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Abstract

The case of Runzhou shows how Buddhist culture took on a literati inflection within Tang-
dynasty Jiangnan. Runzhou, where north—south routes converged with a dense waterway
network, served as a major center of mobility and cultural exchange. Since the Wei and
Jin periods, the region had also been shaped by aristocratic lineages whose traditions of
literary learning and self-cultivation remained influential into the Tang. Drawing on bi-
ographical, epigraphic, and literary sources, this article argues that the literati inflection
of Runzhou Buddhist culture was not limited to the social origins or literary accomplish-
ments of individual monks and nuns. It also shaped the ways in which monastic identity
was remembered, Buddhist space was perceived, and cultivation was interpreted. Moun-
tain dwelling placed Buddhist cultivation in sustained relation with the natural world and
brought it close to literati traditions of withdrawal without making the two identical. In
Ox-head Chan (Niutou zong “-Ff%%), the Middle Way remained grounded in the Madhya-
maka tradition, while in Runzhou it found practical expression in everyday conduct that
stood close to literati modes of self-cultivation. This literati inflection did not dissolve Bud-
dhist practice into literati culture; rather, it helped give Runzhou Buddhism its particular
local form.

Keywords: Runzhou Buddhist culture; literati inflection; Tang dynasty; Jiangnan Buddhism;
Ox-head Chan

1. Introduction

Zhenjiang in present-day Jiangsu, known in antiquity as Runzhou, belonged to
Danyang Commandery in the Tang dynasty. During the Kaiyuan 7t (713-741) and
Tianbao K# (742-756) reign periods, it ranked first among the eighteen prefectures of
the Jiangnan East Circuit; across the river lay Yangzhou, and nearby stood Jinling. Run-
zhou's historical importance rested on its position at Jingkou, where the Grand Canal met
the Yangtze and the routes of Jianghuai and Jiangnan converged. Huangfu Ran 2/}
(c. 716-769) wrote, “When did this place first come to be? The great river has flowed since
antiquity” (Huangfu 1985, p. 20). This location also made Runzhou a recurrent military
objective. It was occupied or contested during the uprisings of Xu Jingye ###(3 (d. 684)
in 684, Li Lin Z28% (d. 757) in 756, and Li Qi Z4*§ (741-807) in 806, all of which involved
attempts to control the routes and fiscal resources connecting the Yangtze with Jiangnan.
These conflicts attest to the strategic importance of Runzhou’s position.

Runzhou’s regional position becomes clearer when Tang Jiangnan is viewed through
two intersecting routes. One extended across the Jiangdong plain through Runzhou,
Changzhou, Suzhou, Hangzhou, and Yuezhou; the other followed the Yangtze and its
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connected waterways through Yangzhou, Runzhou, Xuanzhou, and Jiangzhou. Within
the Jiangnan East Circuit, the neighboring prefectures developed different regional func-
tions. Suzhou was aleading agrarian and fiscal center; Hangzhou benefited from transport
through the Qiantang estuary and maritime commerce; Yuezhou served as the principal
administrative center of eastern Zhejiang; and Changzhou was noted for craft production.
Runzhou’s importance lay less in a single form of production than in its position at the
intersection of the Jiangnan canal system and the Yangtze corridor. Monks crossed the
river from Yangzhou, moved between Runzhou and Jinling, or departed for more distant
Buddhist centers; literati and foreign envoys likewise encountered Runzhou monasteries
while travelling through the region. The same network connected urban monasteries with
the mountain sites around which Ox-head Chan was remembered. Runzhou Buddhist cul-
ture therefore took shape through the conjunction of regional mobility, inherited Jiangnan
literati culture, and a mountain world that remained accessible from the principal routes
of travel.

Buddhist life in Tang Runzhou was marked by a dense local texture. The fate of Bud-
dhism coincides with shifts in politics, economy, and society, and such shifts often take
visible geographic form (Jorgensen 2005, p. 474). In Runzhou, this means that Buddhist
flourishing cannot be separated from the region’s local configuration. The same place that
gathered traffic, commerce, and urban life also gathered monasteries. Liu Yanshi %5 52
(d. 812) of the middle Tang writes in his poem “Mooring by Night at the River Mouth
in Runzhou”:

FRULAIGEE BRI, B2 BE AT . T KSR 2, M EE 2.

“On the autumn river, white-crested waves are about to rise; merchants watch
the wind and dare not cross. By midnight, the lamps of a thousand boats have
gone out. Alone, I hear the monastery bells and realize how many temples there
are” (Yanshi Liu 1987, p. 678).

The poem matters here less as a description of river travel than as evidence that Buddhist
presence had entered local awareness. The poet does not need to see the monasteries one
by one; the bells are enough to make their number felt. Heard at the river mouth, the
monastery bells show that Runzhou Buddhism had already become part of the region’s
lived and remembered environment. It is from this local Buddhist culture, rather than
from a separate literary embellishment, that its literati inflection could take shape.

