents included in the Suishu had probably already existed
since the period of division (220–589). Among the monks who travelled between the
south and north were also physicians who practiced what was originally foreign medicine.
On the one hand, they spread Buddhism by practicing the medicine which they had
mastered, while on the other hand, they introduced foreign medical knowledge into
China. Simultaneously, many of the physician-monks at that time were Han Chinese
who possessed consummate skills in traditional Chinese medicine. In addition to having
extraordinary medical skills, some of them also mastered various methods to cure specific
diseases such as beriberi. These sui generis physician-monks add vivid color to the history
of monks and medicine in early imperial China.

Some developments in Chinese scholarship have been made in research on the group
of Buddhist monastic physicians (sheyi sengren 涉醫僧人)1. In Li Hong’s 李紅 Review of
Ancient Buddhist Doctors in China (中國古代僧醫綜述) (Li 2008), the activities carried out
by ancient physician-monks in China were discussed, and the perspectives were extended
to fields such as the medical education of Tibetan Buddhism. The research perspective of
this paper is history and there is no discussion about traditional Chinese medicine. In Fu
Shuang’s付爽 “Overview of the Researches on Buddhist Doctors in the Wei, Jin, Northern,
Southern, Sui, and Tang Dynasties” (魏晉南北朝隋唐時期佛教醫僧研究概述) (Fu 2015),
the research results of physician-doctors across several dynasties were summarized. The
scholarship of this study is relatively solid and it has value for reference. In “Distribution
of Places of Birth and Preaching Places of Buddhist Doctors Coming from the Surrounding
Areas to China in the Tang Dynasty” (唐代周邊區域來華醫僧的籍生地與駐錫地分佈) (Gou
and Fu 2013), by Gou Lijun 勾利軍 and Fu Shuang, from the perspective of historical
geography they discuss the source and distribution of physician-monks from other places.
In Li Xican’s李熙燦 “History of Buddhism: Buddhist Doctors in the Poetry of the Tang
Dynasty” (佛教史話: 唐詩中的醫僧) (Li 2015), Li starts from the poems in the Tang Dynasty
and discusses the treatment methods and social intercourse of doctors in the Tang Dynasty.
This research is quite meaningful and provides new material for us to study the medical
skills of monks. Among works about physician-monks, Biographies of Figures of Buddhist
Doctors (佛醫人物小傳) (Fu and Ni 1996), edited by Fu Fang 傅芳 and Ni Qing 倪青, is
an early work in which medical figures in Buddhism are discussed, which provides a
foundation for future research. In addition, in Biography of Buddhist Doctors (佛醫人物傳略)
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(Tao and Liao 2014), edited by Tao Xiaohua陶曉華 and Liao Guo廖果, a large number of
stories of ancient Buddhist Monk doctors in China are discussed. It has made contributions
to data collection, but there are a few other studies. Liu Shufen’s劉淑芬 “The Relationship
between Monks, the State, and Healthcare in the Tang and Song Dynasties: From the
Prescription Hole to the People Benefiting Bureau” (唐宋時期僧人、國家和醫療的關係—
—從藥方洞到惠民局) is included in Chinese History from Healthcare (從醫療看中國史) (Liu
2012), edited by Li Jianmin李建民. She provides a detailed discussion on official healthcare
and monastic healthcare in the Tang and Song Dynasties. It is a valuable reference. In
Cao Shibang’s 曹仕邦 Research on External Studies of Buddhist Monks in China: from the
Late Han Dynasty to the Five Dynasties (中國沙門外學的研究：漢末至五代), the medical
knowledge and achievements of Buddhist monks are summarized. He believed that the
troubled times in the Wei, Jin, Southern, and Northern Dynasties were the direct driving
force for monks acquiring medical knowledge and writing medical treatises. When the
state was more unified, it was not necessary for the monks to participate in such activities
(Cao 1994, p. 404). In Shang Yongqi’s尚永琪 Study of Social Groups in the North under the
Background of the Spread of Buddhism from the 3rd to 6th Century (3～6世紀佛教傳播背景下的
北方社會群體研究) (Shang 2008), one chapter discusses the groups of monastic-physicians
in the society of the north, and folk healthcare in the Northern and Southern Dynasties.
The study of Shang Yongqi proposes some unique ideas and is a solid work.

Hong Pimo’s洪丕謨 “Medical Career Record of Buddhist Monks in History” (歷史上
醫僧行醫生涯散錄) (Hong 1993) was adapted into a popular text from historical data. It has
a certain instructive significance. In “Discussion About the Influence of Buddhism on the
Development of Medicine in the Sui and Tang Dynasties” (試論隋唐時期佛學對醫藥發展的
影響) by Liang Lingjun梁玲君and Li Liangsong李良松 (Liang and Li 2016), they discuss
in some contexts the Buddhist monks in the Sui and Tang Dynasties, and the works of
physician-monks from that time. In “Discussion about the Influence of Sinicized Buddhism
on the Academic Study of Traditional Chinese Medicine (Part 2)” (試論漢化佛教對中醫藥
學術的影響（下）) by Hu Shilin胡世林, Tang Xiaojun唐曉軍, and Wang Qianzhi王謙之
(Hu et al. 1996), they summarize the ancient physician-monks of China. It is argued that
more than one hundred Buddhist monks can be found in the literature. In Zheng Junyi’s鄭
俊一”Buddhist Doctors of Han Nationality in Medical Exchanges between Tang and Tubo”
唐與吐蕃醫學交流中的漢族僧醫 (Zheng 2017), the influence of physician-monks of Han
ethnicity on Tibetan medicine is discussed from the perspective of exchanges between the
Han Chinese and Tibetans. In Han Guozheng’s韓國正 Study of “Sengshen’s Prescriptions”
in Chinese and Japanese Medical Literature” (中日醫學文獻中的《僧深方》研究) (Han
2012), literatures on Sengshen’s prescriptions in the mediaeval times were summarized and
studied alongside a comparison of Chinese and Japanese literatures. The article focuses
on Sengshen’s understanding and treatment of diseases. It is written from the perspective
of traditional Chinese medicine. In Xue Keqiao’s薛克翹 “Indian Buddhism and Ancient
Chinese Medicine in the Han Region” (印度佛教與中國古代漢地醫藥學) (Xue 1997), the
relationship between Indian Buddhism and traditional Chinese medicine is systematically
summarized. Two parts separately discuss physician-monks from the Western Regions
and China. At the same time, the author systematically summarizes medical books and
skills introduced into China from other regions, as well as the contributions of important
medical figures. In Dang Xinling’s黨新玲 “Zhai Farong, the Medicine King of Dunhuang
in the Tang Dynasty” (唐代敦煌醫王翟法榮) (Dang 1993), there is a special study on Zhai
Farong, a physician-monk of Dunhuang. In this article, it is argued that he could serve as
Chief Monk in Dunhuang mainly due to his excellent medical skills. In Zhou Hua’s周華
Study of the Development History of Medicine in Shaolin (少林醫藥發展史研究) (Zhou 2016),
the physician-monks in Shaolin in different periods are described, but its depth of research
is limited. In “Medical Achievements of Buddhist Doctors in the Wei, Jin, Southern, and
Northern Dynasties” (魏晉南北朝僧醫的醫學成就) by Li Qing李清, et al. (Li et al. 2009), the
practice of Buddhist Monk doctors from this period are investigated from the perspective
of their medical practices. In Ding Jiashuo’s丁嘉爍 “Medical Activities of Monks in the
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Tang Dynasty- Monks in Chang’an in the Period of Emperor Taizong in the Tang Dynasty
as an Example” (唐代僧人的醫療活動——以唐太宗時期長安僧人為例) (Ding 2017), the
social activities of monks are discussed based on their medical practices. Gao Xiang’s高祥
Study of Healthcare of Monks in the Wei, Jin, Southern, and Northern Dynasties (魏晉南北朝僧
人醫療保健研究) (Gao 2019) clearly summarizes the medical practices and healthcare of
monks in the Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern Dynasties.

Relevant scholarship in English includes Paul U. Unschuld’s Medicine in China: A
History of Ideas, in which the impact of Indian medicine on Chinese medicine is discussed.
Buddhism became the media for medical exchanges, and monks became the core group
spreading and receiving medicine from foreign countries (Unschuld 1985, pp. 132–53).
C. Pierce Salguero’s Translating Buddhist Medicine in Medieval China discusses the exchange
of medical culture between China and India in the mediaeval period. This monograph
offers a good historical discussion on the relationship between Buddhism and healthcare
during the period in question. Chapter Five looks at Buddhist physicians (Salguero 2014,
pp. 237–70). His other important paper is “A Flock of Ghosts Bursting Forth and Scattering”:
Healing Narratives in a Sixth Century Chinese Buddhist Hagiography (Salguero 2010). This
paper is an important contribution to the research of medical monks. Compared with this
article, my research pays more attention to how these monks use specific traditional Chinese
medicine techniques and prescriptions. The focus of my article is not on the interpretation
of literature. Smith, Hilary A.’s Forgotten Disease: Illnesses Transformed in Chinese Medicine
(Smith 2017), the author talks about a distortion of Asian traditional disease concept after
the introduction of western vitamin concept and discussed the complex situation of jiaoqi
腳氣 in Medieval China, which is not just beriberi. Liu Yan’s Healing with Poison:Potent
Medicines in Medieval China (Liu 2021), also talked about the use of the poisonous drug
hanshi san寒食散 by Buddhist monks.

Having outlined the past research on the topic at hand, we should further clarify
what we are addressing in this study. In my opinion, “Buddhist medicine” is a concept
involving formal medical techniques and technologies. We should not simply believe that
all the medical practices of Buddhism or its mystical methods for disease treatment, such
as those relying on meditation, ought to be regarded as “medicine” because Buddhism
applies labels such as “Great Lord of Healing” (Dayi wang大醫王) and “Healing the Mind”
(yi xin醫心). Medicine should treat very specific diseases of the human body and some
monks in Buddhism really did master some practical medical techniques. This would be
a real example of “Buddhist medicine” in practice. My research approach in this paper,
therefore, will focus on the “theory, method, prescription, and medicine”2 (lifa fangyao理
法方藥) used by these monks of antiquity in the process of practicing medicine. Buddhist
physician-monks in the real world, I argue, should have had specific practices and medical
records or prescriptions which we can analyze. This is one of the core indicators with
which to judge whether a monk was a real physician. Therefore, in this paper, I want to
pay special attention to the prescriptions given by some monks in detail.3 This requires
reference to a point of view rooted in Traditional Chinese Medicine. It is in this way that
we can objectively and critically discuss the physician-monks under investigation.

2. Physician-Monks Recorded in the Gaoseng zhuan高僧傳高僧傳高僧傳 [Biographies of
Eminent Monks]

According to the Gaoseng zhuan 高僧傳 [Biographies of Eminent Monks], the first
documented monk in the text who is credited with possessing medical skills was An Shigao
安世高, an eminent monk who translated Buddhist scriptures:

An Qing, known by the courtesy name “Shigao”世高, was the crown prince born
to the king and queen of Parthia. He was known for his filial piety since he was a
child. He was diligent in his work, intelligent, and studious. He had extensive
knowledge of the foreign classics, the seven shining stars and the five elements
[i.e., astronomy and related sciences], medical treatments, special techniques, and
even the sounds of birds and other animals. 安清，字世高，安息國王正後之太子
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也。幼以孝行見稱，加又志業聰敏，克意好學。外國典籍及七曜五行醫方異術，

乃至鳥獸之聲，無不綜達。 (Hui 1992, vol. 1, p. 4)

However, the text does not specify which kind of medical skills An Shigao used to treat
people. Assuming this account is historically true, what he had learned was likely similar
to the knowledge possessed by Indian Brahmins. According to the Biographies of Eminent
Monks, Yu Daosui于道邃, another monk of the Northern and Southern dynasties, “became
a monk at the age of 16, and served Mr. Lan 蘭公 as a disciple. He was academically
brilliant, and read extensively both domestic and foreign literature. He was proficient in
medicine and writing, had a deep understanding of different customs, and was eloquent.”4

The Mr. Lan mentioned here was the eminent monk Yu Falan于法蘭 of the Eastern Jin
dynasty (317–420).

Yu Fakai, another disciple of Falan, became known for curing people while spreading
the Buddhist Dharma alongside his medical skills. He was the first monk whose practice of
medicine was documented in detail in the Biographies of Eminent Monks. Yu Fakai, whose life
details remain relatively unknown, had deep thoughts but seldom expressed himself, while
his views were considered unique. He was familiar with the scriptures of the Fangguang bore
jing放光般若經 and Zhengfa hua jing正法華經, followed the path of Jı̄vaka耆婆, and had
considerable medical skills. One time he begged for food and stayed temporarily at a host’s
house. Later, when one of the women in the household went into labor, complications put
her life at risk. Many physicians tried to treat her without success, and her whole family
was in distress. Upon seeing this, Yu Fakai said, “This is easy to cure.” As the host began
slaughtering a sheep to perform an illicit ritual, Yu Fakai ordered people to take some of
the mutton to cook soup instead. After the woman in labor drank the soup, he applied
acupuncture based on her qi氣 (i.e., the vital energy within her body). Shortly after, the
baby was born with the amnion covering its body.

On another occasion, in the fifth year of Shengping 昇平 era (361), Xiaozong 孝宗
(Emperor Mu of Jin) had fallen ill. “The emperor suffers from a small illness and [Empress
Kangxian康獻] asked Mr. Yu to take his pulse. He came to the door but refused to enter,
giving many excuses. He should be thrown in jail.” Shortly after, the emperor passed away
and Kai was pardoned. Subsequently, he returned to Shicheng temple石城寺 on Mount
Shan剡山. Someone asked him: “Master, you are highly intelligent, unbending and simple.
Why do you let the medical arts cross your heart” He answered: “When we understand
the six pāramitās六度, we can eliminate the illnesses caused by the four devils. When we
adjust the nine pulse-taking conditions5 (jiuhou九候), we can cure cold-wind illnesses. This
benefits not only oneself but others, and nothing is more delightful than this.” Yu Fakai
died at a hill temple at the age of sixty sui. Sun Chuo孫綽 described him as “an intelligent
man and an eloquent speaker who “made use of the mantic arts to spread the teaching (i.e.,
Buddhism); this is the person Mr. Kai was.”6

Yu Fakai’s native place is unknown. It is also possible that he adopted his last name to
honor his master, Yu Falang. As the records mention that Yu Fakai “followed the path of
Jı̄vaka,” it can be assumed that people would have imagined that his medical knowledge
came from Indian sources and perhaps he knew Indian medicine in reality.7 Some scholars
believe that Yu Fakai treated labor dystocia. In the system of Indian medical practice that
had spread to Khotan, knowledge of obstetrics, gynecology, and pediatrics was included in
the “Prescriptions for Children” branch, which was one the “eight branches of medicine”
(yifang bazhi醫方八支). Jı̄vaka was also considered the king of doctors for children, and
was surely familiar with obstetrics. Thus, it has been suggested that the skills used by Yu
Fakai to treat dystocia were related to the knowledge passed on by Jı̄vaka to his followers
(Chen 2008, pp. 21–22).

Helping women in labor by using acupuncture was a common practice among Chinese
physicians in premodern times. Almost all of the acupuncture classics from all dynasties
discussed similar topics. Some examples include: “When a woman encounters difficulties
in giving birth and if the fetus does not come out, Kunlun昆侖 is the major acupuncture
point for treatment (女子子難，若胞不出，昆侖主之).” (Zhang and Xu 1996). Further,

171



Religions 2022, 13, 1044

“When a woman gives birth to a fetus with its feet coming out first, penetrate the Foot-
Taiyin足太陰with one-third of the needle under the skin, and take out the needle when
the feet retract inside. The acupuncture point is located at the concave part between bones
under the white skin behind the medial malleolus.”8 Additionally, “If the fetus’s hand
comes out first, penetrate the Taichong 太沖 point with one-third of the needle under
the skin, and urgently stimulate the Baixi point, which is located one cun 寸 [a unit of
length] away from the hallux. If the placenta is not expelled, penetrate the Foot-Taiyang
four cuns under the skin, with the acupuncture point at the concave point one cun under
and behind the lateral malleolus [. . . ] Additionally, penetrate the Sanyinjiao三陰交 point
for dystocia, non-stop menstruation, malposition, and excessive fetal movement.”9 In the
author’s opinion, it is almost certain that foreign medicine comprised a part of Yu Fakai’s
medical skills. However, as acupuncture is also used in traditional Chinese medicine to
deal with dystocia, whether Yu Fakai used foreign medicine to treat the woman with labor
dystocia is an issue that remains to be discussed. However, based on the fact that someone
asked him (“Master, you are highly intelligent, with a strong and assertive personality. Why
are you also highly skilled in medicine?”), it can be inferred that many people were aware
of Yu Fakai’s medical skills, and it is likely that he was a famous doctor during his time.