The term “Runzhou Buddhist culture” should be understood as an open regional con-
cept. It concerns not only the native origins of monks and nuns but also the spatial sphere
of their activity. One point in particular deserves emphasis: Tang Runzhou did not corre-
spond exactly to present-day Zhenjiang, and its population also participated in processes
of overlap, circulation, and incorporation. As A Forest of Pearls from the Dharma Garden
(Fayuan zhulin 3352k #K) records:

RN LR S R, REETRE N, BRI ASSE, RV RN %5

Fo vrrn FHB A =FWUANH, DA ILESE, BRE, BEAL, %

AR S, B TR 5

“The monk Zhicong of Qixia Monastery on Mount She in Tang Runzhou—his

native place is unknown. Formerly he resided at Baima Monastery in Yangzhou;

later he crossed the river and stayed at Anle Monastery in Yangzhou. ... On

the eighth day of the fourth month in the twenty-third year of Zhenguan (649),

after taking a light meal, he went to Zhiguan Monastery, bade farewell to the

assembly, returned to his own room, sat upright, and died; a strange fragrance
filled the whole district of Danyang” (Daoshi 1991, p. 481).
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The Ox-head school can hardly be understood as a Jiangnan Buddhist phenomenon with-
out considering the sustained traffic and cultural exchange linking Runzhou with Jiangn-
ing, Jinling, the Huai-Yang region, and Suzhou. Runzhou Buddhist culture, then, should
be treated as an open regional formation rather than a rigid territorial category. The literati
inflection examined in this article took shape within this wider regional setting.

Here, “literati” refers not to a fixed social class but to participants in a social and cul-
tural world shaped by classical learning, literary composition and calligraphy, official ser-
vice, lineage affiliation, and traditions of self-cultivation and reclusion. It is not synony-
mous with either aristocratic status or a generalized aesthetic temperament. Aristocratic
lineage could provide a social basis for participation in this world, while literary accom-
plishment and cultivated perception were characteristic modes of its expression. “Literati
inflection” describes the imprint of this world on Runzhou Buddhist culture without imply-
ing that Buddhist life was absorbed into literati culture. This imprint appears in the narra-
tion of monks and nuns through lineage and learning, the poetic perception of monasteries
and mountain dwelling, and the points of proximity between Ox-head Chan and literati
modes of self-cultivation. The term therefore names a cultural process rather than a fixed
social identity or a distinct literary genre.

The materials on which this study relies belong to commemorative and narrative gen-
res in which Buddhist lives are made publicly intelligible. However, this article does not
take this level of textual convention as its final object of analysis, nor does it treat such
conventions as external representations detachable from Buddhist history as a prior social
reality. What is at stake are two interrelated moments within the same cultural process,
namely representation and the historical intelligibility produced through it. Accordingly,
the article uses the notion of “the literati inflection of Buddhism itself,” which designates
the historically mediated form that emerges as Buddhist life becomes intelligible through
these commemorative and narrative regimes. What is observed in the sources is not Bud-
dhist life in an unmediated form but the formation of Buddhist identity, space, and culti-
vation as they become legible within a literati world. Such practices constitute the cultural
form through which Runzhou Buddhism is articulated.

Literati learning among monks and mountain dwelling belonged to the broader world
of Tang Buddhism in both north and south. In Runzhou, these features took shape at the in-
tersection of inherited Jiangnan literary culture and extensive regional mobility, within the
same local world in which Ox-head Chan emerged. This historically specific conjunction
defines the local scope of the argument developed here. The social ground of this literati
inflection lay in lineage and literary formation, which continued to shape the narration of
monastic identity after ordination. Nor was their influence confined to the persons who
carried them. It also shaped how monasteries were understood, bringing Buddhist mean-
ing into relation with literati perception. Mountain dwelling carried this relation beyond
representation, making distance from worldly life a sustained condition of monastic culti-
vation. Ox-head Chan brought it further inward, to mind and the Middle Way. Freedom
from fixed distinctions was given practical form in everyday conduct, bringing Chan culti-
vation close to literati self-cultivation; yet the Madhyamaka basis of the Middle Way kept
the two forms of cultivation from becoming identical. Seen in this progression, the literati
inflection was not merely a social background but part of the form in which Runzhou Bud-
dhism was lived and understood.

2. The Literati Background of Runzhou Buddhist Culture

Monastic and literati identities were institutionally distinct, yet in Tang Jiangnan they
often occupied overlapping social and cultural worlds. Before Buddhism entered China,
the ideal of the Chinese literatus had already moved between two poles: service in of-
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fice and withdrawal from public life for private cultivation. Kieschnick’s discussion of
the “monk-scholar” is important precisely because it places Buddhist monastic distinc-
tion within this older Chinese field of value. The monk-scholar was expected to know
Buddhist scriptures, but scriptural mastery alone was not enough. He also had to show
command of the Chinese classics, literary learning, and the cultivated forms of judgment
through which intellectual authority was recognized in medieval China (Kieschnick 1997,
pp- 112-13). This point clarifies the sense in which Runzhou Buddhist culture may be
described as literati-inflected. It was not simply that some monks came from educated
families or happened to write well. Monastic distinction itself could be narrated through
values shared with the literati world. Learning, calligraphy, family background, and cul-
tivated withdrawal were not external embellishments of Buddhist life; they helped make
Runzhou Buddhist culture socially and culturally legible within a literati world.

Family background remained important in accounts of monks active in Runzhou. The
biography of Xuankui Xi& of Jiangning offers a revealing case. He died at the age of
twenty-six from an illness contracted while returning from his travels in the Western Re-
gions. The Great Tang Biographies of Eminent Monks Who Sought the Dharma in the Western
Regions (Da Tang Xiyu qgiufa gaoseng zhuan K JF PEIHRIZ F 5 14) states:

ZOEMREE, REMNTEAE . B, SRkmsE, OO, MR, SR

i, POZEMEHE. FOEREEER. MATRIE THR, Rk, KHLER, SEAE.

W EAE, AR AT ROR, SRR, TERERKS, IR #. FHOUH

“The Vinaya master Xuankui was a native of Jiangning in Runzhou. His secu-
lar surname was Hu. He came from a distinguished aristocratic family, was well
versed in letters and history, valued benevolence and righteousness, and revered
the Dharma and the sangha. His family line continued in unbroken succession,
and its good reputation never declined. He entered monastic life as a child and,
as he grew older, came to revere virtue. After receiving full ordination, he stood
apart from the common run. He was widely learned in the Vinaya and was es-
pecially devoted to Chan stillness. His observance of the precepts was rigorous,
and few could compare with him. He listened to the great scriptures and ex-
plored their profound meanings. He delighted in literature, and was especially
refined in cursive and clerical script” (Yijing 1988, p. 145).

Although Xuankui was a Vinaya master rather than a member of the Ox-head school, he
remains relevant here as a monk whose life and identity were closely tied to Runzhou. As
Jacques Gernet observes, Buddhist faith enjoyed its greatest vitality in the upper strata of
Chinese society (Gernet 1995, p. 293). In his account, this vitality is not explained by de-
votion alone. It is tied to the social worlds in which pious works, family prestige, political
position, and the wish for lasting merit reinforce one another. Xuankui’s biography follows
this pattern. His Buddhist distinction is not presented through Vinaya learning alone. The
text first situates him within a “distinguished aristocratic family,” then adds his command
of letters and history, his reverence for the Dharma, his discipline in the precepts, his devo-
tion to Chan stillness, and finally his refinement in cursive and clerical script. These details
do not form a loose list of accomplishments. They show how monastic authority could be
written through the prestige and cultivation that gave elite life its social weight. Xuankui
is presented as an eminent monk not by leaving those resources behind, but by carrying
them into the description of Buddhist practice.

The middle-Tang epitaph written by Quan Deyu #E££8 (759-818) for Yuanying st/
of Zhaodai Monastery in Runzhou follows the same pattern:
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MENEZH, REEME, KAERTZIl, BEFRRE. L, AR
BRES, R, (RS, IEIbR. sPIfrRcEaE, RISt . B,
BRE AL I, RAPRECRRRE A, SR, R, 2P EBOCREMR L,
HESE NS, b4 e, HMERACEE, AR EM L, HEHRIE. mMHEK2
B, ®aEONE, BRI POMERZ R, TR .

“In childhood she received the instruction proper to princely households; early
on she married into a family of virtue; later she was shaped by the teachings
proper to married life; and finally she awakened to the Buddhist teaching of ‘cast-
ing off the raft.” To recount it in detail, her secular surname was Lu. Her lineage
was eminent and distinguished, illustrious from Han and Wei down to Northern
Qi. Her sixth-generation ancestor was Sidao, Gentleman Attendant at the Yel-
low Gate. Her great-grandfather Ti withdrew from office and lived in seclusion.
Her grandfather Xuan served as court gentleman and companion to the Prince
of Bin, and was posthumously ennobled as director of the Palace Library. Her fa-
ther Yun served as court gentleman and prefect of Wuzhou. Her paternal uncles
successively governed famous prefectures: when they went out, they acted as fa-
thers and mothers to the people; when they entered the court, they became great
ministers. For two generations the family was linked by marriage to the Pei. On
her mother’s side too, many were worthy: they alternated in the six ministries
and appeared in succession among the nine provincial governorships. The splen-
dor of their official caps and tassels, within and without the court, surpassed that
of the entire scholar class” (Quan 2013, p. 296).

The epitaph does more than record Yuanying’s family background. It places her monastic
awakening within a carefully ordered sequence of aristocratic formation, from princely
instruction and marriage into a cultivated household to paternal and maternal lineages of
officeholding, and finally to the Buddhist teaching of “casting off the raft.” Her entry into
monastic life is therefore not narrated as a simple rupture with the world from which she
came. It is presented as a transformation of the cultural formation that had already shaped
her. Aristocratic pedigree, cultivated reclusion, and Buddhist renunciation are made to
belong to the same life history. The literati world was therefore not only the background
from which monks and nuns emerged but also part of the cultural formation carried into
Buddhist life. This formation continued to shape the ways in which monastic identities
were narrated after ordination.

The literati inflection of Runzhou Buddhist culture was not limited to the description
of monks and nuns; it also appears in the literary presentation of Buddhist sites. Zhang Hu
A (d. 853) writes of this relation in “Ascending the Upper Chamber of Cihe Monastery
in Runzhou on an Autumn Night”:

TR R B, e L. N7 A, BRE LT REWR. MR
HERAK, SEEFERUEME . MpE TR, RO EE AR

“On a clear autumn night, the dust of the market lanes briefly settles; the golden
pagoda wheel gleams fresh with jeweled dew. Along the central path, people
walk as the moon rises from the sea; above, cranes call beneath a sky filled with
stars. Half the tower’s shadow falls across the deep riverbank; the cold sound
of the bell reaches the distant woodland mist. When the monks’ cells are shut, I

descend from the tower, my dream-soul already half released from the bonds of
the world” (Zhang 1987, p. 131).

What matters is not the visual range opened by height alone, but the way ascent gives the
Buddhist site a momentary distance from worldly entanglement. Cihe Monastery does not
become a doctrinal image of liberation, nor does it become scenery detached from worship.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070830


https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070830

Religions 2026, 17, 830

60f 14

Here poetry and Buddhism proceed, in Stephen Owen’s phrase, “side by side rather than
in tension” (Owen 2017, p. 400). Its space acquires a literati inflection because the loosening
of worldly ties is given form within the Buddhist setting of Tang Runzhou. By a striking
coincidence, Cui Zhiyuan 4 #(i# (b. 857), the Silla envoy to Tang China from Gyeongju,
also visits Runzhou and composes an almost identically titled poem, “Ascending the Upper
Chamber of Cihe Monastery in Runzhou”:

B R, AR . B IEOR, TR S A, FE

BEMEE, AR E AR, MABMRKGRRE, RIAGEIHH.