Both Yu Daosui and Yu Fakai were disciples of Yu Falan, and both of them had medical
backgrounds. However, Chen Ming陳明 pointed out that no records show that Yu Falan
practiced medicine; therefore, it is conceivable that the two disciples had learned their
medical skills from someone other than their master. Moreover, Chen Ming speculated
that Yu Daosui learned his medical skills from Yu Fakai and that the skills were passed on
from one fellow disciple to another (Chen 2008, p. 21). As records are limited, these are
merely reasonable inferences. Regardless of where the two learned their medical skills, it is
noteworthy that two of the three individuals hitherto mentioned (i.e., the master and his
two disciples) practiced medicine.

The Biographies of Eminent Monks also recorded the deeds of Zhu Fotiao竺佛調. Al-
though the records do not explicitly mention that he possessed advanced medical skills,
they reveal additional information:

Zhu Fotiao, from an unknown clan, was said by some people to be from Tianzhu
天竺 [India]. With Fotucheng as his master, he lived at Changshan Temple常山
寺 for many years. He lived a pure and simple life and did not make displays of
ornate language, for which many people of that time praised him. Two brothers
who were devoted believers in Changshan lived a hundred li [unit of length] from
the temple. The wife of the elder brother had fallen seriously ill and was moved
near the temple so that she could be treated. The elder brother had Tiao as his
teacher. During the daytime, he was always in the temple to be taught Dharma.
One day, Tiao suddenly visited his home. The younger brother asked about his
sister-in-law’s illness and his brother’s situation, to which Tiao answered: “The
sick person is fine, and your brother is as usual.” After Tiao had gone, the younger
brother rode a horse and headed to the temple. When he talked about how Tiao
had visited in the morning, his elder brother was stunned, and said, “The monk
has not left the temple all morning. How could you see him?” The elder brother
asked Tiao about this, and Tiao smiled in silence. Many people heard of this and
were also astounded. 竺佛調者，未詳氏族，或云天竺人。事佛圖澄為師，住常
山寺積年。業尚純樸，不表飾言，時咸以此高之。常山有奉法者，兄弟二人，居

去寺百里。兄婦疾篤，載至寺側，以近醫藥。兄既奉調為師，朝晝常在寺中諮詢

行道。異日調忽往其家，弟具問嫂所苦，並審兄安否。調曰：“病者粗可，卿兄
如常。”調去後，弟亦策馬繼往。言及調旦來，兄驚曰：“和上旦初不出寺，汝
何容見？”兄弟爭以問調，調笑而不答，咸共異焉。 (Hui 1992, vol. 9, p. 363)

What is particularly noteworthy in this passage is that the elder brother’s wife had been
moved near the temple so she could be treated. This shows that the temple in which
Zhu Fotiao stayed had adequate medical resources to treat sick people. In ancient times,
having adequate medical resources meant that good physicians lived in a given place.
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This implies that Zhu Fotiao’s medical skills were highly regarded among the Buddhist
households in the vicinity. Moreover, judging from the apparent miracle he performed, his
behavior resembled that of his master Fotucheng佛圖澄, who was also a foreign eminent
monk whose medical skills were also documented in the Biographies of Eminent Monks. As
mentioned in his biography: “Fotucheng treated sick people that no one else had been able
to cure and the illness would subside gradually. He subtly treated people and countless
people benefited from his skills.”10 We can assume that the methods Fotucheng used did
not originate from local Chinese medicine.

Another event recorded in the Biographies of Eminent Monks can further illustrate the
special characteristics of Fotucheng’s medical skills: “At that time, two sons of the crown
prince Shi Sui石邃 stayed in Xianggou襄國. Fotucheng said to Shi Sui: ‘Your younger son
is sick; you should go and bring him back.’ Thus, Shi Sui instructed his trusted aide to ride
a horse and visit his younger son, who was indeed ill. The imperial physician Yin Teng
殷騰 and some foreign monks claimed that they could cure him. Fotucheng said to his
disciple Faya: ‘Even if the saint were here, he would not be able to cure this kind of illness,
let alone these people.’ Three days later, the sick man died, as Fotucheng had expected.”11

We can look at this passage from two perspectives. First, Fotucheng conformed to the
precepts of Buddhism and refused to tell lies; therefore, he did not support the other doctors’
opinions that the man could be cured. Second, based on the medical skills that he had
learned, Fotucheng judged that there was no way to cure the patient. This diagnosis was
a conclusion that he had reached on his own, as a direct result from the foreign medical
knowledge that he had mastered. Moreover, this reminds us that the foreign medical
knowledge that these monks had mastered might have been unique in China in terms of its
methods of identifying symptoms and diseases.

3. Zhi Facun支法存支法存支法存, the Monk Yang (仰道人仰道人仰道人) and Sengshen, and Beriberi

The following three monks became widely known in the Wen and Jin dynasties for
curing beriberi and became the archetype of physician-monks at the time.

3.1. Zhi Facun

Zhi Facun was a reputable physician-monk who lived during the Wei and Jin dynasties
period. He was a member of the Hu胡 people. He grew up in Guangzhou廣州 and became
proficient at practicing medicine. According to the literature, he was proficient at curing
beriberi, a disease that struck many people during the Eastern Jin dynasty period. Zhi
Facun amassed considerable wealth through his medical skills. It was said that he owned
two treasures: an eight-chi (unit of length) blanket with bright and shining colors that could
change into a hundred different images, as well as an eight-chi bed made from agarwood,
so that a pleasant smell always filled his house.

Wang Yan王琰 (some sources cite his first name as Tan談) from Tayuan太原 was
the regional inspector of Guangzhou at that time. His eldest son, Shaozhi邵之, asked for
the aforementioned two treasures owned by Facun, but the latter refused multiple times.
Subsequently, Wang Yan reported Facun for being an unruly man of wealth; later, he had
him executed and his assets confiscated. Following Facun’s death, a spirit that looked like
him appeared in the regional court. The spirit frequently beat a drum outside the building,
seemingly to protest the injustice that had befallen Facun. Sometime later, Wang Yan fell
ill and began to see Facun by his side. Shortly after, Wang Yan died. Shaozhi died shortly
after he had arrived at Yangdu揚都.12

According to the Suishu Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings, Zhi Facun penned
the Shensu Prescriptions (Shensu fang申蘇方 in 5 juan) (Feng 1993). Further, people from the
Song dynasty provided additional information on his life:

Zhi Facun was a monk in the Lingnan 嶺南 area. He longed for the life of a
monk since he was a child and hoped to pursue ultimate wisdom. He was an
honest and sincere man, never tired of searching for new treatments, and was
highly respected during his time. Following the wave of migration to the south
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during the Yongjia永嘉 era (i.e., when upper-class individuals of the Jin dynasty
fled from the Central Plains to southern China after the Disaster of Yongjia), the
scholar-officials had been unable to adapt to their new environment, and many
of them suffered from weakness in the legs. Only Facun could save them. 支法
存者，嶺表僧人也，幼慕空門，心希至道，而性敦方藥。尋覓無厭，當代知其盛

名。自永嘉南渡，晉朝士夫不習水土，所患皆腳弱，惟法存能拯濟之.13

When the Song writers recorded Zhi Facun’s story, he had long since passed; therefore,
said information can only serve as a tentative reference. The two treasures of Zhi Facun, the
eight-chi blanket and the eight-chi bed are believed to be rare objects from distant regions
of the Wei and Jin dynasties period. The former is believed to be a high-quality woven
blanket of exquisite craftsmanship with gorgeous patterns and colors. It is likely that Zhi
Facun obtained both treasures because he was a member of the Hu people and because of
the wealth he had amassed by practicing medicine. The illness that he was an expert at
treating was a so-called “weakness in the legs,” also known as beriberi, which is considered
to be a thiamine (Vitamin B1) deficiency by modern medicine.

Beriberi is a nutritional deficiency disease characterized by impaired glucose metabolism,
caused by a long-term lack of vitamin B1 in the individual’s diet; people with beriberi
usually lack other types of vitamin B as well. Its early symptoms include fatigue, a feeling
of heaviness in the lower extremities, scaling skin, numbness in the calves or feet, muscle
soreness (especially in calves), headaches, insomnia, and loss of appetite. Following this initial
stage, the following typical symptoms appear: (1) Nervous system: Peripheral polyneuritis.
(2) Circulatory system: Palpitations and shortness of breath, especially during movements.
In severe cases, cyanosis, dyspnea, and hepatomegaly, which are symptoms of heart failure,
may appear. (3) Sufferers may develop different levels of edema, initially in the ankles.
(4) Digestive system: Flatulency, loss of appetite, and constipation may appear, although less
commonly than the other three types of symptoms. The illness can be divided into five types,
including the dry type, with peripheral polyneuritis as the main symptom; the wet type,
with anasarca as the main symptom; the fulminant type, with acute heart failure as the main
symptom; the cerebral type, with central nervous system disorder as the main symptom; and
the mixed types, with various symptoms (Zhang 1989).

Chinese medical historians were well aware of this disease. Liao Wenren 廖溫仁
summarized traditional Chinese medicine’s historical understanding of the pathogenesis of
the disease as follows: “Those who believed it to be an exopathy split into several groups,
who attributed the cause of the disease to wind toxicity, miasma, dampness, or a contagion.
Those who believed it to be an endopathy also split into several groups, attributing the
cause of the disease to kidney deficiency, epilepsy, internal dampness (a kind of water
intoxication), malnutrition, inherited pathogenic toxins (pathogenic toxins passed from
mother to fetus), a down-flow of dampness, or stagnation of the spleen’s qi. Apart from
these causes, other exopathic factors include the land (local conditions), climate (season),
age, gender, status, and occupation.” (Liao 1929). However, many medical historians have
accepted the view that this illness is the same as what the modern medicine practitioners
identify as a thiamine deficiency. For example, Chen Bangxian 陳邦賢 posited, “It was
only recently discovered that [beriberi] is caused by the lack of vitamin B in rice.” (Chen
2011, p. 332). However, this theory has been refuted by certain historians of medicine. For
example, Liao Yuqun廖育群 writes, “The prevalence of the disease only happened during
certain periods, living environments, and among specific groups of people. In certain
environments where white rice is the staple food, the prevalence of the disease has not been
observed.” (Liao 2000). Concerning the prevalence of the disease in the eastern Jin dynasty,
Liao Yuqun pointed out that the historical curve of drug poisoning due to the intake of
mineral substances (e.g., mercury, lead, and arsenic) and that of the incidence of beriberi
are identical; this idea is further reinforced by the fact that, during this time, the use of
“medicinal pellets” was popular.

Judging from physicians’ historical understanding of beriberi, it seems that the scope
of diseases considered by traditional Chinese medicine doctors to be beriberi is not limited
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to thiamine deficiency. This is directly related to the difference between traditional Chinese
and Modern physicians’ methodology, namely, “syndrome differentiation” (bian zheng辯
證) vs. “disease differentiation” (bian bing 辯病). For physicians of traditional Chinese
medicine, who follow the principle of “treatment based on syndrome differentiation,”
understanding diseases’ syndromes is of direct and critical significance to curing the
disease.14 Therefore, any disease that involves weakness in the legs is considered to be
related to beriberi. According to the Prescriptions Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold (Qianjin
fang千金方), physicians including Zhi Facun, Monk Yang, and Sengshen of the Wei and Jin
dynasties were experts in treating diseases related to leg weakness. Sun Simiao (孫思邈;
541–682) writes the following:

Combing through the classical prescriptions, several theories for leg weakness can
be found, but the symptom appears rare during the period under investigation.
However, following the Yongjia migration to the south, many officials’ relatives
suffered from the disease. In Jiangdong, Lingnan, people like Zhi Facun and Monk
Yang studied the classical prescriptions and became exceptionally good at curing
leg weakness. Almost all of the officials and people from prominent families were
cured thanks to treatments offered by the aforementioned physicians. Afterward,
during the Liu Song (420–479) and Qi (479–502) dynasties, the monk Shenshi had
collected the old prescriptions from physicians such as Zhi Facun and compiled
the records into 30 volumes of medical books. In these books, there are nearly 100
pieces of prescriptions for leg weakness. . . . The disease begins with symptoms
in the legs, such as swelling in the calves; therefore, the disease was called “qi
in the legs” (i.e., jiaoqi脚气, or beriberi in modern medicine) by people at that
time, which is the same as the leg weakness mentioned by Shenshi. Shenshi
compiled more than 80 pieces of prescriptions used by Zhi Facun, including
Fu Shilian (lived Yongping mountain), Fan Zuyao, and Huang Su, which were
all distinguished. 論曰：考諸經方，往往有腳弱之論，而古人少有此疾。自永
嘉南渡，衣纓士人多有遭者。嶺表江東有支法存、仰道人等，並留意經方，

偏善斯術，晉朝仕望，多獲全濟，莫不由此二公。又宋齊之間，有釋門深師

師道人述法存等諸家舊方為三十卷，其腳弱一方近百餘首. . . . . .然此病發，初
得先從腳起，因即脛腫，時人號為腳氣，深師雲腳弱者即其義也。深師述支

法存所用永平山敷施連、範祖耀、黃素等諸腳弱方，凡八十餘條，皆是精要。

(Sun 1998, vol. 7, pp. 162–63)

The records mention that Zhi Facun and Monk Yang paid attention to classical prescriptions.
If this description is true, it shows that the treatment methods used were mainly from
traditional Chinese medicine, probably without many foreign elements or techniques. In
Prescriptions Worth A Thousand Pieces of Gold, Sun Simiao documented a type of fangfeng
(i.e., radix ledebouriella, a root) decoction (fangfeng tang防風湯). According to the records,
it was a prescription used by Zhi Facun. Sun Simiao spoke highly of the prescription:

A fangfeng decoction is a treatment for weakness and mild wind-type convulsions
in the limbs, uncontrollable movements of the joints, disorientation, and nonsense
speech. The symptoms come and go at any time, and the sufferers are usually un-
able to tell the passage of time. The treatments used by Zhi Facun of the south are
usually effective, with a mild nature, and do not hurt the body. Those treatments
are better than other medicines such as xuming decoctions, decoction for relieving
edema, and fengyin decoctions. A group of people in Guangzhou and some
scholars in the south usually prescribe this treatment, which is also effective for
leg weakness: Two taels [mass unit] each of radix ledebouriellae, ephedra, large
leaf gentian, double-teeth pubescent angelica root, fresh ginger and pinellia tuber;
one tael each of Chinese angelica, thinleaf milkwort root, licorice, four stamen
stephania root, ginseng, baikal skullcap root, large trifoliolious bugbane rhizome,
and white peony root; half tael of gypsum; and six zhu [mass unit] of musk. One
of the prescriptions calls for one additional tael of largehead atractylodes rhizome.
Next, it requires the physician to finely chop the 16 ingredients and boil them in
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13 shengs [mass unit] of water down to a decoction of four shengs. The prescription
requires the sufferer to take one sheng of the decoction at a time. For the first time
the sufferer drinks the decoction, the treatment calls for them to be covered with
a heavy blanket until they break out in a light sweat. Afterward, two or three
doses of the decoction should be taken again, over intervals equivalent to the
time it takes a person to walk 10 li. 防風湯，治肢體虛風微痙，發熱，肢節不隨，
恍惚狂言，來去無時，不自覺悟。南方支法存所用多得力，溫和不損人，為勝於

續命、越婢、風引等湯。羅廣州一門南州士人常用，亦治腳弱甚良方。防風、麻

黃、秦艽、獨活、生薑、半夏各二兩；當歸、遠志、甘草、防己、人參、黃芩、

升麻、芍藥各一兩；石膏半兩；麝香六銖，一方用白術一兩。右十六味 咀，以

水一鬥三升煮取四升，一服一升，初服厚覆取 汗，亦當兩三行下，其間相去如

人行十裏久，更服。 (Ibid., vol. 7, p. 173)

The Essential Prescriptions from the Golden Cabinet (Jinkui yaolüe金匱要略) also details a decoc-
tion for relieving edema, which includes the following ingredients: gypsum, ephedra, fresh
ginger, jujube (da zao大棗), and licorice. Decoctions for relieving edema were commonly
prescribed for wind edema syndrome (fengshui zhi zheng風水之證). Accordingly, Zhang
Zhongjing15 張仲景 stated: “For wind edema, aversion to wind, full-body edema, floating
pulse, absence of thirst, and non-stop sweating without reason and without severe fever,
use a decoction for relieving edema as the main treatment” (風水惡風，一身悉腫，脈浮不
渴，續自汗出，無大熱，越婢湯主之) (Zhang 2013, p. 129). Further, the Xuming decoction
proposed by Zhang Zhongjing is also included in the prescription.16 The Records of Ancient
and Modern Effective Recipes (Gujin luyan古今録驗) mentioned the following:

A xuming decoction can cure stroke sufferers who cannot control their bodies,
cannot speak, are in pain (typically with unclear sore spots), experience spasms,
and are unable to turn their body [. . . ] Three taels each of ephedra, cassia twig,
Chinese angelica, ginseng, gypsum, dried ginger, licorice, and zechwan lovage;
almonds (40 pieces).《古今録驗》〔續命湯〕治中風痱，身體不能自收，口不能
言，昧不知痛處或拘急不得轉側. . . . . .麻黃、桂枝、當歸、人參、石膏、幹薑、
甘草各三兩；芎藭 (川芎)；杏仁 (四十枚). (Zhang 1963, p. 17)

In fact, the xuming decoction recipe also details a decoction for relieving edema, among other
supplements. Both decoctions are treatments designed by Zhang Zhongjing. Therefore, if
the ledebouriellae decoction is really a treatment passed on by Zhi Facun, we can essentially
confirm that classical treatments were a part of his medical repertoire. By examining Zhi
Facun’s recipe for the ledebouriellae decoction, we can find that its main purpose is to
dispel pathogenic winds and remove dampness, clear heat toxins, tranquilize, strengthen
the sufferer’s vital qi, and relieve pain. The purpose of including the ingredients of the
edema-relief decoction in the ledebouriellae decoction is to mitigate edema and fever in
the sufferer, while the xuming decoction is used to cure symptoms similar to those of a
stroke, including spasms and impaired movement in the limbs and aphasia. The purpose
of combining these two prescriptions is to eliminate dampness and clear heat toxins, as
well as to relieve the sufferer’s limb spasms. For mental symptoms such as disorientation
and aphasia, the treatment’s aim is to tranquilize the sufferer with thinleaf milkwort root
and remove phlegm with pinellia tuber. It is believed that musk is used to prevent severe
pain and fainting, that is, to keep the sufferer conscious. Thus, the treatment fully takes
into account the sufferer’s possible ailments; it is a well-articulated treatment combining
various high-quality ingredients.