“For a moment, as I ascend, I leave the dust of diverging roads behind; chanting
as I climb and descend, my sorrow only deepens. Horn-calls and waves sound
through dawn and dusk; within the shadow of green hills stand men of past and
present. Frost strikes the jade trees, leaving the flowers without a master; warm
winds from Jinling let the grasses make their own spring. Thanks to the lingering
traces of the Xie family estate, this place forever renews the spirit of poets” (Nan
2008, p. 601).

Cui’s poem thus situates Cihe Monastery within a lineage of literati memory extending
from the Jin to the Tang. Throughout the Tang, the literary atmosphere of Runzhou was
deeply marked by the cultural refinement of Jiangnan. Yin Fan f&#, who once held a liter-
ary post in Runzhou, is relevant here because his critical activity reveals this atmosphere.
His lost Collection of Poetry from Danyang (Danyang ji +F%%E), which gathered poets from
Yanling, Qu’a, Jurong, Jiangning, and Dantu, suggests that Runzhou was not only a ge-
ographical unit but also a literary field in which refined temperament and poetic evalu-
ation were mutually sustained. Within such a field, Buddhist monasteries could be per-
ceived not merely as ritual institutions, but also as places where local memory and literati
taste converged.

In the Tang, Buddhist monasteries in Runzhou brought together works by celebrated
artists and writers of different periods. A fine example is Yuan Huangzhi 70 Z’s “Stele
on the Vimalakirti Image at Waguan Monastery in Jiangning County, Runzhou,” which
recounts in richly colored language the origin of the transformation scene (bianxiang %#4H)
at the monastery:

TLBBR UM P, 2RI HRRIS C Pr W . ML LR, TEek, A
RRRTZH, = NEHRZB, fEERAT 21, KRBT 98, By R
i, MERERCHERE 2K, e R, AR Z 7.

“The transformation scene at Waguan Monastery in Jiangning County was
painted by Gu Kaizhi, the Tiger-Head General of the Jin. Above, it entwines the
constellations; below, it controls Jinling. Through six dynasties this is the capital
of emperors; through three divisions it enters the domains of princely descen-
dants. It is a land in which rites and yielding circulate, a region in which numi-
nous excellence is born. Vulture Peak shares the tiger-crouching mountain; the
wild-goose pagoda rests beside dragon-coiling waters. Where hidden profun-
dity and topographic advantage meet, there stands the monastery of Waguan”
(Li et al. 1966, pp. 4524-25).

In Yuan Huangzhi’s account, Waguan Monastery brings together Buddhist sacred geogra-
phy, Jinling’s historical prestige, and the artistic legacy of Gu Kaizhi 152 (c. 344-406).
Gu’s Vimalakirti image makes the monastery a bearer of Jin cultural memory. Here, the
literati inflection of Runzhou Buddhist culture takes shape through the incorporation of
this inherited memory into the monastery’s Buddhist identity.

The literati world from which many monks and nuns emerged remained present
within Buddhist life, while the historical and literary memory it sustained became part of
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how Runzhou’s monasteries were understood. Its continuing presence grounded the literati
inflection of Runzhou Buddhism in the social and cultural life of Tang-dynasty Jiangnan.

3. Mountain Dwelling in Runzhou Buddhist Culture

The human body could serve as a measure of architectural space. In Xu Deng’s &%
Tang stele inscription for Fuxing Monastery in Shangyuan County, Runzhou, Chan mas-
ter Daorong & is said to have measured buildings by reference to his own body. For
example, he “measured the hall by placing the heart at the center” (Dong 1983, p. 4497). In
this account, the body itself becomes the standard by which architectural space is ordered.
Mountain dwelling belongs to a different order of habitation. It does not begin from the
measurement of a building, but from the mountain’s capacity to hold a life apart from the
ordinary world. For Tang literati, that apartness had long been associated with distance
from office life; to dwell in the mountains was to turn distance into a cultivated form of life.
For monks, the same apartness carried another meaning. It allowed Buddhist practice to
take root in a particular place, so that the mountain was no longer only a setting but part
of the life of practice itself.

In Runzhou, mountain dwelling took shape within a concrete local landscape. The
mountain rose beside the river, controlled routes of passage, and carried local memory; in
the case of Ox-head Mountain, it also became the place where a Chan lineage was imag-
ined to begin. For this reason, Buddhist mountain dwelling in Runzhou was not simply a
matter of monastic seclusion. It also entered a Jiangnan literati world in which the moun-
tain suggested a life at some distance from official service and worldly ties. Kieschnick
notes that conversations between literati and monks often took place in remote mountain
monasteries, where Buddhist discussion could coexist with a longing for a quieter and
more withdrawn life (Kieschnick 2003, p. 289). In Runzhou Buddhist culture, such over-
lap did not turn monastic cultivation into literati reclusion. It shows instead how Buddhist
mountain dwelling could bear a literati inflection while remaining directed toward Bud-
dhist practice.

Within the Ox-head tradition, mountain dwelling begins with Farong 7%l (594-657).
In the “Record of the New Pagoda of Master Rong, First Patriarch of Ox-head Mountain”
by Liu Yuxi %I (772-842), Farong says:

FRSR I RE, AR, KGR, SoEini s . fEml, A, Bl

SR, ORI, UIMIREL. S, Bk, 2. HJE

o, EEEGRVT, BEAREH, B HLAES, BEAERCE. TR, RER

IS, PEEHR, FRES.

“My resolve was to seek the Dharma beyond the world; thus I entered Juqu, re-
lied on the monk Jiong, and exchanged the scholar’s robe for the black robe of
monastic life. I then moved to this mountain, sat in repose in a stone chamber,
and through the responsive power of wisdom brought about marvels: springs
gushed forth from the dry foothills, and divine powers made themselves mani-
fest. Thus white lotus flowers bloomed in the snow, a giant snake was subdued,
and herds of deer came to hear the Dharma. During the Zhenguan reign period
(627-649), the monk from Shuangfeng crossed the river, looked toward Ox-head
Mountain, and, setting down his staff, said, ‘This mountain possesses the qi of
the Way; there ought to be one here who has attained it.” He then went east and
indeed encountered the Master. Their natures corresponded and their spirits
matched, to the point of wordlessness” (Yuxi Liu 1975, p. 42).

The force of this account does not depend on treating these marvels as verifiable events.
Springs, white lotus flowers, snakes, and deer belong to the narrative language through
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which Buddhist sacred biography makes sanctity visible. Schama’s claim that “landscapes
are culture before they are nature” is borne out in the Ox-head Mountain materials (Schama
1995, p. 61). The mountain here is not raw terrain later adorned with Buddhist legend;
it is already encountered through meditative practice and responsive signs that make it
readable as a Buddhist landscape. What matters here is that these signs arise from the
mountain itself. Farong’s meditation is not narrated as an inward act detached from place;
it causes Ox-head Mountain to respond. The mountain becomes capable of producing wa-
ter and flowers, subduing snakes, and drawing deer to hear the Dharma. Such religious
narration does not merely embellish the biography of a monk. It turns mountain dwelling
into the process by which a local landscape becomes a Buddhist place. Farong’s biogra-
phy makes Ox-head Mountain a “gathering” site in Robson’s sense, where Farong’s prac-
tice, the mountain’s responsive signs, and later Buddhist memory converge (Robson 2009,
pp- 23-24). The mountain’s religious character is formed through the signs that gather
around Farong’s dwelling. As these signs are bound to his practice, Farong becomes in-
separable from the place in which his sanctity is made visible. Ox-head Mountain therefore
enters Buddhist memory both as the site where Farong dwelt and as the place in which his
sanctity became visible and transmissible. The meeting between Daoxin &% (580-651)
and Farong is also placed within this mountain logic. Daoxin goes east to Ox-head Moun-
tain because he observes the qi of the mountain. In other words, mountain dwelling is
the historical and narrative setting in which the Ox-head lineage comes into being. The
narrative does not treat the mountain as inert terrain. It attributes qi to the mountain and
makes that gi part of the conditions through which the Ox-head lineage comes into being.
Nor is dwelling presented as passive confinement. It is a form of awakened understand-
ing, unfolding between experience and transcendence, between the human body and the
myriad things, and within the movement of qi that links the cosmos to the master-disciple
transmission of the Dharma.

In ancient Chinese Buddhist architectural culture, two poles stand in dynamic ten-
sion. One is the hall, conducive to collective worship, though it may also serve individual
cultivation. The other is the pagoda, beneficial to individual cultivation, though it too may
become an object of collective veneration. By the Tang, cave monasteries had already fused
these two dimensions: they possess at once the grand public face of Buddhist propagation
visible at sites such as Mogao and Longmen, and the interiorized meditation associated
with relic interment and contemplation within the cave itself. In Runzhou, however, the
general tendency of cave monasteries differs fundamentally from the independent and
complete built structures of temples, mansions, and halls. To choose the mountain as one’s
abode, to take one’s place in a stone chamber, is to enter into an intimate relation with rock
and mountain, and thereby to find a space suitable for quiet cultivation. This tendency
gives the narrative logic of Runzhou Buddhism its distinctive force. Runzhou “controls”
the river, and what makes such control possible is the body of the mountain itself. Moun-
tain dwelling is precisely the special cultural memory of local Buddhism. The Record of the
Search for the Profundities of the Huayan Sutra (Huayan jing tanxuan ji %448 % i0) states:

SAEEMIT R AL, R B PR S, RIRED ST (2 RSO,
RFFRF H B

“At present, in Runzhou south of the Yangtze, there is Ox-head Mountain; within
it there now exists a Buddhist cave monastery, corresponding to the northern
Indian type. Tradition says that the images of four pratyekabuddhas appear there
from time to time” (Fazang 1995, p. 61).

The “jing” in Jingkou originally denotes an artificially piled-up high mound. A high
mound is not pastoral ground: it may be used for defense, but it may also be used for Chan
practice. It must be stressed that the “mountain” of mountain dwelling is not a device for
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testing the sangha’s will. In this context, mountain dwelling should not be understood as a
test of ascetic endurance. Its value lies in providing a protected setting for meditative con-
centration. It offers distance from heat and cold, wind and rain, and the dust of ordinary
life, while allowing practice to remain close to the changing vitality of the mountains.

In the Ox-head tradition, one dwells in the mountains in life and returns to the moun-
tains in death as well. The account of the third-generation master Huifang £ 77 (629-695),
a native of Yanling in Runzhou, reads:

HERIRE, WA TN, BIRTE, ARWERE, SR, SSEERATEE. UK

AR B S RERT, QUKL R BREAREUUER: “HER, WREREEMIN. 7

LFINFRE, BICAB. RERMUENH—H, IhE#H, RRERLH,

B, BENLA.