In addition, according to the Prescriptions Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold, Zhi Facun
also used acupuncture to treat beriberi:

It is also performed using the old methods of Zhi Facun: A total of 18 acupuncture
points, including liangqiu, dubi, sanli, shanglian, xialian, jiexi, taichong, yanglingquan,
juegu, kunlun, yinlingquan, sanyinjiao, zutaiyin, fuliu, rangu, yongquan, chengshan
and shugu. 亦依支法存舊法：梁丘、犢鼻、三里、上廉、下 、解谿、太沖、陽
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陵泉、 骨、崑侖、陰陵泉、三陰交、足太陰、伏溜、然穀、湧泉、承山、束骨

等凡一十八穴。 (Sun 1998, vol. 7, p. 167)

Hence, we can see that Zhi Facun used external methods when treating leg weakness.
However, due to a lack of information, we are unable to see the full picture regarding his
external methods of treatment.

3.2. Monk Yang and Sengshen

There are relatively few records about Monk Yang and Sengshen in the literature, and
we can only understand them from the scattered records related to the physician-monks:

Yang was a monk in Lingnan 嶺南. Although he began studying Buddhism because
he was intelligent, he also practiced medicine. After the migration of the Jin dynasty to the
south, many people from the families of officials could not adapt to the new environment,
and suffered from leg weakness. No sufferers could survive, before the monk became one
of the rare ones who could cure the disease. He became famous as a result of this. Sengshen
(also known as Shenshi 深師), who was a Buddhist monk who lived in the Liu Song and Qi
dynasties, was good at curing leg weakness. He compiled prescriptions (which were mostly
effective) from many physicians, including Zhi Facun, into a 30-volume book. The book was
named the Shenshi Prescriptions (Shenshi fang 深師方 [publication date unknown]). 又曰仰道
人，嶺表僧也，雖以聰慧入道，長以醫術開懷。因晉朝南移，衣纓士族不襲水土，皆患軟腳

之疾，染者無不斃踣，而此僧獨能療之，天下知名焉；又曰僧深，齊宋間道人，善療腳弱氣

之疾，撰録法存等諸家醫方三十餘卷經，用多效，時人號曰《深師方》焉。17

This is one of the few extant records of Monk Yang in the literature. The only thing we
know about him is that he was a well-known physician-monk who could cure beriberi.

Compared with the monk Yang, there is more information on Sengshen. Various other
sources mention Sengshen in the literature. The Yin-Yang Properties of Stalactite, 17 Recipes of
Herbs and their Preparation乳石陰陽體性並草藥觸動形候等論並法一十七首, Volume 37 of
the Secret Essentials of An Official [Waitaimiyao外臺秘要方]18) states the following:

Shennong and Tongjun had a deep understanding of medicine; thus, they recorded
the mutual interactions and contraindications of medicines in classic herbal
recipes. However, Shenshi was a student of Daohong. What was the basis of the
knowledge taught by Daohong? 舊論曰：神農、桐君，深達藥性，所以相反畏
惡，備於本草，但深師祖學道洪，道洪所傳何所依據云? (Wang 2011, p. 749)

This text reveals that Sengshen’s teacher was Shi Daohong. There is a volume named
Treatment of Cold Food Powder (Hanshi sandui liao 寒食散對療) written by Shi Daohong,
and a volume on Shi Daohong in the Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings, Book of
Sui, which show that Shi Daohong’s medical skills were widely recognized during his
time. Sengshen’s prescriptions were compiled into various medical books, such as the
Prescriptions Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold, the Secret Essentials of An Official and the Ishinpō;
therefore, we can still get a glimpse of Sengshen’s medical achievements. The “Treatise on
the Classics and Other Writings” in the Book of Sui and its counterpart in the Old Book of
Tang (Jiu Tang shu舊唐書), and the “Record of Arts and Literature”藝文志 in the New Book
of Tang (Xin Tang shu新唐書) all mention that Sengshen penned a medical book with 30
juan, entitled Prescriptions of Monk Shen (Seng Shen yaofang僧深藥方) or the Collection of the
Prescriptions of Sengshen (Sengshen jifang僧深集方). Later generations (including modern
researchers) named the work Shenshi Prescriptions.

According to some scholars, “There are 344 recipes in the Shenshi Prescriptions [. . . ]
to categorize the method of preparation, there are 164 decoctions, 64 pills, and 43 types of
powder. There is a large variety of syndrome names in the Shenshi Prescriptions, altogether
being 1151 in total.” (Wang 2004). Although Sengshen was well-known for curing beriberi,
few of the treatments he left behind have been clearly described as potential cures for
beriberi. Among Sengshen’s treatments, only the “adjusted decoction for kidney dripping”
(Zengsun shen li tang增損腎瀝湯) was explicitly recorded to be a cure for leg weakness:
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Sengshen’s adjusted decoction for kidney dripping was used to treat the following
symptoms: toxicity brought by wind-type weakness and strain; pain, numbness,
weakness, or difficulty when moving the legs; asthenia cold at the lower burner;
mild heat invasion in the chest; heart deficiency and palpitation due to fright;
insomnia; loss of appetite and loss of smell or taste; persistent anxiety; inability
to lie down; urinary hesitancy; and irregular excretion. The prince of Xiangdong
湘東王 visited Jiangzhou江州 and exhibited such symptoms, later falling into
critical condition. I made this decoction and asked him to take it, and he quickly
recovered. All individuals with these symptoms recover [with this treatment].
The appropriately adjusted recipe is as follows:

One tael each of milkvetch root, licorice, white peony root, dwarf lilyturf, gin-
seng, desert living cistanche, dried rehmannia root, red halloysite, Indian bread,
Chinese wolfberry root-bark, Chinese angelica, thinleaf milkwort root, mag-
netite, trifoliate orange, radix ledebouriellae and fossil bone; two taels each of
cinnamomi centralis cortex and Szechwan lovage rhizome; four taels of fresh
ginger; three ge [mass unit] of Chinese magnoliavine fruit; one sheng of pinellia
tuber; 30 pieces of jujube; and a white sheep kidney.Next, “Finely chop the 23
ingredients, use 20 shengs of water to cook the sheep kidney. Take 12 shengs of
the soup to boil all other ingredients. Boil the decoction down to four shengs,
and divide into five doses.”道人深師增損腎瀝湯，治風虛勞損挾毒，腳弱疼痺
或不隨，下焦虛冷，胸中微有客熱，心虛驚悸，不得眠，食少失氣味，日夜數過

心煩，迫不得臥，小便不利，又時複下。湘東王至江州，王在嶺南病悉如此，極

困篤，餘作此湯令服，即得力。病似此者服無不瘥，隨宜增損之方：黃芪、甘

草、芍藥、麥門冬、人參、肉蓯蓉、幹地黃、赤石脂、茯神、地骨白皮、當歸、

志、磁石、枳實、防風、龍骨各一兩；桂心、芎藭各二兩；生薑四兩；五味

子三合；半夏一升；大棗三十枚；白羊腎一具。右二十三味 咀，以水二鬥煮羊

腎，取汁一鬥二升，內諸藥煮取四升，分為五服。 (Sun 1998, vol. 7, p. 172)

Five men in history were invested with the title of Prince of Xiangdong, namely, Liu
Yu 劉彧 (439–472) of the Liu Song, Xiao Zijian 蕭子建 (486–498) and Xiao Baozhi 蕭寶
晊 (?–502) of the Southern Qi, Xiao Yi 蕭繹 (508–555) of the Southern Liang (502–557),
and Chen Shuping陳叔平 (572–?) of the Chen (557–589). All princes of Xiangdong were
from the southern dynasties. This indicates that the record is probably the content of
Shenshi Prescriptions as directly quoted by Sun Simiao; in other words, it is an entry of
Sengshen’s personal medical diary. If this assumption is true, it indicates that Sengshen was
very confident in his ability to cure beriberi and was also proficient at it. The symptoms
recorded in the text show that the sufferer was weak and exhausted, had been struck by
wind toxicity, felt numbness and pain in the legs, and suffered from urinary hesitancy.
Additionally, the text mentions the presence of asthenia cold in the lower burner (下焦虛
冷), a categorization of human organs in traditional Chinese medicine, which meant that
the sufferer had insufficient kidney yang腎陽 and may have had symptoms of water excess
due to yang deficiency. Further, the term “heat invasion” 客熱 refers to the exogenous
heat, meaning that there was exogenous evil or heat stagnation in the upper burner of the
sufferer, which usually leads to irritability and restlessness. Additionally, a deficiency of
healthy qi (zheng qi正氣) and exogenous led to palpitations due to fright and insomnia.
Moreover, in the middle burner, there was a deficiency in the spleen and stomach, as well
as loss of appetite.

In terms of the combination of different ingredients, the main purposes of the prescrip-
tion include strengthening vital qi, warming yang, invigorating the kidneys, and alleviating
the sufferer. The prescribed treatment includes a cinnamon twig decoction (guizhi tang
桂枝湯), consisting of cassia twig, licorice, fresh ginger, jujube and white peony root; a
minor pinellia decoction (xiaoban xia tang小半夏湯), consisting of fresh ginger and pinellia
tuber; a pulse-engendering powder (sheng mai san生脈散), consisting of ginseng, dwarf
lilyturf tuber and Chinese magnoliavine fruit; a peach blossom decoction (taohua tang桃花
湯), consisting of red halloysite, dried ginger and Japonica rice—in this treatment, fresh
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ginger is used instead of dried ginger, while Japonica rice is omitted; and a four-agent
decoction (si wu tang四物湯), consisting of rehmannia root, Chinese angelica, Szechwan
lovage rhizome, and white peony root. As for commonly-used medicines, the prescription
includes the well-known combination of milkvetch root, licorice, and ginseng, which is
used for benefiting the sufferer’s qi and strengthening their vital qi; additionally, milkvetch
root and radix ledebouriellae are combined to cure diseases related to apoplexy.

This prescription takes fully into account the two major characteristics of the disease,
that is, a “deficiency cold” (xu han 虛寒) and “wind pathogens” (feng xie 風邪). For
example, the cinnamon twig decoction has the effects of dispelling pathogenic wind from
the muscles, harmonizing rong[qi]榮[氣] (circulation of blood) and wei[qi]衛[氣] (circulation
of qi), and coordinating yin and yang as well as the spleen and stomach. It is widely used
in clinical practice. The minor pinellia decoction, a common prescription for thoracic
fluid retention, originates from the Essential Prescriptions from the Golden Cabinet. When
fluid is retained in the chest, the sufferer will suffer a cough, be short of breath, pant,
have difficulty lying down, and also have edema. However, there was no record of a
“pulse-engendering powder” until the Jin (1115–1234) and Yuan (1271–1368) dynasties;19

however, it is believed that the powder was used earlier, during the Wei and Jin dynasties.
For example, the adjusted decoction for “kidney dripping” includes a pulse-engendering
powder, which can benefit qi for promoting the production of fluid, strengthening the heart,
and as an emergency treatment for fainting. Sengshen used a peach blossom decoction in
his prescription, probably because he identified the symptoms of urinary hesitancy and
irregular excretion. According to the Treatise on Cold Pathogenic Diseases (Shanghan lun傷寒
論), the peach blossom decoction was used to cure deficiency-cold dysentery. It explicitly
documented that the symptoms included “urinary hesitancy and non-stop urination小
便不利, 下利不止,” while “urinary hesitancy and irregular excretion,” as mentioned by
Sengshen, are believed to be symptoms similar to diarrhea. The peach blossom decoction
used by Sengshen included fresh ginger instead of dried ginger. On the one hand, a large
amount of fresh ginger can balance the toxicity of pinellia tuber, while on the other hand,
a large amount of fresh ginger has similar effects to dried ginger, therefore, it serves two
purposes simultaneously.

The prescription also includes a four-agent decoction, which can be found in the
Prescriptions of the Bureau of Taiping People’s Welfare Pharmacy (Taiping huimin heji ju fang
太平惠民和劑局方). This is an adjusted decoction based on the content of angelica root,
donkey-hide gelatin, and an argy wormwood leaf decoction (qionggui jiao’ai tang 芎歸
膠艾湯), which consists of Szechwan lovage rhizome, donkey-hide gelatin (ajiao 阿膠),
licorice, argy wormwood leaf (ai ye艾葉), Chinese angelica, white peony root, and dried
rehmannia root), and is a basic prescription for nourishing the individual’s blood. The
adjusted decoction for kidney dripping used here includes desert-living cistanche and dried
rehmannia root to warmly invigorate kidney qi; Chinese wolfberry root-bark to remove the
exogenous heat of the upper burner; thinleaf milkwort root, Indian bread, magnetite, and
fossil bones to calm the sufferer and restore the normal coordination between the upper and
lower burners; and trifoliate orange to relieve chest congestion and reduce mass, activating
the qi to induce diuresis.

Another point to be noted is that a sheep kidney is used in the recipe; it is cooked, and
its soup is combined with other ingredients. This is a special method used when the sufferer
exhibits deficiency-cold of the kidney’s qi. According to Li Shizhen李時珍 (1518–1593), “for
kidney deficiency and strain, as well as diabetes and beriberi, a kidney-dripping decoction
is a common remedy used in the recipes found in the Prescriptions Worth A Thousand Pieces of
Gold, and the Secret Essentials of An Official and the Shenshi Prescriptions. All recipes involve
using a kidney soup to boil the ingredients. The prescription is used as a guiding drug and
each of the recipes has its own usage.”20

Therefore, if this prescription was the one used by Sengshen, this indicates that he
was a physician-monk who was distinctly familiar with Zhang Zhongjing’s classical pre-
scriptions. He also had a deep understanding of the sufferers’ symptoms and pathogenesis.
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Therefore, he could combine different treatments and ingredients with synergistic effects.
Thus, his treatments were rigorous and harmonious, giving him the confidence to assert that
“every sufferer with these symptoms will recover.” Judging from the relationship between
Zhi Facun and the Monk Yang and Sengshen, they shared a common lineage. However, it
is estimated that this common lineage only involved the latter learning medical skills from
the former. Moreover, it is particularly likely that the latter learned through books, rather
than a master-disciple relationship. The fact that these three monks were influential in the
medical field demonstrates that their medical skills were widely recognized during their
time. Moreover, the scattered medical records left by Zhi Facun and Sengshen show that
they were excellent practitioners of Chinese medicine who could accurately differentiate
syndromes, and were familiar with classical prescriptions.

4. Shi Huiyi’s釋慧義釋慧義釋慧義Discussion on the Intake of Cold-Food Powder (hanshi san寒食散寒食散寒食散)

The Suishu Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings mentioned that the seventh
volume of the Discussions on Cold-Food Powder (Hanshi jie zalun寒食解雜論), written by Shi
Huiyi, had been lost (Wei 1973, vol. 34, p. 1041). However, the Ishinpō had documented a
few pieces of Shi Huiyi’s discussions on prescriptions, and most of them are about cold-
food powder. Regarding the background of Shi Huiyi, the Biographies of Eminent Monks
introduced a man with the same name: “Shi Huiyi, whose original last name was Liang,
grew up in the north and became a monk at a young age. He was handsome and gentle,
a man of integrity who was diligent in his work. In his youth, he traveled between the
city of Peng 彭城 and Liu Song and learned along the way, and knew the elements of
the Buddhist scriptures by heart.”21 However, the Biographies of Eminent Monks did not
document Shi Huiyi practicing medicine. Therefore, more information is required before
we can determine whether the two were the same person. According to Yao Zhenzong姚
振宗 (1842–1906), “. . . . the Biographies of Eminent Monks did not mention that there was
such a book; therefore, it is not clear if this is the same Shi Huiyi. However, although
the biography of Huijiao listed out the books about foreign knowledge written by monks,
many books were omitted. Therefore, the record of Shi Huiyi might have been omitted as
well.”22 Shi Huiyi’s commentary on the prescriptions documented by the Ishinpō醫心方
can be found in the following passages, quoting the so-called “Shi Huiyi lun”釋慧義論
[Discussions of Shi Huiyi]:

Cold-food powder is a high-quality medicine. [It] can extend the lifespan as well
as harmonize the temper and qualities of a person, so [its] effect is not limited to
curing disease. It nourishes health and cures disease if used correctly, and causes
harm if used incorrectly, so we must be careful. Thus, the user is responsible
for the effect, not the medicine itself. Further, the abovementioned prescriptions
may come in different versions. Huangfu [Mi] [謐] (215–282; scholars, medical
scientists and historians in the Three Kingdoms 三國 and Jin Dynasties 晉朝)
advocated for it to be taken cold, while Duke Linqiu23 advocated for it to be taken
warm. In most cases, it is acceptable for it to be cold. Therefore, Shi’an’s (士安
Huangfu Mi’s style name) theory remains popular everywhere. 《釋慧義論》
云：五石散者，上藥之流也。良可以延期養命，調和性理，豈直治病而已哉。將

得其和，則養命瘳疾；禦失其道，則夭性. 可不慎哉?此是服者之過，非藥石之
發也。且前出諸方，或有不同。皇甫唯欲將冷，廩丘欲得將石藥性熱，多以將冷

為宜。故士安所撰，遍行於世。24

The Bathing and Compress Methods of Shi Huiyi and Vice Minister Xue 薛侍郎men-
tioned the following:

Bathing can relieve the side effects of cold-food powder. Regarding the methods
for bathing: For sufferers who feel chilly at an early stage, use cold water first and
use a raw-boiled decoction (i.e., a bai boiling decoction mixed with freshwater)
next. For sufferers who had fever at an early stage, use warm water first and use
cold water next. When bathing, be careful not to wash the hair first. To wash
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the hair, use two to three shengs of water. The symptoms of urinary hesitancy,
constipation, dribbling urination, hematuria, or vaginal pain are caused by heat
and can be cured by using compresses. Regarding the methods for making
compresses: First, apply cold materials as a compress on the lower abdomen.
After that, apply warm materials as a compress. Apply the cold compress again
after the warm compress. For frequent urination, also use cold compresses and
warm compresses alternatively, and the sickness will be cured. 《釋慧義、薛侍
郎浴熨救解法》云：凡藥石發宜浴，浴便得解。浴法：若初寒，先用冷水，後用

生熟湯。若初熱，先用暖湯，後用冷水。浴時慎不可先洗頭，欲沐可用二三升灌

矣。若大小便秘塞不通，或淋瀝尿血，陰中疼，此是熱氣所致，熨之即愈。熨

法：前以冷物熨少腹，冷熨已又以熱物熨前；熱熨之以後複冷熨。又小便數，此

亦是取冷過，為將暖自愈。 (Ibid., vol. 19, pp. 404–5)

Additionally, Tamba provides us with a wider picture of Shi Huiyi’s treatments, as detailed
in the following excerpts:

The side effects of taking stalactite include headaches. Drinking hot wine can
relieve this. 釋慧義云：鐘乳發令人頭痛，飲熱酒即解。 (Ibid., vol. 19, p. 411)

The recipe for the Ophiopogon (dwarf lilyturf tuber) decoction is as follows:
dwarf lilyturf tuber (one sheng), fermented soybean (two shengs), common
gardenia fruit (14 pieces), and fistular onion stalk (half a kati [unit of mass]). Use
six shengs of water to boil the four ingredients. Boil down the decoction to two
shengs and divide it into several doses. 釋慧義云：解散麥門冬湯方：麥門冬 (一
升)、豉 (二升)、梔子 (十四枚)、蔥白 (半斤)。凡四物，以水六升，煮取二升，分
再服。 (Ibid., vol. 20, pp. 415–16)

Shi Huiyi said: The relieving recipe for eye pain and headache: szechwan lovage
rhizome (three taels), kudzu root (two taels), Manchurian wildginger root (two
taels), Radix ledebouriellae (three taels), Chinese magnoliavine fruit (three taels),
largehead atractylodes rhizome (four taels), Wolfiporia extensa (four taels), baikal
skullcap root (two taels), and ginseng (two taels). Use 13 shengs of water to boil
the nine ingredients. Boil down the decoction to three shengs and divide it into
three doses. 釋慧義云：解散治目疼頭痛方：  (三兩)、葛根 (二兩)、細辛
(二兩)、防風 (三兩)、五味子 (三兩)、術 (四兩)、茯苓 (四兩)、黃芩 (二兩)、人參
(二兩)。凡九物，以水一鬥三升，煮取三升，分三服。 (Ibid., vol. 20, p. 417)

When side effects occur, the heat rushes to the eyes, and the vision is impaired.
In this case, prepare the following: golden thread (hair removed), dried ginger,
Manchurian wildginger root, and prinsepia uniflora. Take the four ingredients in
equal amounts, finely chop them and wrap them in cotton. Place the ingredients
into five shengs of pure wine and boil in a copper vessel. Boil the decoction
down to two shengs and a half and slowly pour through the eyes to rinse them.
Repeat it the next day. 釋慧義云：散發，熱氣沖目，漠漠無所見方：黃連 (去
毛)、幹 、細辛、蕤核。凡四物，等分， 咀，綿裹，淳酒五升，以藥納中，

於銅器中煮，取二升半，綿注洗目，使入中，日再。 (Ibid.)

This is a treatment for the following symptoms: shivering, being seemingly
attacked by pestilent factors, cold clammy extremities, opisthotonus, stroke-like
symptoms, or experiencing chills following a fever. If the sufferer feels chills first,
wash the feet with two to three shengs of cold water. If the sufferer has fever first,
wash the feet with four to five shengs of a raw-boiled decoction. If the central part
of the body is stiff, then the effects of the medicine have begun to dissipate. Take
the following decoction immediately: snakegourd fruit (three taels), common
gardenia fruit (21 pieces, smashed), ginseng (one tael), licorice (one tael, roasted),
fermented soybean (one sheng), gypsum (three taels, in powder), and green
onion leaf (3 taels).Finely chop the seven ingredients. Use eight shengs of water
to boil the ingredients; boil the decoction down to two shengs, and divide into
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three doses. 釋慧義云：治寒噤似中惡，手腳逆冷，角弓反張，其狀如風，或
先熱後寒，不可名字。若先寒者，用冷水二三升洗腳，使人將之。先熱者，

以生熟湯四五升許洗之，若體中覺直者，是散，急服此湯方：栝蔞根 (三兩)、
梔子 (二十一枚，擘)、人參 (一兩)、甘草 (一兩，炙)、香豉 (一升)、石膏 (三
兩，末)、蔥葉 (三兩)。凡七物，細切之，以水八升，煮取二升半，分三服。
(Ibid., vol. 20, p. 422)

Shi Huiyi’s discussions on medicinal prescriptions show that he was influenced by
the trend which promoted the intake of cold-food powder. His interest in medicine focused
on treating the side effects from taking cold-food powder. In fact, Volumes 19 and 20 of
the Ishinpō detail various prescriptions for treating cold-food powder’s side effects. This
indicates that Shi Huiyi had some experience in treating the effects of cold-food powder.
Pang’s Theory25 (Pangshi lun龐氏論), documented in the Ishinpō, describes the symptoms
relating to cold-food powder’s effects as follows:

When the effects of the medicine are about to occur, the sufferer will first want to
yawn and stretch, or may feel a headache and pain in the eyes, and may begin
to convulse. Alternatively, they may develop palpitations due to fright, with
a stiffness over the whole body. Or they may feel air filling their ears, hearing
various sounds, or may feel an intense heat all over their body. Or they may feel
pins and needles, shivers due to aversion to cold, and may become anxious or
fall unconscious, not knowing which part of the body is unwell. Or they may
feel heat in the abdomen, like carrying a white-hot iron in their arms. When the
situation gets worse, the abdomen of the sufferer will feel hard like stone. The
skin surrounding the mouth will become blue and black, blood will appear in the
urine and stool, while the pulse will weaken. Such effects can be cured via large
pouring, and the sufferer will be cured after a while. 凡藥欲發之候，先欲頻伸或
苦頭目疼，身體瘛瘲；或驚恐悸動，周身而強；或耳中氣滿，如綷車之聲，或體

熱劇於火燒；或如針刺，噤燥惡寒，昧昧憒憒，不知病處；或腹中燠熱，如燒煆

鈇懷之也。其發甚者，腹滿堅於材石，繞口青黑，大小便血，而多無脈也。如此

之病，歸於大澆，以瘥為期也。 (Ibid., vol. 20, p. 414)

Here, a “large pouring” (da jiao 大澆) means to wash the body with a large amount of
cold water, so as to lower the body’s surface temperature. It shows that taking cold-food
powder will cause the body to develop symptoms of fire-toxicity and stasis. Therefore,
the major purpose of the prescription for the effects of cold-food powder is to mitigate
such fire-toxicity. In terms of the composition of the prescriptions, both the “ophiopogon
decoction for resolving the effects of cold-food powder” and the last decoction prescription
contain a gardenia fruit and fermented soybean decoction (zhizi shi tang梔子豉湯), which
originates from the Treatise on Cold Pathogenic Diseases. This decoction can clear heat and
relieve restlessness, and is designed to treat the heat stagnation and irritancy caused by
taking cold-food powder. Furthermore, in both prescriptions, green onion is used, which
also helps mitigate heat stagnation. Moreover, in the last prescription, snakegourd fruit is
used to promote fluid production, a large amount of gypsum is used to clear heat, ginseng
and licorice are used to benefit qi (it is believed that when such symptoms appear, the
syndrome of “strong fire reduces qi”26 [zhuanghuo shi qi壯火食氣] has also occurred). Apart
from this, the “prescription for resolving pain in the eyes and headaches caused by cold-
food powder” also resembles Zhang Zhongjing’s xuming decoction. From a holistic point
of view, Shi Huiyi’s formulas were developed following the principles of Chinese medicine,
and their curative effect was probably influential at that time, otherwise they would not
have been included in the Suishu’s Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings.

5. Reflections on the Books Discussing the Prescriptions to Treat the Effects of
Cold-Food Powder, Penned by Monks in Medieval China

Besides Shi Huiyi, there were other experts in treating the effects of cold-food powder.
Two books discussing such prescriptions, which were authored by monks, were included in
Suishu’s Treatise on the Classics and Other Writings, namely, one volume of the Treatments
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for Cold-Food Powder, written by Shi Daohong, and two volumes of Resolving the Effects of
Cold-Food Powder (Jie hanshi san fang解寒食散方), written by Shi Zhibin釋智斌 (Wei 1973,
vol. 34, p. 1041). However, we are currently unable to verify the backgrounds of these
monks due to a lack of information. Some content from Daohong’s Methods of Resolving
the Effects of Cold-Food Powder (Daohong jiesan fa道弘解散法) appears in the Ishinpō, and it
is believed to have been copied from Shi Daohong’s Treatments for Cold-Food Powder, by the
author of the Ishinpō. Daohong’s Methods for Resolving the Effects of Cold-Food Powder states
the following:

For problems caused by eating dirty rice, carrion, leftover soup, and vegetables,
take the gardenia fruit decoction. For problems caused by eating undercooked
rice and unsterilized wine, take roasted barley powder with five he [a volumetric
measure] as one dose. If the sufferer is not cured after taking three doses, take
one sheng of rice-grain sprout. For problems caused by eating too much meat, use
the prescription as described above. If the sufferer is not cured after taking fired
barley powder, take ground rice-grain sprouts. If the intake of ground rice-grain
sprout does not work, take the gardenia fruit and fermented soybean decoction.
For problems caused by eating raw vegetables, take the licorice decoction. For
problems caused by eating coarse rice, take the licorice decoction [coarse rice
refers to rice that is not properly chewed]. For problems caused by being too full,
take the licorice decoction as mentioned above. For problems caused by hunger,
take the fistular onion stalk and fermented soybean decoction. For problems
caused by drinking, take the fistular onion stalk and fermented soybean decoction.
If not cured, take the lizhong decoction. For problems caused by angry emotions,
take the ginseng decoction. For problems caused by cold, the sufferer will usually
have fever. Wash the body with seven to eight sheng of cold water and feed the
sufferer five to six shi (volume unit) of a raw-boiled decoction. After feeding, let
the sufferer eat some warm food and drink some hot wine, walk, and move their
body, so that they will be cured. If not cured, take the gardenia fruit decoction.
For problems caused by heat, the sufferer will usually feel pressure in the chest;
in that case, take the baikal skullcap decoction. 《道弘解散法》云：食穢飯、
臭肉、陳羹、宿菜發，服梔子湯。飯未熟生酒發，服大麥麨，一服五合，至三

服不解，服孽米一升。食肉多發，如上法服。服 不解，又服孽末，孽末不解，

又服梔子豉湯。食生菜發，服甘草湯。食粗米發，服甘草湯。 (粗米謂咀嚼不
精也。) 大飽食發，如上服甘草湯。失食饑發，服蔥白豉湯。醉發，服蔥白豉
湯；若不解，服理中湯。瞋怒大過發，服人參湯。將冷大過發，則多壯熱，先

以冷水七八升洗浴，然後用生熟湯五六石灌之。灌已，食少暖食、飲少熱酒、

行步自勞，則解。若不解，複服梔子湯。將熱大過發，則多心悶，服黃芩湯。

(Ibid., vol. 19, p. 405)

The records focus on remedies for the effects of cold-food powder under different circum-
stances. It is worth noting that the gardenia fruit, gardenia fruit and fermented soybean,
licorice, and ginseng decoctions are relatively simple recipes with few ingredients. This
is characteristic of Chinese medicine during the Early Medieval China. Accordingly, Shi
Daohong is believed to have been a practitioner of Chinese medicine. The Prescriptions
Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold show similar prescriptions, which are believed to have been
copied from Daohong’s prescriptions:

For problems caused by eating dirty rice or leftover carrion, soup, and vegetables,
take the gardenia fruit decoction: 21 pieces of common gardenia fruits, three
sheng of fermented soybeans and three taels of licorice. Finely chop the three
ingredients and boil with eight sheng of water. Boil the decoction down to three
sheng and divide it into three doses. Ginseng and fistular onion stalks can also
be added. For problems caused by hunger, take the fistular onion stalk and
fermented soybean decoction. For problems caused by excessive drinking, also
take the fistular onion stalk and fermented soybean decoction: one kati of fistular
onion stalk, two sheng of fermented soybeans, five taels of dried ginger, and two
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taels of licorice. Finely chop the four ingredients and boil with seven sheng of
water. Boil down the decoction to three sheng, and divide it into three doses. If
the sufferer is not cured after taking this soup, use the lizhong decoction: three
taels each of ginseng, licorice, and largehead atractylodes rhizome; two taels of
dried ginger. Finely chop the four ingredients and boil with six sheng of water.
Boil down the decoction to two and a half sheng and divide it into three doses. For
problems caused by angry emotions, take the ginseng decoction: nine candareen
each of ginseng, trifoliate orange, and licorice; six candareen each of snakegourd
fruit, dried ginger, and largehead atractylodes rhizome. Finely chop the six
ingredients and boil with nine shengs of water. Boil down the decoction to three
shengs, and divide it into three doses. For sufferers of shortness of breath, drink
it slowly. 治食宿飯、陳臭肉及羮、宿菜發者，宜服梔子豉湯方：梔子三七枚、
香豉三升、甘草三兩。右三味， 咀，以水八升，煮取三升，分三服。亦可加人

參、蔥白。失食發，宜服蔥白豉湯；飲酒過醉發，亦宜服蔥白豉湯方：蔥白一

斤、豉二升、幹薑五兩、甘草二兩，右四味， 咀，以水七升，煮取三升，分

三服。服湯不解，宜服理中湯方：人參、甘草、白術各三兩；幹薑二兩，右四

味， 咀，以水六升，煮取二升半，分三服。嗔怒太過發，宜服人參湯方：人

參、枳實、甘草各九分；栝蔞根、幹薑、白術各六分，右六味， 咀，以水九

升，煮取三升，分三服。若氣短者，稍稍數飲。 (Sun 1998, vol. 24, p. 747)

This indicates that the prescriptions used by Shi Daohong were relatively simple and
followed the methods described by Zhang Zhongjing. The Treatise on the Classics and Other
Writings, Book of Sui mentioned the three monks’ prescriptions to treat the effects of cold-
food powder. Thus, it is natural for us to ask why the monk paid so much attention to
the side effects of cold-food powder. We know that the intake of cold-food powder was
popular among scholars in the Wei and Jin. Further, cold-food powder is in its own separate
category in the medical field: “The taking of the powder, the requirements of its use and
new information regarding its dosage and the methods used to treat its side effects had
been combined to form a relatively independent category. [Addressing its effects] was an
important issue in the history of medicine which originated in the Wei and Jin dynasties
and continued until the Sui and Tang dynasties.” (Liao et al. 2016, p. 204) Against this social
background, the monks conformed to the status quo. According to the materials passed on
by monks during that period, some monks also consumed cold-food powder. For example,
the eminent monk Huiyuan慧遠 (334–416) died after taking cold-food powder:

Since Huiyuan moved into Mount Lu, he lived in seclusion for more than 30
years, never leaving the mountain and never appearing in the secular world.
Every time he took visitors on a trip, he stopped when he reached the Tiger River.
In the 8th month of the 12th year of Yixi era (416), Jin dynasty, he began to feel
ill after taking the powder. Six days later, he had fallen gravely ill. Elderly men
of virtue bowed on the floor and urged him to drink some fermented soybean
wine, but he refused. Again, people urged him to drink some rice wine, but
he refused again. They later asked him to drink a mixture of honey and water.
Experts in the Buddhist precepts were ordered to go through a book and confirm
whether he could drink this. However, before the experts finished reading half
the book, Huiyuan died at the age of 83. 自遠卜居廬阜三十餘年，影不出山，
跡不入俗。每送客遊履，常以虎溪為界焉。以晉義熙十二年八月初動散，至

六日困篤，大德耆年，皆稽顙請飲豉酒，不許，又請飲米汁，不許，又請以蜜

和水為漿。乃命律師，令披卷尋文，得飲與不，卷未半而終，春秋八十三矣。

(Hui 1992, vol. 6, p. 221)

The text mentioned that Huiyuan suffered from the side effects of cold-food powder.
Considering that Huiyuan had talked about his illness to Emperor An of Jin 晉安帝
(382–419) before this, the reason for him to take cold-food powder might have been his
old age and serious illness. However, it seemed that cold-food powder did not cure his
illness; on the contrary, he died as a result of its side effects. The Biographies of Eminent
Monks mentioned that “elderly men of virtue bowed on the floor and urged him to drink
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fermented soybean wine” (大德耆年，皆稽顙請飲豉酒) (Ibid.). These elderly men of virtue
are believed to be people who strictly follow the Buddhist precepts, but they asked Huiyuan
to drink some fermented soybean wine. It shows that his ailment had to be treated using
fermented soybean wine. Similar prescriptions were mentioned in the Ishinpō; for instance,
the Liu Song (劉宋 420–479) physician Qin Chengzu秦承祖 (d.u.) stated:

Fermented soybean wine to treat the effects of taking cold-food powder; it is a
cure for the effects that do not fade away such as shivering, heartache, and red
and purple lips. Fermented soybean of good quality (two shengs, with no salt
added) is used in the prescription. Boil the ingredient until it is fragrant. Take
three sheng of pure wine and pour it in until boiled. Filter the decoction and take
three sheng of the warm wine. The sufferer will feel warm and begin to sweat.
For sufferers who have a fever and are unable to sweat, they can still drink the
wine, but sweating is not necessary. 秦承祖云：療散豉酒方: 散發不解或噤寒，
或心痛心噤，皆宜服之方。方用：美豉 (二升，勿令有鹽)。凡一物，熬令香，以
三升清酒，投之一沸，濾取，溫服一升，小自溫暖，令有汗意。若患熱不可取汗

者，但服之，不必期令汗也。 (Tamba 2011, vol. 19, pp. 418–19)

As early as the period in which the Treatise on Cold Pathogenic Diseases was written,
fermented soybean (dan douchi 淡豆豉) has been used as a medicine. Accordingly, in a
commentary to the Prescriptions Worth A Thousand Pieces of Gold it was described as follows:

Bitter, cold, and non-toxic. A cure for cold pathogenic diseases, headache, chills or
fever, miasma, irritability, sensation of fullness in the abdomen, asthenic diseases
and shortness of breath, as well as pain and coldness in the feet. It can also clear
various toxins naturally borne by the six domestic animals. 味苦，寒，無毒。主
傷寒，頭痛寒熱，瘴氣惡毒，煩躁滿悶，虛勞喘吸，兩腳疼冷。又殺六畜胎子諸

毒。 (Sun 2016, vol. 4, p. 96)

This description shows that the effect of the fermented soybean is to clear toxins and relieve
restlessness. The wine is used to warm up the body to facilitate the diffusion of toxins. As
such, fermented soybean wine was probably a common treatment used to treat the effects
of cold-food powder, which is likely why the monks possessed this knowledge. Yu Jiaxi
余嘉錫 is believed to have been the first to research what happened in the latter stages of
Huiyuan’s life. Yu pointed out the following:

Although he was an eminent monk who lived in seclusion, he could not avoid the
fear of death or escape from the limitations of flesh and blood, which is why took
such a poisonous treatment and died. This shows that cold-food powder was so
popular that most people at the time regarded it as a common treatment, to the
point that even the respected men of virtue and morality could not see its dangers.
遠以出世高僧，豈尚不能了生死，外形骸，乃競服此至毒之藥以喪其身，足見寒

食散之盛行，舉世以為常餌，雖古德高賢有所不悟者矣。 (Yu 1997, p. 177)

Even if Huiyuan was one of the most prominent monks of his generation, he fell into the
trap of this dangerous substance, not to mention other monks. Similarly, volume eight of
the Biographies of Eminent Monks explicitly mentions that Shi Fadu took cold-food powder:

Shi Fadu was from Huanglong. He became a monk at a young age. He traveled
in the north and learned during these travels. He had a comprehensive under-
standing of Buddhist scriptures and relied on his perseverance to achieve his
aspirations. At the end of the Southern Song dynasty, he traveled to the capital.
The hermit Ming Sengshao of Qi county, who lived in seclusion in a mountain in
the Langya Commandery. Ming Sengshao respected the pure mind and integrity
of Du, and treated him like a teacher and a friend. Ming Sengshao renovated his
house and built the Qixia Temple for Du to reside in. The same place was once
inhabited by some Daoists who hoped to build a Daoist temple there. However,
anyone who lived in the place died. Even if the place was renovated into a Bud-
dhist temple, paranormal events continued to happen. Since Du moved into the
temple, all demons ceased to make trouble. After living there for more than one
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year, Du suddenly heard the sounds of people, horses, drums, and horns. After a
short while, a person named Jin Shang sent a card to introduce himself to Du [. . . ]
One time, Du took cold-food powder and laid on the floor. He saw Shang coming
in from the outside, rubbed his head and feet with his hands, and left afterward.
Later, he took a glass to Du, and let him drink the water in the glass. The water
was sweet and cold, and the pain of Du disappeared immediately. 釋法度，黃
龍人。少出家，遊學北土，備綜眾經，而專以苦節成務。宋末遊於京師，高士齊

郡明僧紹，抗跡人外，隱居琅之山。挹度清徽，待以師友之敬。及亡，舍所居山

為棲霞精舍，請度居之。先有道士欲以寺地為館，住者輒死，及後為寺，猶多恐

動。自度居之，群妖皆息。住經歲許，忽聞人馬鼓角之聲，俄見一人持名紙通度

曰靳尚. . . . . .度嘗動散寢於地，見尚從外而來，以手摩頭足而去。頃之複來，持
一琉璃甌，甌中如水以奉度，味甘而冷，度所苦即間，其征感若此。 (Hui 1992,
vol. 8, p. 331)

Shi Fadu felt hot when the effects of the cold-food powder began to appear, and had to
mitigate these symptoms by laying on the floor. After Jin Shang helped him, the pain
disappeared temporarily, and the “water” he drank was “sweet and cold.” This description
is consistent with treatments for the effects of cold-food powder, and also serves to highlight
Shi Fadu’s religious sanctity. Shi Fadu’s behavior indicates that he was a monk who took
cold-food powder. There were similar cases, including Shi Fahu釋法護, a monk of the
Tang dynasty (618–907):

Shi Fahu, whose original last name was Zhao, was a native of Zhao County
[. . . ]. Hu had a deep understanding of books other than Buddhist scriptures and
was fond of Daoist sorcery. He was thrifty and abstemious, and had a habit of
removing his own clothes and donating them to the poor. He wore simple clothes
throughout the whole year, and paid little attention to his appearance. He was
respected by noble and powerful people, and knew many excellent treatments.
He took cold-food powder and felt uncomfortable and anxious for a few days.
His followers were worried and lied to feed him breadcrumbs, telling him that
they were only giving him more medicine. Afterward, Hu learned about the
truth, and spoke solemnly: “I was deceived, and it was my own fault, but you
tricked me into doing something that is against the Dharma. What is your reason
for doing this?” He refused to talk to them afterward. This is an example of how
headstrong he was. Furthermore, he never ceased to be generous. He only had a
bed and a stool in his room. 釋法護，姓趙，本趙郡人. . . . . .護善外書，好道術，
約己薄食，解衣贍寒，結帶終歲，不飾容貌，而貴勝所重，通方鹹萃。先服石

散大發，數日悶亂。門人慞惶，夜投餅渣，詭言他藥。後聞，正色曰：“吾之見
欺，當自責耳。然陷師於非道，是何理耶？”遂不與言。其礭固例如此也。然好
施忘倦，房無圭勺之儲，但一床一蹬而已。 (Dao 2014, vol. 13, p. 467)

After taking cold-food powder, Hu was uncomfortable and anxious due to the cold-food
powder’s effects. He had become bewildered and irritated, while also feeling hot. Judging
from the behavior of these monks, several monks in medieval China took cold-food powder.
However, records about this matter are scarce. If this inference is true, it is easier to under-
stand why monks such as Shi Huiyi, Shi Daohong, and Shi Zhibin discussed various ways
to treat the effects of cold-food powder. It was very likely that they had witnessed some
monks suffering due to the effects of cold-food powder. Therefore, they researched various
treatments for such effects. It is also possible that these monks took cold-food powder them-
selves and had to deal with its effects, which is why they focused on exploring the matter
further. Various sources support this inference. For instance, Huangfu Mi, a prominent
doctor in the Wei and Jin dynasties, also suffered from the effects of cold-food powder:

He had been seriously ill for a long time. Half of his body was numb, his right
foot was smaller than normal, and he had been in this state for nineteen years.
Over the past seven years, he has been taking cold-food powder, but in incorrect
doses, so he was poisoned and had suffered considerably. In the depths of winter,
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he strips naked and eats ice. In the summer, he coughs, feels irritated, and
uncomfortable. The symptoms seem identical to warm malaria or some other
old pathogenic disease. Additionally, he has developed edema and feels soreness
and heaviness in the limbs. 久嬰篤疾，軀半不仁，右腳偏小，十有九載。又服寒
食藥，違錯節度，辛苦荼毒，於今七年。隆冬裸袒食冰，當暑煩悶，加以咳逆，

或若溫瘧，或類傷寒，浮氣流腫，四肢酸重。 (Fang 1974, vol. 51, p. 1415)

Suffering from these symptoms was an important motivation for Huangfu Mi to develop
considerable medical skills. It can also be inferred that the abovementioned monks them-
selves suffered from the side effects of cold-food powder, and this why they were keen on
treating the condition.

6. Conclusions

This research revealed that there were many physician-monks in the Early Medieval
China, some of whom were especially prominent. However, due to the lack of information,
the medical experience of most of these physician-monks is unclear to us. Our knowledge
of how these monks practiced medicine comes from scattered records. This paper’s analysis
shows that Zhi Facun and Sengshen were known to possess a profound understanding of
Chinese medicine, as evidenced by their medical skills, at least in the recorded histories.
The author speculates that they might have been considerably more proficient than other
physicians in syndrome differentiation, otherwise their skills in curing beriberi would not
have been so widely recognized during their time. If this inference is true, where did
they learn such methods? Was such knowledge related to their status as monks? Were
their skills owed to their understanding of foreign medicine? These questions seem to be
difficult to investigate now, but reviewing their findings provides us with valuable insights.
Throughout the history of Imperial China, when foreign culture flooded the region, monks
might have been in close contact with foreign cultures and probably integrated foreign
medical skills into their own knowledge of Chinese medicine; in this way, they may have
become more precise in syndrome differentiation, which allowed them to develop more
effective treatments. In addition, some well-known physician-monks (such as Sengshen and
Monk Yang) recorded in medical literature are generally introduced with minimal details.
This shows that for the medical documentaries in antiquity and the early medieval period,
they were more concerned about the medical practices of physicians, but less interested in
their own experience or identity. Therefore, I would surmise that physician-monks could
only have been recognized by the wider medical community based on their proficiencies in
the medical arts.
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Notes

1 sheyi sengren refer to those monks who have mastered medical technology. In the Early Medieval China, they may be the Indian
or Western Regions monks, or Chinese monks. The sheyi sengren referred to in this paper are those who have exact medical
behaviors, or left medical prescriptions and specific medical practices.

2 This is a conceptual approach in which theories, diagnosis methods, and treatment methods in traditional Chinese medicine are
used to connect to the clinical practice, including four basic contents in the whole process of diagnosis and treatment. Theory
specifically refers to the theory of traditional Chinese medicine, while method refers to diagnosis and treatment methods.

3 Even in the Early Medieval China, there were many monks who were very familiar with traditional Chinese medicine. They left
behind many effective prescriptions for later generations. From some medical literature, we can see their specific medical practice.

4 Ibid., vol. 4, p. 169: 至年十六出家，事蘭公為弟子。學業高明，內外該覽。善方藥，美書劄，洞諳殊俗，尤巧談論。
5 Jiuhou is the method of pulse diagnosis in traditional Chinese medicine. The head, upper limbs and lower limbs are divided into

three parts, namely, Tian天, Di地 and Ren人, which are combined into nine periods; the cunkou pulse method is divided into
Cun寸, Guan關 and Chi尺.
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6 Ibid., vol. 4, pp. 167–68: 于法開，不知何許人。事蘭公為弟子，深思孤發，獨見言表。善《放光》及《法華》，又祖述耆婆，妙
通醫法。嘗乞食投主人家，值婦人在草危急，眾治不驗，舉家遑擾。開曰：“此易治耳。”主人正宰羊，欲為淫祀，開令先取少
肉為羹，進竟，因氣針之，須臾羊膜裹兒而出。升平五年孝宗有疾，開視脈，知不起，不肯複入，康獻後令曰：“帝小不佳，咋
呼於公視脈，亙到門不前，種種辭憚，宜收付廷尉。”俄而帝崩，獲免。還剡石城. . . . . .或問：“法師高明剛簡，何以醫術經懷？”
答曰：“明六度以除四魔之病，調九候以療風寒之疾，自利利人，不亦可乎。”年六十卒於山寺。孫綽為之目曰：“才辯縱橫，以
數術弘教，其在開公乎。”

7 Jı̄vaka was a famous doctor considered to be divine in ancient India. Plenty of studies have been conducted to study his character,
including (Chen 2005); idem, (Chen 2013; Wang 2016; Huang 2003).

8 (Sun 1998, vol. 26, p. 410): 女子逆產足出，針足太陰入三分，足入乃出針，穴在內踝後白肉際陷骨宛宛中。
9 Ibid.: 橫產手出，針太沖入三分，急補百息，去足大指奇一寸。胞衣不出，針足太陽入四寸，在外踝下後一寸宛宛中. . . . . .產難、

月水不禁、橫生胎動，皆針三陰交。
10 Ibid., vol. 9, p. 364: 時有痼疾世莫能治者，澄為醫療，應時瘳損。陰施默益者，不可勝記.
11 Ibid., vol. 9, p. 349: 時太子石邃有二子在襄國，澄語邃曰：“小阿彌比當得疾，可往迎之。”邃即馳信往視，果已得病。大醫殷騰

及外國道士自言能治，澄告弟子法雅曰：“正使聖人複出，不愈此病，況此等乎？”後三日果死。
12 Liu Jingshu劉敬叔, Yiyuan異苑 [Garden of Extraordinary Things], juan 6 (edition of Wenyuange Shiku quanshu文淵閣《四

庫全書》 [Complete Library of the Four Treasuries of the Belvedere of Literary Profundity; hereafter SKQS] (Liu): 沙門有支法
存者，本自胡人，生長廣州，妙善醫術，遂成巨富。有八尺 ，光彩耀目，作百種形象；又有沈香八尺板牀，居常香馥。太原

王琰 (一作談)為廣州刺史，大兒邵之屢求二物，法存不與，王因狀法存豪縱，乃殺而藉沒家財焉。法存死後，形見於府內，輙
打閣下鼓，似若稱寃，如此經日，王尋得病，恒見法存守之，少時遂亡。邵之比至揚都，亦喪。Yiyuan was written in Liu Song
Dynasty of the Southern Dynasty. It is a collection of fantastic stories.

13 Zhang Gao張杲, Yishuo醫說 [About Medicine], juan 1 (SKQS edition) (Zhang 1224). It is noted that this was from the preface序
to the Prescriptions Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold (Qianjin fang千金方).

14 syndrome differentiation (bian zheng辯證) is a comprehensive analysis of the symptoms and signs of patients through the basic
theory of traditional Chinese medicine, such as four diagnostic methods, eight principles, viscera, etiology and pathogenesis, to
identify what kind of disease and syndrome.

15 Zhang Zhongjing (about 150~154–about 215~219), a famous medical scientist, was born in Nanyang南陽 (Henan河南 Province)at
the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty. He was honored as “Medical Saints” (yisheng醫聖) by later generations. Zhang Zhongjing
extensively collected medical prescriptions and wrote the masterpiece Treatise on Febrile Diseases and Miscellaneous Diseases
(shanghanzabinglun傷寒雜病論) handed down from ancient times. The principle of "treatment based on syndrome differentiation"
(bianzhenglunzhi辨證論治) established by it is the basic clinical principle of Traditional Chinese Medicine.