“When he was about to enter extinction, he saw more than five hundred figures
with hair hanging behind their heads like bodhisattvas, each holding banners
and flowers and asking the Dharma master to preach. He also sensed that the
mountain deity appeared before the courtyard in the form of a great python, as
if about to weep in farewell. The master said to his attendant Hongdao, ‘I am
leaving; report this to my disciples.” By the time the disciples came running, the
master had already passed away. It was the first day of the eighth month in the
first year of Tiance (695). The forests and groves turned white, the streams ceased
flowing for seven days, and both monks and laymen mourned him; the sound of
grief shook the valleys” (Daoyuan 2000, p. 52).

The steps by which a monk enters final extinction seem unable to escape a certain pattern,
beginning with the vision of sentient beings, then that of self-nature, and finally that of
disciples. Sentient beings are thereby delivered and appear in the form of bodhisattvas; the
python-body points to self-nature; the disciples who arrive in the third encounter always
come too late and cannot receive the final charge. All of this takes place in the mountains.
The whitening woods and the grief echoing through the valleys make the landscape part
of the master’s final passage. The Ox-head masters are thus remembered through their
continued relation to the mountain. Nor is this way of leaving the world a one-time event.
The fourth-generation master Fachi i£F (635-702), also a native of Jiangning in Runzhou,
transmitted the Dharma to master Zhiwei %/ & (653-729). The account of his death reads:

RERGZFENAALH, SREREREFEER. BRSERMR T, #:5E.

W H, SRR, S0, priESErTREEs, BHimk.

“On the fifth day of the ninth month in the second year of Chang’an (702), he
died in the Wuchang Cloister of Yanzuo Monastery in Jinling. He left instruc-
tions that his exposed bones be placed beneath a pine so that birds and beasts
might feed upon them. On the day his remains were carried out, divine banners
came through the sky from the west and circled the mountain several times; the
bamboo grove of the former courtyard where he had lived turned white for seven
days” (Daoyuan 2000, p. 52).

The whitening of the grove may almost be regarded as a sign of the nirvana of Ox-head
masters. This recurrent association between mountain dwelling and death appears as a
constructed narrative within Ox-head sources, rather than a direct reflection of histori-
cal practice. The fifth-generation master Zhiwei, likewise a native of Jiangning in Run-
zhou, gave similar instructions before passing away at the age of seventy-seven: “Place
my corpse in the forest and offer it to the birds and beasts” (Daoyuan 2000, p. 53).
Viewed in this light, mountain dwelling is not an isolated gesture of quietist self-
cultivation. In Runzhou Buddhist culture, mountain dwelling becomes possible not simply
because there are mountains in which to dwell, but because a whole set of practices unfolds
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around them, including cultivation, habitation, travel, and exchange. Mountain dwelling
thus constitutes a distinctive mode of Buddhist life in Runzhou. This mode of life gives
Runzhou Buddhism its local character and shows how it became literati-inflected.

4. Ox-Head Chan and the Practice of the Middle Way

Runzhou Buddhist culture was also marked by a strong reputation for Chan prac-
tice. According to The Jingde Record of the Transmission of the Lamp (Jingde chuandeng lu
1% %), Chan master Zhizhen # ¥ of Guishan in Fuzhou, whose training began at
Hualin Monastery in Fuzhou, went specifically to Tianxiang Monastery in Dantu: “In the
first year of Yuanhe JG Al (806) of the Tang, he received the precepts at Tianxiang Monastery
in Dantu, Runzhou. He did not study sutras and treatises, but longed only for dhyana”
(Daoyuan 2000, p. 153). Zhizhen’s journey suggests that Runzhou had acquired a reputa-
tion for Chan practice.

The Ox-head school stood between Northern and Southern Chan and was closer to the
Southern current. In Runzhou, its approach to cultivation took shape through a sustained
concern with xin /0> (mind). This orientation sought a non-extreme form of Chan awak-
ening, avoiding partiality and pursuing the Middle Way (zhongdao H1i#&). The Middle
Way was of course not unique to Ox-head Chan. From Nagarjuna onward, Madhyamaka
reasoning used negation to loosen attachment to fixed views, and through the translations
of Kumarajiva (344—413), this language of emptiness and nonduality entered Chinese Bud-
dhist discourse. In the Sanlun tradition, especially in the work of Jizang 7 (549-623), it
was developed into a refined method of doctrinal analysis, directed toward dismantling
attachment not only to being and nonbeing, but also to emptiness and the Middle itself.
Ox-head Chan inherits this broader problem of nonattachment, but it shifts the emphasis
from doctrinal exposition to the realization of nonattachment in practice. Its concern with
mind places the Middle Way within the concrete work of cultivation, where freedom from
fixed distinctions is enacted differently according to persons, situations, and encounters.

This inward orientation brought Ox-head Chan close to forms of cultivation associ-
ated with literati reclusion and Daoist practice, but the three should not be collapsed into
one another. The literati recluse turns withdrawal into a cultivated way of inhabiting the
world beyond office. The Daoist practitioner seeks attunement to the movement of nature
and the Dao, often through practices such as xinzhai (>3 and zuowang 44 &. The Buddhist
monk, by contrast, remains directed toward liberation from karmic existence through the
loosening of attachment and the clarification of mind and nature. The literati inflection of
Ox-head Chan therefore lies in proximity rather than identity. Buddhist liberation could
be expressed in a language and manner recognizable within a literati world, while still
preserving its specifically Buddhist aim.