16 Zhong Jingzhi’s Xuming decoction is recorded in the Jinkui yaolüe fang lun金匱要略方論 [Commentary on the Essential Prescriptions
from the Golden Cabinet] edited by Lin Yi林憶 of the Northern Song Dynasty (960–1127). The decoction is documented in the book
as a supplemental prescription. Based on the investigation in modern times, this is confirmed to be a decoction designed by
Zhang Zhongjing. For the relevant investigation, refer to (Mi 2004, p. 3).

17 Li, Fangl李昉, Taiping Yulan太平御覽 [Readings of the Taiping Era], juan 724 (SKQS edition) (Li).
18 Forty volumes of Waitaimiyao were written by Wang Tao王燾 (670–755), a famous medical scientist in the Tang Dynasty. The

recorded materials, from the Pre-Qin Dynasty to the Tang Dynasty, collected a wide range of medical prescriptions that could be
seen at that time. In particular, other documents are quoted to note the source in detail, and many lost documents are preserved.
It not only has clinical practical value comparable to Qianjin Fang千金方, but also has high philological value, which is a famous
clinical reference book in the history of traditional Chinese medicine.

19 Modern scholars of Traditional Chinese Medicine formulae generally believe that this prescription originates from Neiwai shang bianhuo
lun 內外傷辨惑論 [Clarifying Doubts about Damage from Internal and External Causes] penned by Li Dongyuan 李東垣 (1180–1251) of
the Jin dynasty. See (Chen 2013, p. 614). According to Li Dongyuan, this prescription “uses the sweetness of ginseng to benefit qi;
uses the bitterness and cold of Ophiopogon japonicus to purge heat and boost the source of water; uses the sourness of Chinese
magnoliavine fruit to eliminate dry metal” (Li Dongyuan, Neiwai shang bianhuo lun, juan 2, SKQS edition, (Li 1247)).

20 (Li 2011, vol. 50, p. 1797): 〔時珍曰〕千金、外臺、深師諸方，治腎虛勞損，消渴腳氣，有腎瀝湯方甚多，皆用羊腎煮湯煎藥。
蓋用為引導，各從其類也.

21 (Hui 1992, vol. 7, p. 266): 釋慧義，姓梁，北地人，少出家。風格秀舉，志業強正。初遊學於彭、宋之間，備通經義.
22 (Yao 1937, vol. 37, p. 603): 《高僧傳》不言有是書，不知是否即此慧義。然慧皎傳，例於諸僧所撰外學之書，多從其略，或為其

略而不載焉.
23 Cao Xi曹翕 was a medical scientist in the Cao Wei and Western Jin Dynasty. Unknown date of birth and death. A native of

Qiaoxian譙縣 (now Bozhou亳州, Anhui安徽 Province), he was the son of Cao Hui曹徽, the Dongpingwang東平王, Cao Wei.
In the third year of Zhengshi正始 (242), Cao Hui died and succeeded his heirs. Enter the Western Jin Dynasty, seal Lin Qiu Gong
廩丘公. He once wrote “Jie Hanshisan Fang解寒食散方” and “Huangdi Mingtang Yan’cerentu黃帝明堂偃側人圖”, all of which
were lost.

24 (Tamba 2011, vol. 19, p. 395). Ishinpō, Medical Heart Prescription, a comprehensive medical literature. Thirty volumes. Japan.
Tamba Yasuyori (912–995) wrote it in 982. This book is compiled and sorted out a variety of medical books before Tang Dynasty
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in China. The contents include medical theory and clinical practice of various departments. The source of each document in the
book is recorded so that readers can verify it, so the value of the document is very high. There are many ancient books that have
disappeared before Tang Dynasty, but they can be compiled from Ishinpō. The whole book is rich in cited materials, and it is an
important work to study Chinese medical literature before Tang Dynasty.

25 There are five quotations from Pangshi lun in Ishinpō, which can be found in the special volume of “Fu Shi服石” in Volume 19 and
Volume 20. Pangshi龐氏’s name is unknown, and we do not know which documents are published in these five lost essays.
However, from the content analysis of the lost essays, it comes from Pangshi’s monograph “Fu Shi”. 《醫心方》引用《龐氏論》
有五處，見於卷十九、卷二十“服石”專卷中。按龐氏其名無考，此五處佚文亦不知所出何書，但從佚文內容分析，當出自龐氏
的“服石”專著中。(Ibid., appendix, p. 718).

26 According to the theory of traditional Chinese medicine, it is considered that the yangqi陽氣of nourishing viscera inside and
filling skin outside is physiological fire (huo火), which is called “less fire (shaohuo少火)”; If yangqi is too hyperactive and fiery is
endogenous, it will become a pathological "fire", which is called “strong fire (zhuanghuo壯火)”. This kind of excessive fire can
increase the consumption of substances, so that it hurts yin陰 and consumes qi, which is called “strong fire reduces qi”.
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Abstract: The Chinese monk Yixing 一行 (673–727) is unique in being an early architect of the
Mantrayāna tradition (Esoteric Buddhism) in East Asia in addition to featuring as a significant
individual within the history of astronomy and calendrical science in China. His legacy in the
Buddhist world is well known, but the enduring appreciation of his scientific work in later centuries
is less understood. The present paper will document the achievements of Yixing’s work in astronomy
while also discussing the perception and appreciation of his work in subsequent centuries.

Keywords: Yixing; Buddhism; astronomy; calendars; monks

1. Introduction

Yixing一行 (673–727) is a well-known figure within the history of East Asian Bud-
dhism. His lineage affiliations include Chan in China, and Zen and Mikkyō in Japan. He
is also known for his work in astronomy and calendrical science. Research in Buddhist
Studies concerning Yixing has generally focused on his Buddhist career, but non-Buddhist
sources from the medieval period also provide ample details regarding his work in astron-
omy. These sources reveal that Yixing not only made an enormous contribution to Chinese
science, but also that his work was positively evaluated and appreciated by Confucian
writers throughout many subsequent generations. We will explore some of these sources to
highlight the significance of Yixing in the history of Chinese science.

Kim observes that “during the Ming, many Confucian scholars were drawn towards
the study of calendrical astronomy, long before the Jesuits’ introduction of Western as-
tronomy aroused interest in the subject.”1 Yixing’s work was indeed part of the corpus of
astronomical literature appreciated by Confucian scholars. As I will show below, Yixing
was widely read for a whole millennium until Chinese astronomy was transformed fol-
lowing the introduction of European astrology during the seventeenth century. Yixing’s
status as a monk and his simultaneous excellence in the field of astronomy definitely calls
into question some of Needham’s remarks, such as his proposal that Buddhism in China
was “inimical to carrying out scientific research” and that the epistemology of Buddhism—
often focused on the impermanent and tenuous quality of perceived phenomena—made
“Buddhism irreconcilable with Taoism and Confucianism and tragically played a part in
strangling the development of Chinese science.”2 It has already been shown that, in fact,
Buddhism in China neither hindered nor particularly encouraged astronomy, but rather the
Chinese sangha was simply more of a passive recipient and consumer of Chinese science,
in light of the careers of certain monks during the Tang period.3 Buddhists also had a long
heritage of astrology and calendrical science in India and China, which requires reference to
astronomy and calculation (Kotyk 2018a, 2018c). Our main concern here, then, is to discuss
how Yixing impacted the development of Chinese astronomy and how he was remembered
in later sources, both Buddhist and non-Buddhist, rather than to revisit old ideas about
Buddhism and science. Instead, I want to demonstrate that Yixing compartmentalized his
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work in astronomy from Buddhism, and later writers similarly treated his writings in the
same manner.

This study will also argue that we can utilize materials from Buddhist sources, as
well as those of the court and other non-Buddhist authors, to grasp Yixing’s career in
astronomy from a multifaceted angle. We might evaluate how his work was recognized and
appreciated within the native Chinese history of astronomy. This approach of comparing
and contrasting texts from court (i.e., “Confucian”) and Buddhist authors has been gainfully
employed in the past, and here I employ this same methodology in relation to Yixing’s career
in astronomy.4 Building on the work of past scholars, I will also show how Yixing utilized
technological innovation to create a more precise system of tracking planetary movements
as a brief example of how his work impacted the development of Chinese astronomy.
This study will further show how Yixing represents a rare example of a Buddhist monk
engaging in the development of scientific astronomy during the medieval period. I will
draw attention to some significant details of his work while also showing its relevance—or
lack thereof—to his other career as a Buddhist monk and author.

2. Historical Background

Past studies have documented and analyzed the biographical accounts of Yixing and
his ancestry. In an earlier study, I argued that we ought to understand the “historical Yixing”
as a separate figure from a later reimagined pseudo-Yixing. The latter is a legendary figure
to whom various texts and practices were attributed, starting from around the early ninth
century. Some modern scholars and virtually all premodern authors have conflated these
two figures. This has led to problematic chronologies of Yixing’s life and his activities.5

Again, I will emphasize in this study that we ought to distinguish between Yixing and
pseudo-Yixing.

Our reconstruction of Yixing’s work in astronomy depends upon several premodern
sources. First is the Jiu Tang shu舊唐書 (Old Book of Tang), which is a history of the Tang
dynasty produced by Liu Xu劉昫 (887–946) in 945. We can also utilize the Xin Tang shu新
唐書 (New Book of Tang). This revised history of the Tang dynasty was compiled in 1060 by
Ouyang Xiu歐陽修 (1007–1072) and Song Qi宋祁 (998–1061), who apparently intentionally
omitted Yixing’s biography, perhaps due to anti-Buddhist biases and animosity toward
the sam. gha, yet they still added documents related to Yixing’s calendar, which they treated
with respect. This indirectly points to an appreciation of his achievements in astronomy,
despite the fact that he was a Buddhist monk. The Tongdian通典 (Comprehensive Account),
compiled in 801 by Du You杜佑 (735–812), provides details about Yixing’s astronomical
projects. The Tongzhi通志 (Comprehensive Chronicle), compiled in 1161 by Zheng Qiao鄭
樵 (1104–1162), lists a number of works—genuine and spurious—attributed to Yixing that
were extant during the twelfth century. One of the more underappreciated sources on
the history of astronomy and calendrical science in China is the voluminous Gujin lüli
kao古今律曆考 (Study of Ancient and Present Tunes and Calendrical Sciences), comprised of
seventy-two fascicles, by Xing Yunlu邢雲路 (1549–?). This text documents at length such
sciences as they were understood during the late Ming dynasty prior to the introduction
of European science. This work frequently mentions Yixing and his work, a point that
highlights the utility and importance of his writings, even outside the Buddhist fold, some
nine centuries after his death. The fact alone is highly significant, given that Yixing is
arguably the sole Buddhist monk in China to have been afforded such enduring respect
both in Buddhist and Confucian circles.

In brief, Yixing was born in 673. Although traditional sources give 683 as his year of
birth, Chen (2000) in his study of Yixing’s life and genealogy convincingly demonstrates
that 673 was more likely. The historical record relates that Yixing initially studied Chan
Buddhism under the monk Puji普寂 (651–739). Yixing was simultaneously a scholar of
the monastic codes (Vinaya, jielü戒律). He became well-known to eminent persons in the
capital, but evaded invitations to present himself there, until finally in 717 he accepted an
official summons from the court.6
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Yixing’s career in the capital (alternating between Chang’an and Luoyang), which
lasted until his sudden death in 727, was fruitful and primarily comprised two directions.
First, Yixing assisted the Indian monk Śubhakarasim. ha (Shanwuwei善無畏; 637–735) in
translating the Vairocanābhisam. bodhi (Dari jing 大日經; T 848), which was completed in
724. Yixing appears to have functioned more as an editor in this project, rather than as a
translator (although he is credited as translator), in light of the absence of evidence that
would indicate he capably understood Sanskrit enough to translate it. There are actually
few examples of monks from East Asia who capably read Sanskrit in the premodern
period, apart from figures such as Xuanzang, who had spent years abroad in India.7 The
Chinese translation of the Vairocanābhisam. bodhi was full of ambiguities, since it was from a
newly introduced genre of Buddhist literature which dealt with the practices of mantras,
mudrās, and man. d. alas. Yixing therefore produced a commentary on the text (Dari jing
shu大日經疏; T 1796) based on the oral explanations Śubhakarasim. ha. This commentary
in one section addresses the timing of rituals, and briefly explains the conventions of
Indian astrology known to Śubhakarasim. ha, which I have argued are likely to reflect the
conventions of astrology observed at the major Indian monastery of Nālanda. We can
also observe in this section some astronomical theory related to lunar phases, which no
doubt was penned by Yixing himself. Based on the overview of Indian astrology in the
commentary, it appears that Śubhakarasim. ha certainly had some knowledge on the topic,
but he does not appear to have directly affected the development of astrology or astronomy
in China. In other words, Śubhakarasim. ha knew some Indian astrology, but Yixing was the
astronomer, and his astronomy, as we will see, was chiefly Chinese in character and not
Indian. Śubhakarasim. ha does not appear to have offered instruction on Indian astronomy
(i.e., calculations and measurements).8

Yixing was indeed a pioneering figure of Buddhist Mantrayāna in East Asia. He later
was enshrined in Japan as a lineage holder in Mikkyō (in both Shingon and Tendai). In
contrast to Buddhist histories; however, Confucian historians in China remembered him
primarily as an astronomer and reformer of the state calendar. Yixing’s early official work
in astronomy is recorded in the Jiu Tang shu, which reports the following:

In year 9 of Kaiyuan [721] under Xuanzong, the Grand Scribe repeatedly reported
to the throne that (predictions of) solar eclipses were ineffective. The śraman. a
Yixing was summoned to reform and produce a new calendar. Yixing’s report
stated, “Now if we seek to create a calendar and establish an epoch, we must first
understand how to convert between the ecliptic (and the celestial equator). I re-
quest that the Prefect Grand Scribe take angular and chronological measurements
of sidereal parameters.”玄宗開元九年,太史頻奏日蝕不效,詔沙門一行改造新曆.
一行奏雲: �今欲創曆立元,須知黃道進退. 請太史令測候星度.�9

It is uncertain where and when Yixing acquired his expertise in astronomy and mathe-
matics, but the court evidently agreed that he was capable, after the Prime Minister Zhang
Yue張説 667–730) elected him as a candidate for this task.10 This nomination is reported in
the Jiu Tang shu, which also states, “During the Kaiyuan era [713–741], the monk Yixing
was proficient with the calendrical theories of various authors. He said that the Linde li (an
earlier calendar) had been in use for a long time, and that its solar and sidereal parameters
were gradually becoming different.”開元中,僧一行精諸家曆法,言《麟德曆》行用既久,晷
緯漸差.11 This was during a time when Indian—or Sino-Indian—figures were operating
at the Chinese court and practicing Indian astronomy. Bagchi (1898–1956) in 1953 already
drew close attention to two of these families: the Gautamas and Kāśyapas.12 One of the
most prominent astronomers of Indian heritage at the time was Gautama Siddhārtha or
Siddha (Qutan Xida瞿曇悉達), who in 718 translated the *Navagraha-karan. a (Jiuzhi li九執
曆) from Sanskrit into Chinese at the request of the throne. This manual of mathematical
astronomy provides formulas for accurately calculating a number of celestial phenomena.
Whether Yixing ever directly studied under these astronomers is unknown, although he
was clearly exposed to their works and was likely to have been inspired by them to some
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extent. Another Indian astronomer, who appears to have been a contemporary of Yixing,
was the monk Kumāra (Jumoluo 俱摩羅). Yixing appears to have cited his theory for
predicting solar eclipses.13 We ought to note that Yixing was not the only monk in China
to also have been an astronomer during the Tang period, but Kumāra was not nearly so
influential.

Numerous sources, including Yixing’s biography in the Jiu Tang shu, state that Yixing
learnt mathematics from an unnamed individual on Mount Tiantai天臺山 at the monastery
Guoqing-si國清寺, but this is certainly a fantastical tale, since it also relates that the stream
of water outside the temple miraculously changed course after Yixing had fully learnt
everything he needed from the unnamed teacher. This story, moreover, does not provide
any names or dates.14 I think it is plausible, if not likely, that Yixing was simply an auto-
didactic polymath, whose background afforded him the necessary resources, particularly
books on mathematics, to become a self-taught astronomer, even in the face of law codes
that prohibited the private study of astronomy by commoners, as well as the Buddhist
literature that discourages or forbids the practice of mundane sciences, such as astrology
and calendrical science.15

In any case, the histories of the Tang dynasty relate that Yixing was charged with the
task of producing a new state calendar. He was already capable of this task by the year 721.
He titled his calendar Dayan li大衍曆. This calendar was officially adopted between 729–
761. Yixing died unexpectedly in 727 before he could see his calendar put into operation,
but the court appointed officials to consolidate his draft. The Tongzhi (j. 68) records that
the original Dayan li was comprised of fifty-two fascicles.16 The Xin Tang shu, however,
only preserves an outline of the Dayan li (j. 27–28) and its important arguments. This is
our main source of information on the calendar. Xing Yunlu (j. 15–16) gives an extensive
discussion of the Dayan li with many details, many of which seem to derive from the Xin
Tang shu. Upon surveying the above materials, it is clear that several specific matters were
of importance to Yixing. These included, but were not limited to, the need for accurate
understandings of exact solar positions relative to seasonal markers (the equinoxes and
solstices), the precession of the equinoxes, and the ecliptic relative to the celestial equator.
Yixing also sought to establish an exact definition for the New Moon. We will separately
discuss each of these components within his research, but first we should briefly note his
innovative use of number theory derived from the Yijing.