The “Stele Inscription for the Great Master of Jingshan at Helin Monastery in Run-
zhou” presents a retrospectively constructed transmission sequence, running from Farong
through Zhiyan % j# (600-677), Huifang, Fachi, and Zhiwei to Xuansu % % (668-752). This
sequence can be read as an inscriptional framing of Ox-head identity as a continuous lin-
eage of transmission, rather than as a historical genealogy. The inscription situates Xuansu
within this lineage. The inscription states:

RENE LAV Z . BT MR, BYERIE. BimnTkE. SEmeA.

...... EAEE NEREERE, PERIN. EREERR, WREEN. BAEIE, LR,

A I RIE, BOOmES. RERS, EHEERE, AR, DA

FE, GFEMOK, S gL . EREAR, WRREZAER, HIRAEH, 2T
o SRETH R ANEE, RSB 2 EIRITAE, 2R

“The Great Master addressed them all as bodhisattvas. He taught the Great Ve-
hicle, restrained falsity, and brought self-nature back to its source. There is no
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gradualness one may merely follow, and no suddenness one may simply enter.
... For those who are to awaken, the inner pearl, though hidden, still serves as
a prior cause. The medicinal herbs are ten thousand in kind, yet root and stem
alike receive the same moisture. His bearing was gentle and his speech sparse;
when hunger came he ate, and when full he withdrew. Some, on hearing his
honored title, turned toward the good; some, on seeing his manifest bodily form,
attained alone. I harbor no discriminating thought; the Way is vast and compas-
sion complete. He did not ask whether food was salty or sour; his mouth did
not speak of heat or cold. His body was like the water of a pond, satisfying the
hunger and thirst of mosquitoes and gnats. The Way departs from self and other
and accords with the comings and goings of sentient beings. Noble and base,
resentful and intimate —this Dharma is equal to all. Thus when sweet delicacies
were offered he did not refuse them, treating them no differently from coarse
food; when fine garments were presented he did not reject them, holding them
equal to ragged robes” (Dong 1983, p. 4497).

The distinctive contribution of Ox-head Chan lies in its transcendence of the opposition
between sudden and gradual awakening. The phrase “there is no gradualness one may
merely follow, and no suddenness one may simply enter” should therefore not be read
only as a doctrinal compromise between gradual and sudden awakening. It points instead
to a distinctive Ox-head refusal to settle awakening within a fixed polarity. In this sense,
the Middle Way is not a neutral midpoint, but a way of loosening attachment to the very
alternatives through which practice is usually conceptualized. This is why Xuansu’s con-
duct is described not through scholastic exposition, but through ordinary acts: eating when
hungry, withdrawing when full, receiving fine food without delight, and accepting coarse
fare without resentment. Ox-head Chan does not reject the world; rather, it responds to
the world without allowing distinction, preference, or aversion to harden into attachment.
In this form of accord, equality and ultimacy meet at the level of mind.

Concentrated contemplation is crucial to the life experience of the founding patriarch
of the Ox-head lineage. In describing Farong's first entry into the Buddhist path, The Fur-
ther Biographies of Eminent Monks (Xu gaoseng zhuan %2178 1%) states:

BN, REGRERI B A AR, IR EEE. ROBENLE, (EFREM, DERE,

BPTIEEE. BIACMER, AP, DURRERELAL EBIOE, WARUE, 28

B, JSRELSER AR, AR, BURHENR, ZEAALFT. L HBTE

Fo RIS IRE N, SRR, HA B, TRz,

“He then entered Maoshan, relied on Master Jiong, shaved off the topknot, and
diligently sought the Way. Jiong’s reputation moved the rivers and seas; his
virtue drew even spirits. In subtle principle and in the true canons, nothing re-
mained hidden. Farong gave his spirit over to deep savoring, yet his mind still
had objects to which it clung. He took it that wisdom, once stirred, easily runs
into disorder, whereas concentration opens the palace of the mind. If one does
not gather one’s thoughts, delusive concerns are hard to destroy. He therefore
concentrated his mind and sat in silent repose in the empty and quiet woods.
For twenty years he pursued this with unwavering dedication and at last en-
tered deeply into the wondrous gate. ... In the seventeenth year of Zhenguan
(643), beneath the northern cliff of Youqi Monastery on Ox-head Mountain, he
separately built a thatched meditation hut and, day and evening, pondered and
chose, letting not an inch of time go to waste” (Daoxuan 2004, p. 798).

In Farong’s earliest view, “wisdom, once stirred, easily runs into disorder; concentration
opens the palace of the mind.” Concentration provides the stability through which wisdom
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can become effective. His twenty years of silent repose and unremitting practice demon-
strate the discipline required to sustain this cultivation. Such concentrated contemplation
prepared him for his encounter with Daoxin and became formative in his development as
a Chan master. To interpret Buddhism through concentration and wisdom is to enact an
active form of transcendence centered on the pratyekabuddha-like practitioner, whose soli-
tary and disciplined cultivation bears a distinctly elite character. The rational structure of
this contemplative practice steadies emotion, grounds belief beyond subjective impulse,
and lends credibility to religious speech.

Daoxin’s guidance to Farong is preserved in a passage that moves from the equality
of beings to the freedom of mind. Daoxin says:

NERAEN, PEAPAR. KIERENE, EEEE. mzik, W5em, Empb,
SR TRk ? BEAERNE. WEAL B, BT, JREEGL, SOREIR, SR
B, L, RN AMEREE, AMEREE. TR, M HIB, AR
ZUH, PREEMEE, AR

“Humans and nonhumans are equal in nature and appearance. The Great Way is
empty and vast, beyond thought and beyond anxiety. You have already attained
such a Dharma; nothing is lacking in you—how are you different from the Bud-
dha? There is no other Dharma. Simply let mind be free. Do not manufacture
contemplative practice, and do not forcibly still the mind. Do not arouse greed
and anger; do not harbor sorrow and care. Vast and unobstructed, let it range
wherever it will. Do not make the various good, and do not make the various
evil. Whether walking, standing, sitting, or lying down, whenever conditions
meet the eye, all of it is the Buddha’s wondrous function—joyful and without
care; therefore it is called Buddha” (Daoyuan 2000, p. 48).

Daoxin’s instruction gives practical shape to this concern with mind. Its emphasis is not
on abandoning cultivation, but on changing the way cultivation is held. Farong’s earlier
practice still assumes that the mind must be steadied through concentrated effort. Daoxin
does not reject discipline outright; he loosens its tendency to become another object of
attachment. To “let mind be free” is therefore not literati ease, nor absorption into the nat-
ural course of the Dao. It is a Chan movement away from contrived practice. The mind
is not clarified by forced stillness, since forced stillness may itself become a new form of
grasping. The same logic applies to “not making good and evil.” The point is not that
ethical distinctions disappear. What is refused is the act of “making,” by which good and
evil, practice and attainment, purity and impurity are turned into fixed grounds for attach-
ment. Daoxin’s teaching thus remains directed toward Buddhist liberation: it loosens the
attachment to a self to be purified, a practice to be possessed, and an awakening to be se-
cured. Only in this sense can walking, standing, sitting, and lying down be described as
the Buddha’s wondrous function.

Addressing Zhiwei, the fifth patriarch of the Ox-head lineage, Huizhong &%
(683-769) once said: “Emptiness is the true body —where then do self and other remain?
Deluded feeling need not be stilled; simply float the boat of prajna.” “Deluded feeling”
is neither something that can nor should be extinguished by force. How, then, is it to
be faced? By “floating the boat of prajna,” by setting out upon the sea—the sea of desire.
Huizhong also composed a gatha on “settling the mind”: “When person and dharmas are
both purified, good and evil are both forgotten. Let the straight mind be true: that is the
bodhi place of practice” (Daoyuan 2000, p. 53). Good and evil remain distinguishable;
what is forgotten is the act of fixing upon them. This is much like the exchange recorded of
Chan master Kuangda [£i& of Ciyun in Runzhou. A monk asked, “The Buddha appears
in the world because of one great causal affair. How then does the Master appear in the
world?” The master replied, “Qia h3o 5% —just so.” The monk asked, “What does that
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mean?” The master said, “Bu hao A\4f —not to be caught in likes and dislikes” (Daoyuan
2000, p. 539). Here, ho functions adjectivally in gia hao, suggesting contingency and the
unpremeditated, whereas in bi1 hao it functions verbally and turns attention back to the
instability of preference and aversion. The same point appears in Xuansu’s exchange:

T NS AR X 2 A R L DU AH T A B e, A fT, BR: AN 7L
M. I “HREZM, PARIRAE . TH: AR BAEAE? THIH
R .

“Master Xuansu of Helin in Runzhou, on seeing master Wei of the Ox-head line
under the Fourth Patriarch, was approached by a monk knocking at the gate. The
master asked, “‘Who is it?” The monk replied, ‘It is a monk.” The master said, ‘Not
only a monk—even if the Buddha came, he would not be admitted.” The monk
asked, “‘Why would the Buddha not be admitted?” The master said, “There is no
place for you to stop and lodge” (Chen 1990, p. 1401).

A place of arrival is also a place in which to stop and lodge. Xuansu’s reply turns
this spatial image into a critique of fixation. To distinguish Buddha, monk, and layman
as stable identities is still to seek a final position at which one may settle. The claim that
there is “no place to stop and lodge” therefore denies that awakening can be secured as a
fixed destination.

These exchanges present awakening as freedom from fixed distinctions and from the
search for a final ground of attainment. Their proximity to literati reflection lies in this
loosening of worldly attachments and settled positions. Yet the underlying logic remains
specifically Buddhist: when self and other, good and evil, practice and attainment cease
to function as objects of grasping, ordinary conduct becomes the site in which nonattach-
ment is realized. The literati inflection of Ox-head Chan therefore lies not in converting
awakening into aesthetic experience, but in giving Buddhist nonattachment a form legible
within the cultivated world of Tang Jiangnan.

5. Conclusions

The significance of Runzhou Buddhist culture lies in the close integration of Buddhist
life with the cultural history of the region. Within the wider world of Tang Buddhism, this
integration took a historically specific form where inherited Jiangnan literary culture and
extensive regional mobility met the emergence of Ox-head Chan. The literati inflection
examined here was not an external coloring of Runzhou Buddhism but part of the local
form assumed by Buddhist life.

Lineage and literary formation remained active after ordination, shaping the remem-
brance of monastic identity. The historical and literary memory of Jiangnan also entered
the religious meanings attached to monasteries. Mountain dwelling gave this relation a
lived form, bringing Buddhist cultivation close to literati traditions of withdrawal. Ox-
head Chan shows most clearly how this literati inflection entered the understanding of
cultivation. In the Runzhou materials, the Middle Way is presented not as a midpoint
between alternatives, but as freedom from attachment to the distinctions through which
cultivation was defined. This freedom took form in ordinary conduct ungoverned by fixed
preference or aversion, bringing Chan cultivation close to literati self-cultivation. The con-
junction traced here shows that the local development of Buddhism in Runzhou was itself
transformative, as the region’s literati culture came to shape the ways in which Buddhist
life was understood and practiced.
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