3. Yijing Number Theory

The title of Yixing’s calendar reveals its rich relationship with the Yijing易經 (Classic
of Changes, also called I Ching in English). The term dayan大衍 (the “Great Expansion”) is
derived from a section of the Yijing (xici shang繫辭上), in which Heaven is assigned the
number 25, and Earth the number 30, together totaling 55, although the ‘Great Expansion’
is only 50 (there are various ancient theories concerning the subtraction of 5). The number
of “application” (yong 用) is 49. The number theory derived from the Yijing (which is
not astrological in character) is expressly stated in the Li benyi曆本議 (Arguments on the
Calendar), which is a summary of some of the primary arguments of the Dayan li. This was
compiled after Yixing died prematurely (Yixing died in 727).17

In later centuries, during the Ming period, Yixing was still known for his integration of
Yijing numerology into his calendar. Xin Yunlu (j. 16) notes this and reproduces numerous
details concerning this development.18 Kaji suggested that incorporation of this numerol-
ogy into a calendar simply added perceived value, instead of furnishing any practical
advantage.19 In other words, it appeared innovative, while at the same time quite apprecia-
ble to literati, who were steeped in classical lore and metaphysics. An important point to
note here is that Yixing utilized a native Chinese framework for crafting his calendar with-
out any express reference to Indian or Buddhist cosmological and metaphysical concepts,
although he still consulted some Indian materials, apparently in translation. Gautama
Zhuan瞿曇譔 (712–776), son of Gautama Siddhārtha, the translator of the Navagraha-karan. a,
argued in the year 733 that Yixing—who already died in 727—had plagiarized material
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from the Navagraha-karan. a, although the formal investigation at court determined this claim
was false.20 This conclusion might have been premature, since, in fact, the use of a tangent
table was an innovation that suddenly appears in the history of Chinese astronomy, as
pointed out by Cullen, and its adoption by Yixing does point to a foreign source. Cullen
therefore suggests that Yixing had likely learned the rules for relating gnomon shadows
and solar zenith distances from one of his Indian counterparts in the capital. In other words,
although his “use of the tangent was original, he ultimately depended on Indian sources
for his introduction to trigonometry.”21 Nevertheless, while Yixing certainly understood
some amount of Indian astronomy (presumably translated into Chinese), his calendar is
primarily rooted in Chinese models and concepts (definition of the ecliptic, sidereal lunar
stations based on the ancient Chinese system, etc.).

We might expect that a Buddhist monk such as Yixing would have been inclined to
incorporate more Indian concepts into his work, but, in reality, his calendar was chiefly
rooted in Chinese calendrical science and metaphysics. There actually was no precedent
for adoption of foreign astronomical models until at least some members of the court took
an interest in Indian astronomy, which no doubt facilitated the translation of the Navagraha-
karan. a, but empirical tests did not yield any positive outcome for the foreign model.

The compartmentalization of science and religion in Yixing’s life highlights the clear
division of his life into two separate simultaneous careers: one in astronomy and the other
in Buddhist practice. Yixing was evidently committed to receiving and building upon a
legacy of Chinese astronomy from antiquity, rather than expressly introducing significant
Indian models into the Chinese system. He might have even had an impetus to do so,
since Mantrayāna calls for the utilization of some amount of astrology, which was based
on Indian astronomy, as we see in the Susiddhikara-sūtra (Ch. Suxidijieluo jing蘇悉地羯羅
經). This was translated by his close colleague Śubhakarasim. ha in 726.22 Yixing, however,
never attempted such a radical reform.

4. Gnomonic Measurements and Precession of the Equinoxes

The Tongdian (j. 26) relates that in the year 724, Nan Gongyue南宮説 (d.u.) and others
travelled to remote locations within the empire to take gnomonic measurements and report
back to the throne. One group went to Annan安南 (in modern Vietnam), and reported that
the star Canopus (laoren xing老人星) was especially high in the sky with numerous other
uncharted and unnamed stars visible below it. Ohashi explains that these observations
were taken between about 18◦ N to 51◦ N, whereas Cullen suggests 29◦ N to 52◦ N near the
meridian 114◦ E (Ohashi’s proposed range of latitudes is necessary to account for a position
in northern Vietnam). This would mean that the Chinese observers did not venture into
the southern hemisphere, which would have presented some unfamiliar stars to Chinese
astronomers. Ohashi also states that Yixing himself also travelled to take measurements,
but the relevant records do not actually suggest that he went on any of these expeditions.23

After some time, the surveyors returned to the capital. Yixing was tasked with collating and
analyzing the data from these various points of observation. He calculated that the distance
between the southern and northern celestial poles to be over 80,000 li里 (approximately
44,800 km).24 To put this into contemporary perspective, Xuanzang wrote that the borders
of India are more than 90,000 li in diameter.25 Yixing clearly attempted to work with
gnomonic measurements in a scientific manner involving experimentation. As Cullen
also notes, the survey of 724 “was a field test, evidently successful, of I-hsing’s (Yixing’s)
method for predicting seasonal shadow lengths at any location.”26 Setting aside how we
might critically evaluate the conclusions today, Yixing’s project was a success at the time.

The data acquired from these missions included measurements of shadows cast from
different locations at the solstices and equinoxes. This set of data was used by Yixing to
produce a tangent table. Judging from what is reported in the available sources, it would
appear that Yixing’s theoretical framework was hampered by the absence of reference to a
spherical earth. Yixing would not have been ignorant of this alternate cosmological theory,
since the aforementioned Navagraha-karan. a, translated in 718, addresses the concept of
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terrestrial latitude. This concept was first rendered into Chinese as suifang yan fa隨方眼法
(“method according to the location of the observer”). This appears to be a direct translation
of the Sanskrit sva-deśa-aks.a, as pointed out by Yabuuchi.27 One might initially speculate
that, as a Buddhist monk, Yixing would have been inclined to preserve the typical Buddhist
cosmology of Mt. Meru and the four continents positioned atop a disc-world, but he did not
do this.28 It must be observed that Chinese astronomers also did not adopt a spherical-earth
model. Cullen importantly notes that “Chinese astronomers, many of them brilliant men
by any standards, continued to think in flat-earth terms until the seventeenth century.”29

Yixing’s astronomical framework in the Dayan li, drawing from this background, was
primarily based on native Chinese models without any reference to Buddhist cosmology, yet
curiously when we look to the commentary on the Vairocanābhisam. bodhi, the cosmological
worldview is clearly that of Mt. Meru and the four continents, i.e., the traditional Indian
Buddhist cosmological worldview. For example, “The body of the Sun is one, but the
divisions of time are each different for the four continents.” 日体是一而四洲時分各異.
Elsewhere we read, “These four continents also each have two flanking continents.”此
四洲又各有二隨州.30 This is, however, as much the voice of Śubhakarasim. ha as it is that
of Yixing.

The aforementioned gnomonic measurements would have indicated to Yixing that
determining the exact time of the solstices and equinoxes required reference to the point
of observation, rather than using any single standardized number or sidereal position of
the Sun. The sidereal position of the Sun at the equinoxes and solstices was also an issue
that had to be addressed, since fixed stars move at a modern rate of one degree every 71.6
years.31 This is called the precession of the equinoxes or, more commonly in modern times,
axial precession. In practice what this means is that an observer would eventually notice
that the Sun rises at the winter solstice (and other seasonal markers) into the preceding
degree relative to what was observed in previous eras. This was already recognized well
before Yixing’s time. Xing Yunlu (j. 2) explains Yixing’s contribution in history to the
understanding of precession as follows:

During the late Han, Liu Hong [c. 129–210] first realized that the winter solstice was
late. During the Jin, Yu Xi [281–356] treated the sky as the sky and the seasonal year
as the seasonal year (i.e., separately treating sidereal and seasonal parameters), pro-
ducing a theory for calculating the differences in order to track the changes (between
sidereal positions and seasonal markers), assuming that the Sun retreats one degree
every fifty years, but this was erroneous. During the Song, He Chengtian [370–447]
doubled that number, assuming a (solar) retreat of one degree every century, but
again this was erroneous. During the Sui, Liu Zhuo [544–610] took the numbers
from both schools, and assumed a (solar) retreat of one degree every seventy-five
years. During the Tang, the monk Yixing calculated his Dayan calendrical system,
and assumed a difference of one degree (between seasonal markers and sidereal
positions) every eighty-three years. Each (theory) was close to one another. Guo
Shoujing [1231–1316] calculated that the winter solstice was at the tenth degree of
lunar station Qi. This was precise, but Shoujing thought that a difference of one
degree every 66 years is also not a definitive theory. 漢末劉洪, 始覺冬至後天, 至
晉虞喜, 乃以天為天, 歳為歳, 立差法以追其變, 約以五十年日退一度, 然失之過.
宋何承天, 倍増其數, 約以百年退一度, 又失之不及. 隋劉焯, 取二家中數以七十五
年退一度. 唐僧一行推大衍暦, 以八十三年差一度. 各亦相近. 至郭守敬, 推冬至在
箕十度, 斯為密近, 然守敬謂六十六年差一度亦非定法.32

There was clearly a persistent awareness over the centuries that revisions were nec-
essary and desirable to determine the rate of the precession of the equinoxes. Each figure
came to their own conclusions based on the data sets available to them, a fact that high-
lights that innovation was appreciated (rather than dogmatic adherence to the models of
antiquity). Yixing contributed to this ongoing dialogue in history, thereby securing for
himself a notable position in the history of Chinese astronomy.
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Yixing’s theory that the Sun retreats one degree every 83 years effectively constitutes a
signature of his work that reappears elsewhere in the historical record, such as the table
of 24 solar terms (jieqi節氣) in the Qiyao rangzai jue七曜攘災決 (Secrets of the Seven-Planet
Apotropaism), a Buddhist manual of horoscopy and astral magic that was compiled between
806–865 from disparate sources.33 This is an example of Yixing’s work being directly utilized
within early Chinese horoscopy. The 24 solar terms are each comprised of 15 days. They
track the passage of the Sun through sidereal degrees of the 28 “lunar stations” or “lodges”
(xiu宿), and most importantly mark the seasons; hence the solstices and equinoxes are part
of this system.34 Simplified degrees are used because the table tracks 360 days in which
the Sun progresses 1 degree every day. The ecliptic in China was generally treated as
comprising 365.25 degrees (the nominal length of a tropical year), but the table does not
address the remaining degrees, so the positions provided in the table are approximate.

With regard to the table of solar terms in the Qiyao rangzai jue, the text states, “There
will be a difference of a degree or two if you rely upon this (table). It was calculated for after
Kaiyuan 12 [724]. There occurs an error of one degree following eighty-three years.”若依此
即差一兩度,從開元十二年向後計,滿八十三年即差一度.35 This would indicate a connection
to Yixing’s model. We can cite additional evidence in support of this claim. The winter
solstice (dongzhi冬至) falls upon degree 9 of the station Dou斗 in this table of solar terms.
The account of the Shoushi li授時暦, a state calendar which was implemented in 1281, is
found in the Yuanshi元史 (j. 52), the dynastic history of the Yuan dynasty. It is reported
there that in 724 (year 12 of Kaiyuan) the winter solstice fell on degree 9.5 of Dou.36 The
solar table at hand does not use fractions, but this was presumably to facilitate ease of
use for astrologers, who needed a convenient table for calculating planetary positions
in horoscopes.

5. Accurate Definition of the Ecliptic

Yixing, like many other astronomers, sought to enhance and innovate, yet he simulta-
neously acknowledged the capabilities of the ancients (in this case, the ancients of China
and not Buddhist India). As recorded in the Xin Tang shu (j. 31), Yixing and his colleague
utilized improved technology, while also still offering a respectful nod to their predecessors,
which perhaps was a polite necessity. Yixing, evidently, sought to carry and develop a
tradition of astronomy that had been handed to him from many centuries prior, which was
believed to stretch back to the sages of antiquity.

In year 9 of Kaiyuan (721), Yixing received imperial orders, and went to work on
reforming a new calendar. He wanted to understand the how to convert between
the ecliptic (and the celestial equator), but the Grand Scribe did not possess an
instrument for the ecliptic. Administrator for Troops of the Guard Command,
Liang Lingzan, produced an armillary sphere out of wood. Yixing approved this.
He then said unto the throne, “During Antiquity there existed the technique for
an ecliptical armillary sphere, but such a device did not exist. Ancients pondered
it, but they could never achieve it. Now, Lingzan’s creation has the solar path and
Moon intersect so that they always naturally line up. This is especially important
for calculations, and I request that a casting be made with bronze and iron.” The
instrument was completed in year 11 [723]. 開元九年,一行受詔,改治新曆,欲知
黃道進退,而太史無黃道儀. 率府兵曹參軍梁令瓚以木為游儀,一行是之,乃奏:�黃
道游儀,古有其術而無其器,昔人潛思,皆未能得.今令瓚所為,日道月交,皆自然契
合,于推步尤要,請更鑄以銅鐵.�十一年儀成.37

This apparatus was also upgraded with additional structures, cast in metal, which
represented the celestial sphere in detail. The model turned by the power of flowing
water. Representations of the Sun and the Moon were added to this setup, so that they
became conjunct every 29 turns. The phases of the Moon were also displayed on the
instrument. A wooden figurine was placed atop the plane of the device and would strike a
drum and bell to keep track of the time. Eventually this device rusted out and no longer
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functioned, but the original apparatus for measuring the ecliptic enabled Yixing to take
accurate measurements of the ecliptic as well as the Sun and planets.38

Yixing’s calendar offered revised parameters of the 28 lunar stations, which are defined
in two separate sets: one relative to the celestial equator and another relative to the ecliptic.
These lists commence from Dou斗 since it was the station on which the winter solstice fell
at the time. The latter set was designed to accurately track planetary movements. His work
reads, “The above (values) are all ecliptical degrees. The solar path is calculated, and the
Moon and five planets orbit through this.”前皆黃道度,其步日行,月與五星,出入循此. The
commentary then gives the following explanation:

In seeking the degrees of the lunar stations, there will always exist a remainder.
Arrange the sequence to comprise the total degrees constituted with quarters
(0.25), halves (0.50), and three-quarters [0.75]. When checking against the past
and future, the contemporary degrees and parameters of the lunar stations will be
acquired according to individual calculations for each degree that has shifted due
to precession, so that you will be able to calculate the Sun, Moon, and five planets,
as well as know their encroachments and holdings (in terms of omenology). 求此
宿度,皆有餘分,前後輩之成少半太准為全度. 若上考古下驗將來,當據差每移一度,
各依術算,使得當時宿度及分,然可步日月五星,知其犯守也.39

The combined parameters of the ecliptical lunar stations equal 365.25 degrees, but the
text notes that a “difference” (cha差) is taken into account from the lunar station Xu虛.40

Yixing’s important innovation here was creating a table and method for recalculating the
ecliptical dimensions of lunar stations to account for changes in positions due to precessions,
which in turn allowed for more precise calculations of planetary movements. Yixing indeed
went so far as to redefine the dimensions of the lunar stations, although he still preserved
the classical set of 28, which are spatially relative to native Chinese constellations. This
kept his model in line with the orthodox Chinese uranography which stretched back to
antiquity, but Yixing was still innovative.

This adherence to classical Chinese conventions on the part of Yixing stands in contrast
to what we observe in the Navagraha-karan. a, which uses a system of reformed naks.atras.
Older Indian texts which had been translated into Chinese in earlier centuries, such as the
Śārdūlakarn. āvadāna, define 28 naks.atras of varying dimensions using muhūrtas (a unit of
time), but following the introduction of the zodiac signs into India during the early centuries
of the Common Era, Indian astronomers redefined the parameters of the naks.atras and
produced a system of 27 naksatras consisting of uniform dimensions.41 The Navagraha-karan. a
gives the following explanation:

A formula involving the naks.atras is included within these methods. The naks.atras
are uniformly 800 parts (minutes) each. In India they determine whether the day
is auspicious or inauspicious based on the naks.atra in which the Moon alights,
and the activities associated with that naks.atra are also undertaken. Furthermore,
only 27 naks.atras are employed, starting with Aśvinı̄, with Abhijit excluded, and
ending with Revatı̄. The naks.atra Abhijit always augurs auspicious times and is
not included amongst the naks.atras. 宿法於此術中,凡是宿平等為八百分. 天竺每
以月臨宿,占其日一即休咎,仍取其宿用事.又唯用二十七宿,命婁為始,去牛,終奎.
其牛宿恒吉祥之時,不拘諸宿之例.42

In addition to this text, we can also observe this model of equalized naksatras and
the related system of navām. śas (ninths of a naks.atra) explained in the commentary on the
Vairocanābhisam. bodhi, which we will recall was compiled by Yixing on the basis of the oral
explanations provided by Śubhakarasim. ha.

Lunar station convergences: The 27 naks.atras. Heaven (i.e., the ecliptic) is divided
into twelve chambers like the twelve Jupiter stations here (in China). Each station
has 9 quarters (pāda). The ecliptic is altogether 108 quarters. Each naks.atra gets
four quarters, which constitutes the course of movement that the Moon travels in
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one day. The Moon has gone once around the ecliptic after transiting for 27 days.
言宿直者,謂二十七宿也. 分周天作十二房,猶如此間十二次. 每次有九足,周天凡
一百八足,每宿均得四足,即是月行一日裎.經二十七日,即月行一周天也.43

It is certain that Yixing was aware of how Indian astronomers defined naks.atras, in par-
ticular the model of 27 naks.atras of uniformly equal dimensions, which was unprecedented
in China until that point. Yixing’s work would have been subject to enormous criticism
had he attempted to entirely revise the system of Chinese lunar stations, which had been in
use since antiquity, after his exposure to Indian models, but there is nothing to indicate he
ever had such a motivation.

6. Redefining the New Moon

Lastly, another important issue to which Yixing directed his attention was the technical
inaccuracy of how the New Moon (shuo 朔) was conventionally determined. His lunar
calendrical theory is also the sole known example of one of his astronomical theories
appearing in his Buddhist writings, although we should also recognize the fact that not all
of his writings are extant.

The lunar months in the Chinese calendar are arranged so that generally the New
Moon falls upon the first day of the month while the Full Moon falls upon on the fifteenth.
The Full Moon appears when the Sun and Moon are in direct opposition to one another,
while the New Moon is when the Sun and Moon are conjunct. The problem is that the New
Moon and Full Moon do not necessarily fall exactly on the first and fifteenth days of the
lunar month, respectively.

Yixing proposed a scientific definition the New Moon as “when the Sun and Moon are
conjunct within a degree.”日月合度謂之朔.44 This is relatively simple, but it shifts away
from what was understood as an “averaged” or “mean” New Moon (ping shuo平朔), which
refers to the traditional way of determining the lunar cycle through general observation.
Yixing gives the following explanation:

With respect to the averaged New Moon of the ancients, the Moon appearing in
the morning is called the “Moon rising at sunrise,” while appearing in the evening
is called the “Moon rising at sunset.” Now these are decreased or increased (i.e.,
modified) according to the progression of the Sun and the velocity of the Moon.
(The fixed New Moon) will sometimes progress ahead of or fall short of that day
[i.e., the averaged New Moon, which is traditionally defined as the first day of
the lunar month]. This is considered a fixed New Moon. 古者平朔,月朝見曰朒,
夕見曰朓. 今以日之所盈縮,月之所遲疾損益之,或進退其日,以為定朔.45

In this revised system, the New Moon and Full Moon are “fixed” (ding定), i.e., scientif-
ically defined according to the real positions of the Sun and Moon. This concept of a fixed
New and Full Moon is mentioned in Yixing’s commentary on the Vairocanābhisam. bodhi:

Also, the calendar calculates the Sun and the Moon. The averaged degrees of
motion make for averaged New Moons. It will always align in a lesser (29) or
greater (30) month [on the same day]. Sometimes [the date for the New Moon]
will pass or be late with respect to the averaged movements of the Sun and Moon
as their speeds will also differ. This is why a fixed New Moon will sometimes be
ahead or behind a day. A fixed Full Moon will sometimes be on the fourteenth
or on the sixteenth. Generally speaking, the time when the Moon is completely
full is designated as the fifteenth day of the waxing period (Skt. śukla-paks.a). The
time when the Moon is exactly half like a bow string will be the eighth. It may be
arranged based on this, and then one gets a fixed date. 又曆法通計日月,平行度
作平朔,皆合一小一大. 緣日月於平行中,又更有遲疾,或時過於平行,或時不及平
行,所以定朔或進退一日,定望或在十四日或在十六日. 大抵月望正圓滿時,名為白
分十五日. 月正半如弦時,亦為八日. 但以此准約之,即得定日也.46

In light of the parallels with Yixing’s calendar, this part of the commentary is clearly
Yixing’s voice, and not that of Śubhakarasim. ha. The reader is being cautioned that the
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true Full Moon may sometimes appear a day ahead or behind the fifteenth day of the
lunar month. This matter was important for the purposes of timing rituals, since the true
phase of the Moon ought to be considered, rather than simply assuming that the first or
fifteenth of the calendar month always align with the New and Full Moons respectively.
This was important to Yixing in particular, since the Vairocanābhisam. bodhi calls for the
man. d. ala to be produced on auspicious days, such as the day of the Full Moon. The fruits of
the man. d. ala would be compromised if the proper phase of the Moon—among other factors
such as the day of the week—were not strictly observed. Again, this is one rare instance in
which Yixing’s work in calendrical science was directly applicable to Buddhist activities.
Otherwise, his work in astronomy was separate from Buddhism.

7. Conclusions

The survey above shows that a newly collected data set of gnomonic measurements,
the production of an improved armillary sphere with a ring representing the ecliptic, and
generally improved astronomical theory, all enabled Yixing to create a more precise calen-
drical system at the request of the court. Yixing did not frame himself as a revolutionary
in science, but rather gave a respectful nod to his predecessors and positioned himself as
a developer atop the achievements of past figures. Later generations afforded Yixing a
significant place in the history of astronomy.

Yixing’s incorporation of concepts from the Yijing into his theoretical framework is
unique. Xing Yunlu in the 16th century interestingly does not mention Yixing throughout
his outline of Buddhist, Daoist, Indian, and Islamicate models of cosmology and astronomy
(j. 28).47 This would seem to indicate that Xing Yunlu thought of Yixing as a credible
astronomer whose work belonged to the history of official court astronomy in China. The
extant primary sources that discuss Yixing’s work in astronomy indeed do not display any
Buddhist elements, such as the cosmology of Mount Meru and the related system of kinetics
that explain planetary motions through winds. The models of kinematics we observe in
Buddhist Abhidharma literature are also absent from Yixing’s astronomical work. Yixing
instead was more inspired by Chinese—not Buddhist—metaphysics. This is an important
point, since it demonstrates that Yixing was willing to (and probably simply had to) set
aside Buddhist cosmology in order to work within a different field. This was presumably
out of necessity, since the state is unlikely to have permitted any radical changes to the
foundations of astronomy and astrometric models. The absence of any significant adoption
of Indian astronomy in Chinese translation—such as that of the Gautamas—by Yixing or
anyone else only confirms this assumption.

Another point to emphasize here is that, in reality, Yixing’s Buddhist career was largely
separate from his career as an astronomer. In other words, Buddhism neither inspired nor
informed his study of astronomy. The Buddhist community also does not appear to have
utilized his calendar or advanced scientific work in any notable capacity beyond what we
noted above. There might not have been any pressing need to do so, but this just highlights
that his two professions were, in practice, quite separate from one another.

Yixing was the only court astronomer in Chinese history who served as a monk and
officially worked on the state calendar (the aforementioned monk Kumāra was another
figure from the Tang period, but he was not commissioned to work on the state calendar),
but Yixing’s status as a monk alone cannot qualify his calendar as possessing any “Buddhist”
features or quality. We can, however, observe that it was Yixing’s eminence as a Buddhist
writer and practitioner that brought about an invitation to the capital. This relocation clearly
brought together the “causes and conditions” which enabled his career as an astronomer to
flourish. If he had not come to the capital in the capacity as an eminent monk, he might
not have ever been involved in astronomy at the state level. In that sense, Buddhism only
enabled Yixing’s career in science, but he was in large part separated from the Buddhist
community when it came to astronomy. The Buddhist community might have celebrated
his status as an astronomer, but they had little actual connection to it. In contrast to
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Needham’s aforementioned remarks, it would seem reasonable to affirm that Buddhism
neither hindered nor directly encouraged Yixing’s work in science.
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Notes

1 The relationship between Chinese literati culture and science is an ongoing and important discussion. See Kim (2014, p. 146) for
extended discussion.

2 Ronan and Needham (1978, pp. 264–65) discussed the roles of Daoism and Buddhism in the development of science in China.
Many of their statements require careful consideration, especially in light of recent studies that demonstrate in particular that
Buddhists did not ideologically or practically restrict scientific discussions. See also Needham’s study on Chinese astronomy
(Needham 1959).

3 See especially remarks in Kotyk (2020, pp. 278–281, 287).
4 I first utilized this approach of comparing state and Buddhist texts in a critical evaluation and reconstruction of Yixing’s

biographical data. See Kotyk (2018d, pp. 1–37). Later, I applied this methodology to the monk Xuanzang玄奘 (602–664). See
Kotyk (2019, pp. 513–44).

5 For biographical studies on Yixing, see Osabe (1963); Wu (2009); Kotyk (2018d).
6 The biographical survey of Yixing by Jinhua Chen remains the foundational study for our understanding of Yixing’s life. See

especially Chen (2000, pp. 25–31).
7 For a recent article on the historical study of Sanskrit in China and Japan, see Kotyk (2022b).
8 For a translation and analysis of this section in the commentary, see Kotyk (2018b).
9 Jiu Tang shu 35.1293. Translation adapted from Kotyk (2020, p. 278). “Sidereal” refers to positions in the sky based on fixed stars.

As Cullen (2000, p. 366) points out, jintui進退is a technical term that refers to a “numerical conversion between the coordinates of
a series of equal steps along the equator and a simultaneous series of equal steps along the ecliptic—but reckoned using different
set of widths of lodges.” This difference necessitated taking accurate measurements from the ecliptic.

10 Zhang Yue and Yixing had an earlier relationship before the latter moved to the capital. See Chen (2000, p. 27). The political
significance of Yixing’s appointment as an astronomer is also interesting, but this is a topic for another time.

11 Jiu Tang shu 32.1152. See chronology of Yixing’s career given in Wu (2009, p. 104). Translation adapted from Kotyk (2020, p. 278).
12 Bagchi (2011, pp. 193–94) discusses Indian or “Sino-Indian” families who operated as astronomers in the Chinese court during

the Tang period. He was one of the early, if not the first, scholar, to recognize their significance in the history of science in China.
13 Jiu Tang shu 34.1265. Kotyk (2020, p. 280). Bagchi (2011, pp. 193–94).
14 Kotyk (2018d, pp. 13–15). Jiu Tang shu 191.5113
15 For a discussion of the restrictions on the study of astrology and astronomy in Chinese Buddhism, see Kotyk (2017a). See also

Whitfield (1998).
16 SKQS 374: 412a8-9.
17 Xin Tang shu 27a.588–591.
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18 SKQS 787: 171–172.
19 Kaji (1956c). See also extended discussion in Kaji (1956a, 1956b).
20 Xin Tang shu 27a.587. Sen (1995, p. 203).
21 See remarks in Cullen (1982, pp. 24, 30–32). Cullen’s study is highly important for our understanding of mathematical astronomy

in the Tang.
22 This scripture states that certain rituals should be carried out during lunar and solar eclipses, which we ought to note would

require significant skill in astronomy. There is furthermore a need to consider the Moon’s position in the naks.atras, which
technically requires an understanding of an Indian astrometric model. See discussion of this in Kotyk (2022a).

23 The two scholars give different numbers, but I am unclear on how they arrived at them. See Ohashi (2011, p. 172); Cullen (1982,
p. 1).

24 SKQS 603: 321b4-16. The length of a single li varied over time. 1 li constitutes 1800 chi尺, each of which during the Tang period
was 31.1 cm. During the Tang, therefore, 1 li equaled roughly 0.56 km (0.35 miles). See parameters for traditional Chinese
measurements in Togawa et al. (2011, p. 1742).

25 T 2087, 51: 875b27-28.
26 Cullen (1982, p. 15). The objectively scientific quality of Yixing’s work has also been emphasized. See the study by the

Astronomical History Research Group Shanxi Observatory (1976).
27 SKQS 807: 942b10. See translation and comments in Yabuuchi (1989, p. 40).
28 Buddhists in China during the Tang period were exposed to spherical-earth models, but continued to envision the world and

write about it in flat-earth terms. See Kotyk (2021) for an extended discussion of this matter.
29 This is an important observation by Cullen (1980, p. 42). As he points out, it was only with the advent of new astronomy via the

Jesuits that astronomers in China adopted a spherical-earth model.
30 T 1796, 39: 619a2-3, 693b25-26.
31 Note that a Chinese du度 is normally translated as degree (it is a measure of circumference, and it is not angular). It would

convert to 1.014583 of a modern degree, since the Chinese did not use the originally Mesopotamian parameter of 360 units when
dividing the celestial equator. Instead, the Chinese divided the celestial equator into 365.25 units. For ease of understanding, I
simply translate the Chinese term as degree. See Guan (1989, pp. 77–80).

32 SKQS 787: 19b11-20a1
33 For a study of these texts, see Kotyk (2017b). See also Yano (1995).
34 The Chinese “lunar stations” (also translated as “mansions” following the Latin) are not identical to Indian naks.atras, but the

former ones were used as functional equivalents for the latter in East Asia. A naks.atra is also a type of lunar station, but the
varying systems of parameters in Indic sources all differ from Chinese models. Indian systems employ either 28 or 27 naks.atras.
Cullen (2017, p. 186) translates the Chinese term as “lodge” (not “lunar lodge”), which reflects the literal semantic sense of the
word. Cullen also points out that “the system of the lodges antedates the foundation of the empire by at least a few centuries: the
names of all 28 lodges appear in an approximate circle on the lid of a lacquer box found in a tomb dated to 433 BCE’. The earliest
list of these with measurements dates to 139 BCE.” Cullen does not accept the oft-used translation of “lunar mansion”—which in
itself is a reflection of the Latin translation of the twenty-eight manāzil from Arabic. Cullen (2011, pp. 83–95) points out that in
usage, it is not only the Moon that can lodge in these stations, but the other planets as well. However, I think that the concept in
question is still connected to the Moon, given the lunar orbital period of 27.3 days. Whether the Moon was consciously associated
with the stations or not also likely changed over the centuries. In the mid-Tang period (eighth century), Amoghavajra very clearly
connected them to the Moon, following the example of the naks.atras, a connection that already had a precedent in the Chinese
translation of the Śārdūlakarn. āvadāna. See discussions in Kotyk (2022a).

35 T 1308, 21: 450c5-7.
36 Yuanshi 52.1131.
37 Xin Tang shu 31.806. Adapted from translation in Kotyk (2020, p. 279). See also relevant discussion in same article.
38 Xin Tang shu 31.806–807.
39 Jiu Tang shu 34.1241–1242.
40 The problem here is that the Jiu Tang shu reads六虛之差十九太, but this is unclear in meaning. I believe liu六 is a scribal error for

fen分. Jiu Tang shu, 34.1240–1241. Same in Xin Tang shu 28a.646. The parameters for lunar stations relative to the celestial equator
include a comment that reads虛分七百七十九太. This gives us 779.75. To understand this, we need to see the section concerning
the solar path (bu richan shu步日躔術), which gives the following parameters (Xin Tang shu 28a.642): Degrees of ecliptic: 365 (周
天度三百六十五). Portion of Xu: 779.75 (虛分七百七十九太). [Rate of] precession: 36.75 (歳差三十六太). To make sense of the
latter two numbers, we have to divide them by the “universal formula” (tongfa通法) of the calendar, which is 3040 (the number
of units of time within a single day according to this calendrical system). See Zhang et al. (2008, p. 497). The ecliptic becomes
365.2564 Chinese degrees, and the annual rate of precession is 0.01208. Yixing calculated that the Sun retreats 1 degree every
83 years, hence an annual rate of 0.01208 × 83 = 1.00264 (Chinese degree). Yixing clearly sought to account for the difference
between the sidereal (avg. 365.2563 days in modern terms) and tropical years (avg. 365.2421 days), a difference of approximately
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twenty minutes according to the modern standard. Also, the lunar station Xu is comprised of 10.2564 Chinese degrees. Compare
also Table 2 in Yano (1986, p. 30).

41 The day is comprised of thirty muhūrtas. The dimension of a naks.atra was defined based on the amount of time required for the
Moon to transit through it. Although Buddhists were aware of it, this model was never actively observed in China or Japan. See
discussions in Kotyk (2022a). Zenba (1952, pp. 174–82).

42 SKQS 807: 937a8-9. See alternate translation in Yabuuchi (1989, pp. 21–22). This system here is related to the navām. śas or ninths of
a zodiac sign. The navām. śas, it appears, are an autochthonous Indian concept, but some scholars have connected it to a concept
also attested in Hellenistic/Latin horoscopy, although this link is only speculative and tentative in character. See Gansten (2018, p.
180, fn. 60).

43 T 1796, 39: 618a8-11. Translation adapted from Kotyk (2018b, p. 15).
44 日月合度謂之朔. Xin Tang shu 27a.594.
45 Xin Tang shu 27a.591. Translation adapted from Kotyk (2018b, pp. 13–14). The terms nü朒 and tiao朓 specifically refer to the

apparently irregular visibility of the first and last crescent on the calculated mean day of the New Moon, which indicates that the
“New Moon” as specified in the calendar is not the true New Moon. I must thank the anonymous peer-reviewer for pointing out
this fact.

46 T 1796, 39: 617c28-618a5. Translation adapted from Kotyk (2018b, 12–13).
47 SKQS 787: 320–331.
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